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Imago Dei: Does the Symbol Have a Future? 

Mary Catherine Hilkert, O.P. 

Associate Professor of Theology 

University of Notre Dame 

Not only the tragic events of September 11, but the rise in terrorism 

around the globe along with the corresponding "war on terrorism," the 

escalation of violence and suicide bombings in the Middle East, U.S. 

proposals to reconsider the development of "limited nuclear weapons," 

and the ongoing lack of attention to the consequences of our rate of con­

sumption and lifestyle on the rest of the world and the Earth itself, have 

prompted me to reconsider the title for this lecture. It seems clear that 

the real question is not whether the religious symbol of human persons 

as "created in the image of God" has a future, but rather whether 

humankind and creation as we have known it have a future. But precisely 

because religious symbols form our imagination and focus our ethical 

vision, the future of the symbol and our own future are deeply related. 

Almost four decades ago, the Second Vatican Council issued its final doc­

ument, Gaudium et Spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 

World). That document grounds both the church's mission in the world 

and its social teaching in theological anthropology-an understanding of 

the human person as a mystery inseparable from the mystery of the God 

revealed in Jesus Christ. Gaudium et Spes begins with the church's pledge 

of solidarity with the whole human family: 

The joys and hopes, the grief and anguish of the people of our 

time, especially of those who are poor or afflicted, are the joys 

and hopes, the grief and anguish of the followers of Christ as 

well. Nothing that is genuinely human fails to find an echo in 

their hearts. For theirs is a community of people united in Christ 

and guided by the holy Spirit in their pilgrimage towards the 

Father's kingdom, bearers of a message of salvation for all of 

humanity. That is why they cherish a feeling of deep solidarity 

with the human race and its history (GS, #1). 1 

But three decades later, Walter Kasper remarked that in theological 

anthropology, as in so many other areas of theology and church life, 

the reception of Vatican II still lies before us. Specifically, he called for 

"the systematic development of a christologically grounded and defined 

anthropology and the fully articulated formulation of corresponding 
2 

individual and social ethics" as "an urgent desideratum." 

Some argue that this means that Christian anthropology should not begin 

(as Gaudium et Spes did) with the symbol of imago Dei, specifically with 

an analysis of the human situation and the challenges facing humankind 

today. Rather, they call for an exposition of the Christian doctrines of 

incarnation and trinity as determining specifically Christian views of human 

life. My wager tonight is that the symbol of imago Dei can function anew 

to shed fresh light on human life in solidarity with all of creation, partic­

ularly when it is interpreted with attention to the suffering and violation 

of that image and read through the lens of a Wisdom christology that 

remains grounded in the life and ministry of Jesus. Before turning to an 

interpretation of the symbol of imago Dei, I'd like to consider recent chal­

lenges to its retrieval that come from feminist and ecological perspectives. 

In light of those challenges, the question arises as to whether we should 

bother with a symbol that has proved so problematic, and if so, why. In 

part two, I argue that it is important to do so precisely because this religious 

symbol has the power to name both human persons and the Earth itself as 

sacred and in doing so, the symbol can function to establish greater gen­

der justice and ecological justice. Towards that end, the final section of 

the lecture will propose two resources for a renewed theology of the imago 

Dei symbol: Edward Schillebeeckx's notion of "negative contrast experience," 

and the contribution of Wisdom christology as a lens through which to 

interpret not only humankind, but all of creation as "in the image of God." 

Ecological and Feminist Challenges to the Use of the Imago Dei Symbol 

Questions about the wisdom of embracing the symbol of" imago Del' as 

the starting point for theolo9ical anthropology were raised at the time of 

the Second Vatican Council. But other concerns have been raised since 

that time from quite different sectors, notably from ecological and feminist 

theologians. Whether the symbol can recover from the history of human 

domination it has served to foster remains to be seen, but however far we 

are from its realization, human solidarity is at least the expressed ideal in 

the conciliar document. The broader notion of humankind's solidarity 
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and interdependence with the rest of creation, however, was largely over­

looked in that document from the mid 1960s. Instead the text proclaims 

that "sacred scripture teaches that women and men were created 'in the 

image of God,' able to know and love their creator and set by him over all 

earthly creatures that they might rule them, and make use of them, while 

glorifying God" (GS #12). Stressing human effort and ingenuity, the pas­

toral constitution remarked that "nowadays [humanity] has extended and 

continues to extend its mastery over nearly all spheres of nature with the 

help of science and technology" (GS #33). Non-inclusive translations of 

the original document make the connections between androcentric and 

anthropocentric worldviews all the more evident: "Through his labors 

and his native endowments man has ceaselessly striven to better his life. 

Today, however, especially with the help of science and technology, he has 

extended his mastery over nearly the whole of nature and continues to do 

so" (GS, #33). 4 

Reflecting on that "sign of the times" in light of revelation, the pastoral 

constitution turns to the first chapter of Genesis: 

Men and women were created in God's image and were com­

manded to conquer the earth with all it contains and to rule the 

world in justice and holiness: they were to acknowledge God as 

maker of all things and refer themselves and the totality of cre­

ation to him, so that with all things subject to God, the divine 

name would be glorified through all the earth (GS #34). 

There is a subsequent reminder that humanity cannot treat the rest of 

creation "as if it had no relation to its creator" (#36), but the anthro­

pocentric focus of the document is clear. The proposed goal is to "make 

life more humane and conquer the earth for this purpose"(#38). The con- · 

stitution proclaims that all of creation will share in the consummation of 

redemption of Jesus Christ, but once again we are reminded, that "all of 

creation, which God made for humanity, will be set free from its bondage 

to decay" (#39, emphasis added). 

Awareness of the extent of the ecological crisis and corresponding ethical 

responsibility has developed significantly since that time. In 1990 Pope 

John Paul Il's New Year's message for the celebration of the World Day 

of Peace identified the ecological crisis as a moral problem and called 

Christians to realize "their responsibility within creation and their duty 

towards nature and the Creator [as] an essential part of their faith. "5 
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Nevertheless, in numerous other reflections on Genesis 1, he continues to 

affirm that 

What makes man like God is the fact that-unlike the whole 

world of other living creatures, including those endowed with 

senses (animalia)-man is also a rational being (animalia ratio­

nale). Thanks to this property, man and woman are able to "dom-
6 

inate" the other creatures of the visible world (cf. Gn. 1 :28) 

Two years after the promulgation of Gaudium et Spes, Lynn White pub­

lished an article in Science magazine in which he identified this Christian 

instrumentalist view of nature-the conviction that nature exists for 

human use and is not willed as a good for its own sake-as a primary 

source of the Western arrogance toward nature which has resulted in the 

ecological crisis that has only grown more serious since that time. 7 In the 

years since, theologians have questioned whether the claim that human 

persons are "created in the image of God" with its close connection to the 

mandate to "fill the earth and subdue it" (Gn. 1: 28) points to an inher­

ently deficient symbol that cannot serve to foster a view of humankind in 
8 

right relation with the rest of creation. 

In adddition to ecological concerns, the use of the imago Dei symbol to 

foster the subordination of women to men as "divinely-intended" has 

been so widely recognized that in the early 1980s a consultation of the 

World Council of Churches concluded that "[t]he doctrine of God's 

image (imago Dez) has by tradition been a source of oppression and dis­

crimination against women." 9 The history of the transmission of that 

doctrine with its claims that women are not in the image of God, less 

equally in the image of God, most fully in the image of God when in 

union with a man, or in the image of God in her spiritual soul but not 

in her carnal body, is by now not only well-documented, but officially 

disavowed as official teaching. 

Among other resources that helped to undo that false representation of 

the authentic biblical and Christian tradition was the application of criti­

cal biblical scholarship to the two versions of creation found in Genesis 1 

and 2. A traditional interpretation of Genesis 2 had cited Eve's creation 

from the side of Adam to support the claim that female subordination 

was part of God's will for creation from the beginning. But, as Phyllis 

Trible's rhetorical analysis of the second and third chapters of Genesis 

has demonstrated, that version of the creation myth subverts, rather than 
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legitimates, the notion that structures of domination and oppression are 
part of God's divinely intended "plan." It is sin, rather than the created 
order, that establishes relations of domination. Reflecting on the conse­
quences of sin as portrayed in Genesis 3, Trible remarks: 

This sin vitiates all relationships: between animals and human 
beings (3:15), mothers and children (3:16), husbands and wives 
(3:16), people and the soil (3:17-18), humanity and its work 
(3:19) .... The Yahwist narrative tells us who we are (creatures of 
equality and mutuality); it tells us who we have become (creatures 
of oppression); and so it opens possibilities for change, for a return 
to our true liberation under God. In other words, the story calls 
female and male to repent." 10 

While falling short of a call for repentance, Pope John Paul II's Apostolic 
Letter "Mulieris Dignitatem" ("On the Dignity and Vocation of Women") 
echoes Trible's claim: male domination and female subordination are not 
the divinely-intended proper created roles of women and men, but rather 
the manifestation of sin which violates the equality "which is both a gift 
and right deriving from God the Creator." 11 Numerous papal and ecclesial 
documents now condemn exploitation of women, violation of women's 
human dignity or rights, or any form of discrimination based on sex, even 
if ecclesial practice or policies often fail to give structural support or con­
crete witness to that stance. 

Despite significant gains in Catholic teaching and ethics, the question of 
whether the symbol of creation in the image of God can function to foster 
the full equality and dignity of women within the theology of complemen­
tarity promoted by the pope and the Vatican persists precisely because it 
is integral to that theological vision to argue that women do not and 
should not image God in the same way that men do. In the words of 
Mulieris Dignitatem: 

The personal resources of femininity are certainly no less than the 
resources of masculinity: They are merely different .... Hence a 
woman ... must understand her 'fulfillment' as a person, her dignity 
and vocation on the basis of these resources, according to the 
richness of the femininity which she received on the day of cre­
ation and which she inherits as an expression of the 'image and 
likeness of God' that is specifically hers. 12 
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The claim that difference need not mean inequality becomes particularly 
questionable when the further link is made between the maleness of 
Jesus-who is the very image of God incarnate-and God's eternal plan. 
This emphasis on the male sex of Jesus as integral to God's plan of salva­
tion is found primarily in documents forged in response to the call for 
discussion of the ordination of women within the Catholic Church. 
Presenting the male sex of Jesus as integral to the economy of salvation, 
Inter Insigniores, the document on the non-admissibility of women to the 
ministerial priesthood issued by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith in 1976, asserted that 

[T]he incarnation of the Word took place according to the male 
sex; this is indeed a question of fact, and this fact, while not imply­
ing an alleged superiority of man over woman, cannot be disasso­
ciated from the economy of salvation. It is , indeed, in harmony 

• 13 
with the entirety of God's plan as God himself as revealed it. 

Yet in early Christian disputes about the full humanity of Jesus, his male 
sex was never the point of dispute. Rather, the orthodox position consis­
tently argued that the Logos (Word) had taken on every aspect of what it 
means to be human-includin?. human sexuality-since "what has not been 
assumed, has not been saved. " 4 For that very reason, twentieth century 
claims that male gender is integral to God's plan as revealed in the incar­
nation have, in the judgment of many, come dangerously close to calling 

• 15 

into question the salvation of women or at least of female sexuality. 

The emphasis of Vatican documents on the significance of sexual differ­
ences in God's "revelatory plan" recurs in John Paul II's christological­
trinitarian reading of the Book of Genesis in Mulieris Dignitatem where 
he refers to "the revealed truth concerning man as the image and likeness 

16 
of God," and "the immutable basis of Christian anthropology." The 
pope cites St Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. V, 6, 1; V, 16, 2-3: Christian Sources 
153, 72-81 and 216-221; St. Gregory of Nyssa, De Hom. Op. 16: PG 44, 
180; In Cant Cant Hom. 2: PG 44, 805-808; St. Augustine, In Ps. 4, 8: 
Collected Works of Christian Writers (Latin Series) 38, 17. While the pope 
does not deny traditional (and characteristically modern) assertions that 
creation in the image of God refers to each individual person as created 
as a rational and free, the papal trinitarian anthropology stresses a more 
relational interpretation of the symbol. Drawing on an interpretation of 
scripture that relies on an "analogy of faith" by which selected biblical 
passages are used to interpret one another, the pope recommends reading 
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the second creation account in Genesis 2: 18-25 in light of Genesis 
1 :26-27 and both accounts in light of the later revelation of the mystery 
of the Trinity. In this version of a trinitarian reading of the Genesis cre­
ation myths, human persons are created to be persons in communion. 
Although this call to exist for others applies equally to both sexes, the 
pope's discussion of the dignity and vocation of women proposes to 
explore "the Creator's decision chat the human being should always and 
only exist as a woman or a man" 17 He further cites heterosexual marriage 
as the paradigm of his relational anthropology and interprets the call of 
human persons to live as a communion of persons. In chat framework 
"the spousal character of the relationship between persons" in which both 
men and women are called to the "receptive role of the bride" as members 
of the church, but only men have the capacity to represent Christ in the 
active role of "bridegroom." 

That spousal character serves in turn as the basis for the pope's subse­
quent development of the two dimensions of the vocation of women-the 
call to motherhood or to virginity (a form of spiritual motherhood) 
rooted in the psychophysical structure of women which provides a special 
openness to others and to life. Hence, women's ways of living as persons 
in communion-women's ways of imaging God-can be discerned from 
the revelation inscribed on female bodies, and women's divinely intended 
vocations are described in terms of the exercise of sexuality, even when 
that is interpreted in spiritual terms. 

This theology of complementarity that attributes specific roles and voca­
tions to women based on biological sexual differences, with no parallel 
limits on the vocation of men, explicitly denies any inequality in dignity 
or value between the two sexes. Nevertheless, it continues to function in 
a way chat not only limits women's exercise of diverse baptismal charisms, 
but also fosters culturally-derived stereotypical understandings of women's 
personalities, gifts, potential, and responsibilities. Since the theology of 
complementarity cites as its authority the biblical revelation chat God cre­
ated humankind in the divine image as male and female, the viability of 
the symbol of imago Dei to foster gender justice, to promote appreciation 
of the multiple dimensions of human diversity, and to engender the flour­
ishing of women's spirituality continues to be questioned. 

Retrieving a Threatened Symbol 

So why bother to retrieve a symbol when its history of intepretation has 
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proved so problematic? First of all, precisely because the symbol has func­
tioned to foster anthropocentrism, the subordination of women, and the 
denial of full human dignity to others such as disabled persons, gay and 
lesbian persons, or indigenous peoples in the past. The power of religious 
symbols and religious naming has been recognized by many beyond the 
realms of rheology or religious studies. In 1990 scientists appealed to reli­
gious leaders co become actively involved in preventing the impending 
"Crimes against Creation," and to become active in efforts to preserve the 
environment of the Earth. They explicitly noted chat "religious teaching, 
example, and leadership are powerfully able to influence personal conduct 
and commitment" and that "what is regarded as sacred is more likely to 
be treated with care and respect. Efforts to safeguard and cherish the 

18 

environment need to be infused with a vision of the sacred." 

Likewise, a symbol that holds the power to define human identity as 
sacred cannot simply be dismissed; nor can it be assumed. At a time when 
violence against gays and lesbians is on the rise, when homosexuality has 
been identified by some with a propensity towards sexual violation of 
children and teenagers, and when some Vatican spokespersons and 
Catholic bishops have stated publicly that homosexual persons should 
not be ordained, the importance of emphasizing that persons and their 
vocations are not determined by their sexuality or sexual orientation, a 
position clearly articulated in other Vatican statements, becomes all the 
more urgent. 

While the affirmation that women are created equally in the image of 
God is explicitly affirmed in the Catholic tradition today, the ability of 
women to image the divine is implicitly denied not only in liturgical lead­
ership, but also in liturgical speech. In Mulieris Dignitatem, for example, 
the pope recognizes chat biblical passages attribute to God both "mascu­
line" and "feminine" qualities, thus providing confirmation of the truth 
chat both man and woman were created in the divine image. He cites 
multiple passages from the psalms and the prophets that image God as 
mother as well as father. He further recalls that all religious language 
remains strictly analogical since God utterly transcends human experi­
ence, categories, and speech. Thus "even 'fatherhood' in God is com­
pletely divine and free of the 'masculine' bodily characteristics proper to 
human facherhood." 19 However, on christological grounds the pope argues 
chat Jesus's naming of God as "Abba-Father"(Mk 14:36) provides the 
norm for Christian prayer in spite of the alternate biblical images of 
God as female. 
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The importance of reclaiming women's capacity to image the divine 

becomes all the more necessary at a point in the tradition when the 

incarnation as well as the words and deeds of Jesus are regularly inter­

preted in gender-exclusive fashion. The assertion that the incarnation 

of Jesus according to the male sex "is in harmony with the divine plan," 

coupled with claims that Jesus chose only male apostles and named 

God definitively as Abba-Father, effectively rules out women's capacity to 

image the divine in the realm of liturgy or prayer. But these are the very 

realms we hold to be most central in forming Christian imagination and 

discipleship. The insistence that only male imaging of the divine is appro­

priate in Christian speech and prayer functions not only to distort the 

imaginations and spirituality of the Christian community and particularly 

of women, but also undercuts the more fundamental claims that God 

remains beyond gender and that all human names and images fail to 

adequately express the mystery of the incomprehensible God. 20 

An even more basic reason to revitalize the symbol comes from the arena 

of fundamental human rights. The religious symbol of the human person 

as "created in the image of God" has traditionally functioned as a root 

metaphor for the Christian understanding of the human person, the reli­

gious way of grounding the inviolability of human dignity, and the basis 

for defending the human rights of all persons. Thus the 1979 United 

States Catholic bishops' pastoral letter "Brothers and Sisters to Us," for 

example, condemns racism precisely because it divides the human family, 

blots out the image of God among specific members of that family, and 

violates the fundamental human dignity of those called to be children of 

the same Father .... God's word in Genesis announces that all men and 

women are created in God's image; not just some races and racial types, 

but all bear the imprint of the Creator and are enlivened by the breath 

of his one Spirit. 2 1 

Mercy Amba Oduyoye notes the importance of the symbol for women 

around the world, especially in situations of violence and dehuman­

ization: 

[M]any women have claimed the biblical affirmation of our being 

created "in the Image of God" both for the protection of women's 

self-worth and self-esteem and to protest dehumanization by oth­

ers. Granted, this seems to be wearing thin, but without it the 

whole edifice of human relations seems to crumble and fall. 22 
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While philosophical debate ensues about the precise meaning of per­

sonhood, the need for protection of human rights grows more urgent. 

Postmodern theorists argue that any attempt to define the human per­

son or to universalize human experience is doomed because of the his­

torical and cultural conditioning of all experience and the power 

relations that are inevitably operative when any person or group claims 

to speak for all. Yet ethicists repeatedly remind us that to abandon the 

ability to make claims about the dignity and rights of human persons 

only allows repressive power structures to operate without critique, 

which is to say, at the expense of the most vulnerable. 

The postmodern challenge offers a necessary reminder that we can't know 

or define what it means to be fully human as well as a critique of any uni­

versalizing theory of what it means to speak of human persons as "created 

in the image and likeness of God." But it does not follow that we can say 

nothing about human persons and their dignity. On the contrary, around 

the world there is a recurring call for some sort of international recogni­

tion of human rights and accountability. In search of a global ethic that 

can provide a basis for a vision of peoples living peacefully together, the 

second Parliament of the World's Religions took as the starting point for 

its "Initial Document Towards a Global Ethic" the fundamental demand 

that "every human being must be treated humanely." 23 

Feminist ethicists who recognize the need for postmodern cautions about 

any attempt to universalize human experience or gloss over radical differ­

ences such as class, race, sex, or sexual orientation, nevertheless argue that 

it is possible to identify enough commonality in human experience to 

condemn what is unjust and inhumane. Margaret Farley, for example, 

has proposed that: 

Whatever the differences in human lives, however minimal the 

actuality of world community, however unique the social arrange­

ments of diverse peoples, it is nonetheless possible for human 

persons to weep over commonly felt tragedies, laugh over com­

monly perceived incongruities, yearn for common hopes. And 

across time and place, it is possible to condemn recognized injus-
24 

rices and act for commonly desired goals. 

While we may not be able to identify fully what it means to be human 

and thus, from a Christian standpoint, all the dimensions of what it 

means to be created in the image of God, we are far more likely to reach 
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agreement on what distorts that image or violates human dignity. In that 
vein, Edward Schillebeeckx's discussion of "negative contrast experience" 
provides a helpful way of retrieving the symbol of the human person as 
"image of God" which takes account of contemporary philosophical plu­
ralism and the cultural conditionedness of any system of values and yet 
maintains the importance of the symbol for Christian ethics. 

The Image of God Reflected in Negative Contrast Experience 

Borrrowing from the writings of critical theorist Theodor Adorno, 
Schillebeeckx adopted the term "contrast experience" to describe those 
human experiences of negativity (on both personal and social levels) 
which evoke indignation and Rrotest: "No. It can't go on like this; we 
won't stand for it any longer.! While we may not know or agree upon the 
full dimensions of human flourishing, Schillebeeckx argues that we know 
what is not humane-the concentration camp, genocide, racial discrimi­
nation, homelessness, abuse of children, domestic violence, an economic 
system in which some face starvation and utter poverty while a small 
minority controls the wealth and resources of a country. In other words, 
the image of God that is available in the concrete contours of a history 
laced with evil and suffering, is first and foremost, the threatened image 
of God. If Jesus Christ is the one in whom we recognize the face of God, 
the image of God is to be found in the crucified peoples of today. 

But just as the early disciples wrestled with the question of where the God 
of life was to be found in the scandal of the crucifixion of Jesus, so the 
question faces us today: where is the Creator God to be seen in the viola­
tion of God's creatures/6 Schillebeeckx argues that the mystery of God's 
creative and sustaining presence in human life is hidden in the creation 
which remains vulnerable to the finitude and mortality of nature as well 
as to the possibility of the abuse of human freedom. It is precisely the 
lament and protest over loss and violence-the claim that "this should not 
be" and the ethical action which it motivates-that signal awareness that 
something of value is being sacrificed. Hidden in experiences of negativity 
and/or injustice is an implicit awareness of deeply held values that begin 
to emerge in various forms of protest and resistance. The absence of 
"what ought to be" leads to dissatisfaction and action for change which 
leads in turn to a deeper awareness of what was only intuitively grasped in 
the initial ethical response: an awareness that human beings are indeed 
"created in the image of God" and of inestimable value. In Schillebeeckx's 
words: 
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If the fundamental symbol of God is the living human being-the 
image of God-then the place where human beings are humiliated, 
tortured, and forgotten, as individuals or as a community, by per­
sons or violent structures, is at the same time, the privileged place 
where religious experience ... becomes possible ... precisely in and 
through a human action which seeks to give form to this symbol 
of God, the human being; [human action which] seeks to raise 
people up and give them a voice. Only then do we come home to 

the liberating communion of our creator and thus the depths of 
ourselves. 27 

This trust in the ultimate meaning of human life which remains open to 
as yet unknown possibilities for human life and flourishing is nurtured 
and sustained by the fragmentary, but real, experiences of meaning, ha~­
piness, and well-being that also constitute some portion of human life. 8 

Only when we have experienced a glimpse of what it means for persons to 
live in communion, when we have had some experience of what just and 
mutual relationships look like, when we have seen the triumph of the 
human spirit in spite of the violation or denials of others, can we recog­
nize situations of dehumanization or the denial of human dignity as 
"blotting out the image of God in others. " Without positive glimpses of 
what constitutes human dignity, happiness and fulfillment, the negativity 
of evil and suffering would lead to the conclusion that life is absurd and 
unjust and that there is no inherent dignity in human persons. Without 
images and memories of what it means for human life and creation to 
flourish, the suffering human "other" and the devastation of the earth 
would witness only to the tragic nature of existence. 

Viewing the imago Dei symbol through the lens of negative contrast expe­
rience, suggests that human beings image God when we speak and act on 
behalf of life, whether that cry comes from the protest of the violated or 
the action of those who hold the power to change situations and struc­
tures that dehumanize or degrade. Here we can return to the question of 
the responsibility that human beings hold within the evolutionary process 
and ecological web. If human action and voice on behalf of the violated 
"other" are ways that human persons image the God of life, a rethinking 
of the meaning of that vocation today requires human beings to see our 
connections with the Earth entrusted to us as a call to lament and repen­
tance, rather than a license for exploitation. At this point in evolutionary 
history when the very survival of complex forms of life and beauty are 
threatened by human decision and action, the imago Dei symbol can 
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function both to remind us of our responsibility in relation to the rest of 

creation and to call us to image the God who proclaimed all of creation as 

good. Human beings are those within the evolutionary process who can 

recognize and protest "ecological experiences of contrast" as well as forms 

of human suffering and ro see the connections between the two. But that 

protest, too, occurs against the backdrop of the perception of the natural 

world precisely as "creation" that has its own integrity and value and that 

has its own capacity to manifest the glory of God. It also calls for a recog­

nition of our dependence on the rest of creation for our very survival. 

Considered in relation to one another, negative experiences of contrast 

and positive experiences of meaning (both human "fragments of salvation" 

and what Thomas Berry has identified as "cosmological moments of 

grace") gradually disclose what is possible for the human community and 

for all of creation. Here the question of the relationship between anthro­

pology and christology reemerges because the Christian vision of human 

flourishing is none other than the reign of God that Jesus preached in his 

liberating life-style as well as in his message of good news. That vision of 

God's reign extended beyond human well-being to encompass all creatures 

in "a new heaven and a new earth" as reflected in the many images of 

nature in Jesus' preaching and parables. The post-resurrection faith of the 

early church culminated in the central Christian doctrine of the incarna­

tion, the proclamation that in Jesus, God became one not only with 

humanity, but also with matter. Attending to that doctrine and its roots 

in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, a christological reading of the 

human situation yields even fuller meaning in the light of contemporary 

disputes about gender and ecological justice when the story of Jesus is 

retold as the story of Wisdom incarnate. 

Jesus the Wisdom of God as Imago Dei and the Community of Creation 

Disputes at the time of Vatican II, and since, have often centered around 

the assertion that Colossians 1: 15 which describes Christ as the firstborn 

of all of creation, rather than Genesis 1 :28 with its emphasis on creation 

in the image of God, offers the appropriate starting point for a truly 

Christian anthropology. But using Colossians' image of Christ as "first­

born of all creation" as a lens for interpreting the anthropological claim 

that humankind is created in the image of God does not define the con­

tent of either claim, nor indicate that one of the two is the necessary 

starting point for theological anthropology. 29 Reading the creation and 

new creation texts in relation to one another can offer significant possibil-
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ities for theological anthropology in an ecological worldview. But as mul­

tiple classic readings of those texts have demonstrated in the history of 

the tradition, the primary focus need not be on the discontinuity between 

Jesus and the rest of humanity and creation, nor on sin as having radically 

distorted or even destroyed the image of God in humanity. Likewise, a 

trinitarian reading of the Colossians text does not require an interpreta­

tion of Christ's obedience (and hence of the appropriate stance for the 

church, Christian anthropology, and particularly for women) as giving 

primacy to "receptivity," as some have argued. 30 

Further, those who argue for the primacy of Colossians 1 as the 

hermeneutical key to Christian anthropology rarely, if ever, attend to the 

fact that the hymn is derived from the Wisdom imagery of the late Old 

Testament and intertestamental literature, where Sophia is consistently 

referred to as female. 31 Neither is the language of "Father" or "Son" used 

in the Colossians hymn; rather Wisdom is said to be the image of "the 

unseen God" (Col 1:15). Further, the emphasis in this passage is on 

Wisdom as the firstborn of all creation, not only as an incarnate human 

being, much less an incarnate male. Connections between the Colossians 

hymn and earlier Wisdom traditions suggest that if the Colossians text is 

to serve as a christological lens for viewing what it means to be "created 

in the image of God," recent proposals for a Wisdom christology can help 

to focus that lens. 

As we have observed, the dependence of Colossians 1: 15 on the Wisdom 

literature of the Old Testament, specifically the Book of Wisdom, 

Proverbs, and Sirach, has been noted by many. 32 Yet what often went 

unnoticed or at least unemphasized was that the figure of Wisdom 

(Sophia in Greek and Hokmah in Hebrew) in the Old Testament and 

intertestamental literature was female. Hence the hymn in Colossians 1: 

15-20, which in that context is applied to Christ, can be translated in a 

way that demonstrates its derivation from earlier tributes to Wisdom: 

She is the image of the unseen God (Gen 1:26-27; Wis 7:26), 
firstborn of all creation (Prov 8:22, Sir 24:9) 
in/by her was created everything 

in the heavens and on earth (Wis 7:22; 9:2-4; Prov 3: 19-20; 
8:22-30), 
seen and unseen: 

whether thrones or principalities, rules or authorities. 

All things were created through her and for her, 
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And she is before all and the all subsists through her. ... 33 

If chis passage holds a key to a proper Christian understanding of what it 

means to be created in the image and likeness of God as Gaudium et Spes 

suggested, retrieval of the symbol of imago Dei may indeed hold far richer 

possibilities for gender relations and ecological interdependence than 

either its interpreters or its critics have envisioned. Biblical scholars who 

were writing at the same time as the promulgation of Gaudium et Spes 

began to recognize chat in Christian hymns such as chis one, in the 

Pauline epistles (1 Cor 8:6) and the Letter to the Hebrews (1:3), and in 

the Gospels of Matthew and John, Jesus is portrayed as, and at times 

explicitly identified with, the Jewish figure of personified Wisdom. 34 But 

the feminist critical appropriation of Wisdom as specifically a female per­

sonification of the divine, and more recent work in ecological theology 

have opened up new dimensions of meaning in chat tradition. 

Thanks to the creative theological work of Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, 

Elizabeth Johnson, Denis Edwards, and ochers, Wisdom christology has 

emerged as a fully orthodox way of speaking of Jesus the Christ which 

fosters, rather than restricts women's baptismal roles and identities, and 

which emphasizes the interconnectedness of all of creation, rather than a 

human commission to "dominate" the earth. 35 Retelling the story of Jesus 

as Sophia incarnate, Johnson recalls how Jesus enfleshes Sophia as she is 

portrayed in the Old Testament and the intertestamencal literature in her 

prophetic street preaching, her public calls for justice, her befriending of 

the outcast, her promise to offer rest to the heavily burdened, her gather­

ing of friends and strangers for an abundant feast, her healing ministry, 

and her initiation of disciples into friendship with God. Throughout his 

ministry and in a final and definitive way in his death, Jesus embodies 

Sophia's compassion for, and solidarity with, the lost and the least. 

The impact of this reading of christology is to shift the scandal of partic­

ularity away from Jesus' maleness, and toward the scandal of the reign of 

God he preaches and embodies. Yet a further scandal chat emerges as we 

reflect on the anthropological significance of Wisdom christology is the 

realization that the reign of God is discovered among and encrusted to 

human persons and communities despite all of our limits. In the person 

of Jesus, the image of God that marks human beings and can be traced 

throughout creation comes into clear focus. Elizabeth Johnson has identified 

some of the anthropological and ministerial implications of reading the 

incarnation through the metaphor of Sophia rather than the Logos: 
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Jesus in his human, historical specificity is confessed as Sophia 

incarnate, revelatory of the liberating graciousness of God imaged 

as female; women as friends of Jesus-Sophia, share equally with 

men in his saving mission throughout rime and can fully repre­

sent Christ, being themselves, in the Spirit, ocher Christs. This 

has profound implications for reshaping ecclesial theory and prac­

tice in the direction of a community of the discipleship and min-
. f 1 36 1stry o equa s. 

The cognitive dissonance caused by describing the male Jesus as incarna­

tion of the divine Sophia traditionally imaged as female, is not unlike the 

conversion of imagination that is required to recognize faithful female 

disciples throughout the centuries as "ocher Christs." 

Further, if Wisdom is the first-born of all creation and all was created 

through her and for her, not only human persons, but all creatures and all 

of creation, are marked with the image of God. The sacredness of all of 

creation from the beginning is confirmed and transformed in the incarna­

tion when Wisdom pitches her tent among us in the life, death, and res­

urrection of Jesus. The union of the divine, not only with human nature, 

but with the material world, is sealed definitively in the resurrection. As 

Karl Rahner has remarked in his homily on "Easter: The Future of the 

Earth": 

[Christ] rose not to show chat he was leaving the tomb of the earth 

once and for all, but in order to demonstrate that precisely chat 

tomb of the dead-the body and the earth-has finally changed 

into the glorious, immeasurable house of the living God and of 

the God-filled soul of the Son. He did not go forth from the dwelling 

place of earth by rising from the dead. For he still possesses, of course, 

definitively and transfigured, his body, which is a piece of the earth, 

a piece which still belongs to it as a part of its reality and destiny .... 

Already from the heart of the world into which he descended in 

death, the new forces of a transfigured earth are at work" 37 

Denis Edwards draws a similar conclusion in his ecological reading of the 

Coloss_ians hymn, " [ t] he rest of creation cannot be seen merely as the stage 

on which the drama of human redemption is played out. The Colossians 

hymn insists that the whole universe is caught up in the Christ evenc." 38 

Reading the creation story in light of Wisdom's delight in all of creation 
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and her role of connecting what is different and mending broken relation­

ships, returns us to the ethical issue of human responsibility for ecological 

justice. Taking Wisdom christology as the key for anthropology leads to a 

new appreciation of the wisdom required of those to whom God has 

entrusted the care of the earth-human creatures who have the capacity for 

moral choice and action. Seeking a retrieval of the imago Dei symbol that 

moves beyond a view of stewardship which falls shore of respecting the 

interdependence of humans with the rest of creation, Anne Clifford has 

proposed an ecofeminisc theology of solidarity. She remarks chat solidarity 

does not erase difference, "be that the differences among peoples of differ­

ent cultures, races and classes, or the differences between humans and 

other life forms," but seeks the common good of all-"a healthy planet on 

which all life forms can flourish. "39 This perspective does not deny the 

complexity within creation, but rather celebrates chose very differences as 

reflections of the God who treasures diversity. From the beginning those 

differences have been a source of delight to Wisdom who fashioned all 

things (Wis 7:22, Prov 8:30). 

That same diversity of God's many beloved creatures is also reflected in 

differences among human creatures. Sexual difference is highlighted in 

both creation stories in Genesis, but the question remains: What is the 

revelatory significance of chat difference? One aspect of that revelation is 

clear: embodiment and sexuality are integral to the blessing of creation. 

One aspect of what it means for human persons to image God that 

received little emphasis-or was downright denied-in traditional 

attempts to locate the image of God in some aspect of the human person, 

was chat mortal human bodies could be revelatory of the immortal God 

or chat human sexual relationships could reflect the intimate love of the 

Trinity. If the incarnation remains the key to interpreting anthropology, 

then with lrenaeus we are called to oppose any gnostic versions of holi­

ness or spirituality that deny the sacredness of the body or material cre­

ation and recall that we are created in the image of the incarnate Word, or 
40 

as we have been stressing here, incarnate Wisdom. 

But one can prize sexuality and sexual difference without identifying 

human bodies as divinely inscribed for distinctly different roles and voca­

tions. One can hold to the pope's primary anthropological emphasis­

human persons are created as persons in relation, as destined for 

communion with one another-without identifying heterosexual marriage 

as the ultimate paradigm for persons in communion. If one were to turn 

to the Wisdom christology of John's Gospel, for example, for the para-
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digm of mutual love and relationship, the model of friendship would 

emerge instead. Specifically, the kind of friendship that Jesus invites his 

disciples into is found in a community of disciples gathered with all their 

differences-around a single table. Read through that lens, sexual differ­

ence does indeed mark human persons both as different and as radically 

relational. But revelatory significance is to be found not in divinely pre­

scribed gender roles or the mandate to procreate, but rather in the human 
vocation to embrace the other who remains nevertheless "ocher" and in 

the call to participate in and foster Sophia's hospitality towards all of her 
beloved creatures. 

Wisdom christology needs to remain rooted in the life and ministry of 

Jesus if we are to flesh out the concrete contours of Christian anthropol-
41 

ogy. But a Wisdom christology "from below" leads finally to a trinitarian 
understanding of the God we are called to image-the mystery we 

describe as diverse and equal persons in a mutual communion of love. 

Drawn into chat communion by the power of the Spirit, human persons 

and human communities are given an identity and a vocation. In terms 

of fundamental identity, the image of God stamped in diverse ways on 

all creatures can be violated, but never erased. The further invitation to 

human persons as conscious creation to embrace that identity as God's 

beloved and to grow in communion with God and all of creation is a 

vocation chat we are free to embrace or reject. But embracing that voca­

tion in a world of sin will involve for us-as it did for the one in whose 

image we are formed-the way of the cross. Imaging the God of friend­

ship of John's gospel will mean following Wisdom Incarnate in being will­
ing to lay down one's life for one's friends (Jn 15:13). 

Does the symbol imago Dei have a future in a world of violence, exclu­

sion, and ecological devastation? In the end, it appears chat the answer is 

up to us. Human beings and human communities-including ecclesial 
communities-hold the power to deny, and in chat sense, to "bloc out" 

the image of God in those we consider to be "ocher." In doing so, how­

ever, we blot out our own participation in the image of the God whose 

love has no bounds. The sacramental vision of John's gospel suggests that 
an even more incredible power is entrusted to us as well. Because Wisdom 

has pitched her tent among us and sent her Advocate to seal us in the 

truth, we have the power to enflesh the communion that is our final 
destiny-if only in fragmentary ways. 

The image of God continues to take flesh where Wisdom's children 
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delight in creation and learn to live within limits that respect the com­
mon good of the whole community of the living. Human communities, 
and specifically ecclesial communities, reflect God's image when footwash­
ing, forgiveness, and a common table open possibilities for relationships 
and reconciliations beyond our power or imagining. By naming one 
another and fragile human and ecological communities as capable of 
imaging God-if only in fragments-we hold open our imaginations to 
how different our future could be. 

Mary Catherine Hilkert 
University of Notre Dame 
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