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C H A P T E R

15
From Adam to Christ

From Male and Female to Being Human

John Behr

Be my witnesses (martyres)! I too am a witness, says the Lord God, 
and the servant whom I have chosen1

We often theologize with already formed categories—what it is to 
be human and what it is to be God—and then seek to bring 

these together in the incarnation, to understand how in Christ divinity and 
humanity have become united, so that as God became man we now might 
become gods. The thrust of the conciliar definitions and the theological 
reflection that accompanies them, however, work the other way round: The 
one Lord Jesus Christ—the crucified and risen one, as proclaimed by the 
apostles in accordance with Scripture unveiled and encountered in the 
breaking of the bread—defines for us what it is to be God and what it is 
to be human, together and simultaneously, without confusion, change, di­
vision, or separation, in one prosōpon—one “face”—and one hypostasis—
one concrete being. He alone is fully divine and fully human, in one: He 
shows us what it is to be God in the way that he dies as a human being, 
voluntarily laying down his life, as one over whom death has no claim, so 
that it is by his death that he tramples down death and gives life to those 
in the tombs.

It is therefore to the one Lord Jesus Christ that we must look to under­
stand not only what it is to be God but also what it is to be human. As 
Nicholas Cabasilas put it, at the end of the Byzantine era:
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It was for the new human being that human nature was created at 
the beginning, and for him mind and desire were prepared. . . . ​It was 
not the old Adam who was the model for the new, but the new Adam 
for the old. . . . ​Because of its nature, the old Adam might be consid­
ered the archetype to those who see him first, but for him who has 
everything before his eyes, the older is the imitation of the second. . . . ​
To sum it up: the Savior first and alone showed to us the true human 
being, who is perfect on account of both character and life and in all 
other respects.2

Christ is the first true human being: He is “the image of the invisible God” 
(Col. 1:15), in whose image we were created. Adam was but “a type of the 
one to come” (Rom. 5:14), as are we who have come into the world in Adam: 
a preliminary sketch, the starting point from which we are called to grow 
into “the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ” (Eph. 4:13).

One of the most striking examples bearing witness to this, and what it 
involves, is St. Ignatius of Antioch, on his way to Rome, beseeching the 
Christians there not to impede his coming martyrdom:

It is better for me to die in Christ Jesus than to be king over the ends 
of the earth. I seek him who died for our sake. I desire him who rose 
for us. Birth-pangs are upon me. Suffer me, my brethren; hinder me 
not from living, do not wish me to die. . . . ​Suffer me to receive the 
pure light; when I shall have arrived there, I shall be a human being 
[ἐκεῖ παραγενόμενος ἄνθρωπος ἔσομαι]. Suffer me to follow the 
example of the passion of my God.3

Our usual understanding of the fundamental categories of life and death, 
birth and being human, are emphatically reversed. Ignatius is not yet born, 
not yet living, not yet human; only by his martyrdom, in imitation of 
Christ, will he be born into life as a human being.

In this light, we can now see a new dimension in the opening verses of 
Scripture: Having spoken everything else into existence—“Let there be” . . . ​
and it was and it was good—God announces his own particular project: 
“Let us make a human being in our image after our likeness” (Gen. 1:26). 
God does not speak his project into existence with an imperative, but rather 
uses a subjective: His particular purpose, the only thing upon which he 
deliberates, is a project, initiated by God, but completed by Christ volun­
tarily going to the cross. Upon the cross, in the Gospel of John (which 
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deliberately alludes in its opening verse to the opening verse of Genesis: 
“In the beginning”), he says “It is finished” or “It is perfected,” with Pilate 
having said a few verses earlier, “Behold the human being” (John 19:30, 
5).4 Scripture thus opens with God setting the stage and announcing his 
project, and concludes with the fulfilment of this project, such that, as the 
Byzantine hymn for Holy Saturday, when the body of Christ lies in the 
tomb, says:

Moses the great mystically prefigured this present day, saying: ‘And 
God blessed the seventh day.’ For this is the blessed Sabbath, this is 
the day of rest, on which the only-begotten Son of God rested from 
all his works, through the economy of death he kept the Sabbath in 
the flesh, and returning again through the resurrection he has 
granted us eternal life, for he alone is good and loves humankind [lit: 
loves ἄνθρωπος].5

It is by giving his own “let it be” that St. Ignatius in turn, following Christ, 
is born into life as human being. If, as said above, Christ shows us what it 
is to be God in the way he dies as a human being, he simultaneously shows 
us what it is to be human in the same way, in one prosōpon and one hypo
stasis. Moreover, and even more strikingly, for the only work that is said to 
be God’s own work—making a human being in his image—we are the ones 
who say “ let it be”!

This is a very different way of understanding the work of God than we 
habitually assume. We are more likely to think in terms of God’s creative 
work as having been completed at the beginning, as an initial perfection 
from which we then fell, requiring God to respond by sending his Son to 
restore fallen humanity. So much is this the case that from medieval times 
we regularly ask the question whether Christ would have become incar­
nate had human beings not fallen. Put crudely, we tend to think in terms 
of a Plan A, which we then messed up, followed by Plan B. But, equally 
bluntly: Christ is not Plan B! From the beginning of the proclamation of 
the Gospel, as we saw above, Adam is spoken of as “a type of the one to 
come” (Rom. 5:14)—an initial sketch of the fullness that is first manifest 
and realized in Christ alone.

It should be recognized that we, of course, speak of a newborn baby as 
a human being. Yet if by a human being we mean, as we often do, some­
one who can walk or talk, the baby cannot (yet) do these things. This is, 
it is important to note, not due to any “imperfection” in the newborn: An 
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infant with perfectly formed limbs and tongue needs to exercise these or­
gans to develop them—a development that includes occasions of falling 
down, getting bruised, or misspeaking. And if we define what it is to be 
human by what Christ shows us, in the love he displays by laying down his 
life, then it requires more than simple physical growth: It requires a life of 
askēsis in learning virtue, of taking up the cross, culminating in our actual 
death, to become human.

The Apostle also puts the contrast between Adam and Christ in terms 
of the difference between the breath of life that animated the first Adam 
and the life-giving Spirit (1 Cor. 15:44–48, see Gen. 2:7). Irenaeus of Lyons, 
building upon this comparison, sketches out the overarching economy of 
the work of God in this way:

Just as, at the beginning of our formation in Adam, the breath of life 
from God, having been united to the handiwork, animated [anima-
vit] the human being and showed him to be a rational being, so also, 
at the end, the Word of the Father and the Spirit of God, having be­
come united with the ancient substance of the formation of Adam, 
rendered the human being living [viventem] and perfect, bearing the 
perfect Father, in order that, just as in the animated we all die, so also 
in the spiritual we may all be vivified. For never at any time did Adam 
escape the Hands of God, to whom the Father speaking, said, “Let 
us make the human being in our image, after our likeness” [Gen. 
1:26]. And for this reason at the end, “not by the will of the flesh, 
nor by the will of man” [John 1:13], but by the good pleasure of the 
Father, his Hands perfected a living human being [vivum perfecerunt 
hominem], in order that Adam might become in the image and like­
ness of God.6

It is at the end, not from the beginning, that we are perfected as a living 
human being, vivified by the Spirit, so that just as Adam was a “type of 
the one to come,” so also the breath that animated Adam at the beginning 
is but a sketch of the life that he is called to live in Christ. This is, more­
over, a process in which the Hands of God are continually working, form­
ing us to be in the stature of Christ. “The human being is earth that 
suffers”7—suffering as we are molded by the Hands of God, as clay in the 
hands of the potter, into his image, a process that continues throughout 
our lives, culminating in our death and resurrection, at which point one 
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can even say that we are “created,” finally made into that which God has 
planned from the beginning: “When you take away their breath they die 
and return to their dust; when you send forth your Spirit, they will be cre­
ated [κτισθήσονται] and you renew the face of the ground” (Ps. 103/4: 
29–30).

The decisive step in this direction, from Adam to Christ, occurs when 
we voluntarily embrace the cross and our own death in Christ through the 
sacrament of baptism. But it is important to note how the Apostle changes 
tense from the past to the future: “If we have been united with him in a 
death like his, we shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like 
his” (Rom. 6:5). Our sacramental death in baptism is once for all, and in 
the past; but until we are actually dead in the ground, the resurrection lies 
in the future, and so we must “consider ourselves dead to sin and alive to 
God in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 6:11). Until that point, we are, as it were, stuck 
in the first-person singular, only able to say, “I am dying to myself to live 
to God,” with all the inevitable paradoxes that flow from that ambiguity. 
When, on the other hand, I am actually dead, placed in the ground to be­
come earth, then I stop working and God can finally be the Creator.

By following this line of thinking, Ignatius and Irenaeus, and then the 
later Fathers following in their footsteps, can see our “fall” into apostasy, 
sin, and death, as inscribed within the single economy of God that starts 
from Christ and culminates in Christ, the Alpha and the Omega of all 
things. The whole economy, from the beginning to the end, turns upon 
and is shaped by the Passion of Christ (for it is only in the light of the cross 
that the Scriptures are opened or unveiled, so that we can read the narra­
tive of the arc that leads from Adam to Christ).8 His death destroys death, 
not by obliterating it, but by turning it inside out, “changing the use of 
death” as Maximus put it, such that instead of being the end, it becomes 
in fact the beginning.9

In other words: We come into existence “in Adam,” animated by a breath 
of life, a breath that is inherently transitory and will expire. From the be­
ginning of our existence we do all that we can do to hold on to our breath 
of life; but no matter how well we live or whatever we do, the breath will 
expire. In times long past, Irenaeus points out, it was only said—not 
shown—that Adam was created in the image, and as such he easily lost his 
likeness to Christ by trying to snatch immortal life (see Haer. 5.16.2). But 
now Christ, as the image of God, has shown us the life of God, and has 
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done so not simply by destroying death (we still die, after all), but rather 
destroying “him who has the power of death,” so that he might “deliver 
all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong bondage” (Heb. 
2:14–15). It is the fear of death that drives us to try to hold on to our breath 
of life and gives rise to all the passions that flow from this egoism, ensnar­
ing ourselves ever further in our mortality. If we try to preserve our life, as 
Christ points out as the basic law of life, we will without doubt lose it (Matt. 
16:25, etc.). But if, on the other hand, we lose our life, he continues, by lay­
ing it down for his sake, we will gain it: We will begin to live a life that 
cannot be touched by death because we have entered into it through death.

According to Irenaeus, the breath and the Spirit cannot coexist (Haer. 
5.12). This is not because one is a “natural” life and needs to be removed 
before a “supernatural” life can begin. It is rather because the breath, when 
used in a Christ-like manner, by dying to itself opens out to the life of the 
Spirit. We come into existence “in Adam,” thrown into the world, with no 
free choice about the matter—No one asked me if I want to be born! as 
Kirilov protested in Dostoyevsky’s The Possessed. We come into existence, 
moreover, animated by a breath of life that is inherently transient and fi­
nite, which will expire: We are as good as dead from the beginning. Ne­
cessity and mortality characterize our existence “in Adam.” Motivated by 
the fear of death, we try to hold on to our breath, entrenching ourselves 
ever more firmly in that mortality and the passions to which it gives rise. 
But if, in faith and love, we are ready to use our breath to lose our lives in 
a Christ-like manner, for the kingdom and our neighbors, then we are born 
into a life that cannot be touched by death, the immortal life of the Spirit, 
and as such are born into life as human beings as Christ has shown that to 
be. Through Christ’s having “changed the use of death” we are able to 
change the ground of our existence from necessity and mortality to free­
dom and self-sacrificial love—the very uncreated being and life of God 
himself.

Rather than seeing ourselves as already human (and always having been 
so, needing only to be redeemed from the apostasy into which we have 
fallen), we are instead called to view all things in the light of Christ, such 
that there is one single creative-salvific economy of God, leading us from 
the sketch to the reality, from a breath to the Spirit, from Adam to Christ, 
by sharing in the death of Christ, to be “a living human being,” “the glory 
of God” (Haer. 4.20.7). If we are yet to become human, what are the im­
plications for understanding ourselves as male and female?
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Marriage Is Martyrdom

If God’s project is to create living human beings in his image and likeness, 
what he in fact does is to create males and females. When we look at the 
structure of Gen. 1:27, we see that being “in the image” and being “male 
and female” are put in parallel with one another:

[27] �So God created the human being in his own image,
	 in the image of God he created him;
	 male and female he created them.

[28] �And God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful 
and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it.”

In the poem that is the first chapter of Genesis, two things are left unex­
plained: being “in the image” and being “male and female.” Although we 
tend to link “male and female” to the blessing to “be fruitful and multiply,” 
this same blessing is bestowed upon the other animals (Gen. 1:22), yet 
they are not said to be created as male and female (only later, in Gen. 6:19, 
are they described this way). Regarding the term “image,” it is often said 
that the purpose of Gen. 1:27–28 is to “democratize” the status of being 
“in the image”—something that in the ancient Near East was held to be 
the prerogative of the king—so that it now belongs instead to all human 
beings to have “dominion” over the earth. This again, however, is not said 
in the scriptural text, here or elsewhere. Reading the text in the light of 
Christ, as we have above, we may well make a distinction between the im­
age, who is Christ (Col. 1:15), and human beings who are made in the im­
age. However, the verse also suggestively places being in the image in 
parallel with being male and female. I do not mean to suggest that there 
is anything in God corresponding to male and female. Rather, I would sug­
gest, that if God’s project is to make human beings in his image, as we 
have seen above, and his way of initiating this project is to make males 
and females, then our existence as sexed and sexual beings turns out to be 
the horizon in which we learn to become human.

It is important to note that when the Apostle asserts that Christ is “the 
image of the invisible God,” it is in the context of hymning the one who 
makes peace by “the blood of his cross” (Col. 1:15–20). It is, as we have 
seen above, in laying down his life that Christ shows us what it is to be 
God and what it is to be human. Our existence as male and female is in 
fact the horizon in which we (or at least most of us) learn, through the 
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power of erotic attraction, to lay down our lives for another: Through the 
erotic drive deeply implanted in us by God, we are drawn out of ourselves, 
to “die” to ourselves and live our lives in virtue of another. As Dionysius 
the Areopagite puts it: “The divine eros brings ecstasy, so that the lover 
belongs not to self but to the beloved.”10 Eros is perhaps the only force 
capable of overcoming the fear of thanatos. Marriage, then, is ultimately 
about martyrdom, and in marriage males and females are, quite literally, 
“humanized”!

Given the preponderance of monastics among those counted as saints 
by the Church, it is not surprising that there is a great tendency to think 
that sanctification consists in approximating the monastic life, whether lit­
erally (as is often advocated) or spiritually (the “interior monasticism” of 
Paul Evdokimov). It is sometimes claimed that from the fourth century, 
monasticism replaced the martyrdom of earlier centuries as the form of 
sanctity known by the Church. But this needs to be nuanced, or restated: 
It was by understanding itself as martyrdom that monasticism continued 
the martyrdom of the early Church. St. Anthony is depicted by St. Atha­
nasius as having gone out into the desert to live out a life of martyrdom: 
The contest with the wild beasts in the arena is continued in the desert in 
the battle with the demons depicted as wild beasts. It is martyrdom that 
is the paradigmatic form of holiness known by the Church—a martyrdom 
that is continued in the monastic tradition, but also within marriage: The 
couple are crowned in the marriage ceremony not because they are “king 
and queen for the day,” but because they are entering upon the path of mar­
tyrdom. Marriage, just as much as monasticism, continues the fundamen­
tal Christian vocation of martyrdom, and does not need to be (and should 
not be) approximated to monasticism. This recognition also gives greater 
clarity to the place of the single, nonmonastic person. It is not that mar­
riage and monasticism are the only two “legitimate” forms of Christian 
life: Martyrdom is the form of Christian life and is lived either through 
marriage or through monasticism or in the single state. The cross is one 
and the same for all.

Children, although a blessing (and an increased opportunity for martyrdom!), 
are not the goal of marriage. It is noteworthy that when Christ reaffirms 
what was from the beginning—that we were created male and female to 
become one flesh—nothing is said about procreation (Matt. 19:4–6). Sim­
ilarly, when the Apostle affirms that because of the temptation to sexual 
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immorality—because we have been created as sexual beings—each man 
should have a wife and each woman a husband, and that their bodies are 
not their own but each other’s, and that each should give themselves to 
each other, again nothing is said about procreation (1 Cor. 7:2–4). This is 
such a difficult calling that, virtually from the beginning, Moses allowed 
divorce “because of your hardness of heart” (Matt. 19:8), and Paul also 
“concedes” the possibility of separating, but only by mutual agreement for 
a short period of time, for the sake of prayer (1 Cor. 7:5–6), insisting that 
they come back together again lest they be tempted by Satan. Only with 
Augustine does Paul’s concession come to be understood as a concession 
to come back together again, with the further specification that it be for the 
sake of procreation. Although the blessing of children is clearly implied in the 
scriptural understanding of marriage, it is only with Clement of Alexandria 
that the purpose of marriage comes to be subsumed under a procreative 
finality: Neither the Lord nor the Apostle mentions this when either speaks 
of the purpose of existence as male and female.

Marriage, then, is not—or not primarily—about or defined by procre­
ation, legitimizing sexual activity, or providing a “safe space” for its exer­
cise. Neither is it about preserving “traditional values” or the “nuclear 
family.” It subverts and sublimates these intentions, providing a horizon 
for achieving the fullness of the stature of being human that Christ has 
shown by the way of the cross. Sexuality embodies the erotic drive toward 
transcendence, transforming those who love with the martyrish love shown 
by Christ into another state, neither male nor female but human, through 
martyrdom and in Christ.

Male and Female in Adam

If males and females, men and women, become human through mar­
tyrdom—for only a man or woman can say “let it be” and so become 
human—then males and females do not in fact beget human beings, but 
only procreate more males and females, each of whom are called to the full­
ness of being human. But this means that procreation (and sexual activity 
more generally) is inherently in Adam, not in Christ: One cannot procreate 
“ in Christ.”

This point (though rarely stated so bluntly) is immediately appar­
ent when one considers that a man and woman, no matter how holy or 
dispassionate in their sexual intercourse, cannot procreate an infant who 
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would be, as it were, already baptized at birth. Baptism is a conscious vol­
untary movement from Adam to Christ; it requires a statement of intent, 
“let it be” (leaving aside the question of infant baptism, for the point re­
mains). That procreation is not “in Christ” is not due to fallenness, sinful­
ness, or passion, as it would be in a “Plan-A / Plan-B” model, where it 
might be claimed that sexual procreation is only the result of the fall and 
that before the fall we had another, nonsexual manner, mode of procre­
ation. No, it is simply a different category: Procreation is in Adam, birth 
into life is a passage from Adam to Christ; procreation continues the race of 
Adam, begetting sons and daughters of Adam, all of whom will die, while 
baptism is the filling up of the body of Christ with martyrs, living human 
beings. It is this distinction that Gregory of Nyssa and Maximus allude to 
when they suggest that perhaps there was another mode known to God 
for the genesis of human beings besides procreation as males and females; 
the problem with procreation is not so much the impassioned embrace of 
husband and wife, but the involuntary coming into existence of the one 
thus begotten, in contrast to the voluntary birth into life of the one taking 
up the cross.

This point, moreover, frees human sexuality from the almost unbearable 
burden put upon it by a “Plan-A / Plan-B” model, in which sexual activity 
is taken to be only for the sake of procreation and is to be undertaken only 
in an as angelic-like (or “monastic”) manner as possible. No! Procreation 
is certainly a blessing of marriage and an increased opportunity for mar­
tyrdom, but the erotic drive of our existence as males and females is that 
which leads us, as we have seen, toward the self-sacrifice that culminates 
in our becoming human. Eros is, of course, equally capable of driving us 
toward behavior that is no more than animal. Our experience of eros, at 
least in this life, is not a black-and-white matter, but always “grey.” It is 
never experienced as “pure” self-giving, but is always bound up with pas­
sion, selfish pleasure, and power; we must struggle with these passions to 
learn martyrish love. Just as we take a decisive, once-for-all, step in bap­
tism, dying with Christ so as to live in him, but until our actual death we 
remain in the paradox of the first-person singular, so too driven outside 
ourselves in love for another and ultimately for Christ, we are enmeshed, 
our erotic drive, in passion until the grave. Even for the aged Anthony, after 
decades in the desert, the one passion that remained was porneia.11
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Neither Male nor Female in Christ

Through sexual attraction and desire, then, most males and females are 
called to overcome themselves, and so become human in Christ. But it is 
not that in doing so we cease being males and females; rather, it is that we 
both become human. To adapt the image first used by Origen: An iron 
knife is known by its particular properties (cold, hard, sharp), but when 
placed in the fire, while remaining the iron it is, it is no longer known by 
those properties but only by the properties of fire (hot, fluid, burning). So 
too an iron knife and a bronze knife, when placed in the fire, become in­
distinguishable while remaining the matter they are. Likewise, males and 
females are called to enter into Christ through their death (anticipated sac­
ramentally in baptism) and, entering into the consuming fire that is God 
through taking up the cross, while remaining the males and females they 
are, they become indistinguishably human in Christ, in whom there is nei­
ther male nor female. As Maximus puts it, the distinction between males 
and females is overcome, through the most dispassionate virtue, by both 
finding their common logos as truly human in Christ, the Logos.12 It is not 
that they stop being male or female, or that they become somehow androgy­
nous or asexual; the one thing said in Genesis to be “not good” is to be “only 
human” (Gen. 2:18, οὐ καλὸν εἶναι ἄνθρωπον μόνον, usually translated 
“for man to be alone,” though see Maximus, Ambig. 41). It is rather that 
the difference between male and female no longer “registers,” as it were, 
for both are and are seen to be truly human in Christ.

Through our existence as sexed and sexual beings, then, our existence 
as sexed and sexual beings is transcended, though not abandoned. The 
erotic drive of males and females can lead to a transcendence in which it 
is sublimated in a divine Christ-like manner, in which both become human. 
Sexuality and the sexual drive have a positive role to play in this economy 
of God, driving us toward an ecstatic existence in which we no longer live 
for ourselves, just as it is by using our mortal breath of life in a particular 
Christ-like manner that we enter upon a manner of living that is no longer 
that of a mortal breath but that of the immortal Spirit, immortal because 
entered into through death. Once again, we are, in the present, in the grey 
area of the paradoxical situation between our baptismal death to existence 
in Adam and our actual death to be raised in Christ. Yet even while in 
this grey area, to the extent that we identify ourselves by our sexuality, male 
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or female (or, as is said today, anywhere on the spectrum in between), we 
are in Adam, not in Christ, merely iron or bronze, no longer transfigured 
by the divine fire.

“Sing O Barren One!”

Bringing into focus our birth through death into life, as living human be­
ings, also opens out for us the vision of the Church as the Virgin Mother, 
who “in every place, because of that love which she cherishes toward God, 
sends forth, throughout all time, a multitude of martyrs to the Father” (Ire­
naeus, Haer. 4.33.9). The basis for this understanding is the verse in Isaiah 
that follows the hymn of the Suffering Servant (Isa. 52:13–53:12), the pas­
sage that, more than any other, provided the imagery and vocabulary for 
understanding the Passion of Christ:

Sing, O Barren One, who did not bear; break forth into singing and 
cry aloud, you who have not been in travail! For the children of the 
desolate one will be more than the children of her that is married, 
says the LORD. (Isa. 54:1)

As a result of the Passion—for it is into the death of Christ that sons and 
daughters of Adam are baptized—the Barren One gives birth to many liv­
ing children of the living God. Citing this verse, the Apostle speaks of her 
as “the Jerusalem above” and “our Mother” (Gal. 4:26) and Christians 
thereafter refer to her as simply “the Virgin Mother.” Citing this verse from 
Isaiah, regarding the birth of the Son known by the name “Wonderful 
Counsellor, Mighty God” (Isa. 8:3 and 9:6), Irenaeus describes how, in 
his birth from the Virgin, “the Pure One opens purely that pure Womb 
which regenerates human beings unto God and which he himself made 
pure” (Haer. 4.33.11). The Church, embodied on earth in specific local com­
munities, is not simply identified with these local communities, but is the 
heavenly womb in which we are born through death into life, entering as 
males and females but emerging as living human beings. Baptism is not 
simply a rite of entrance, which, having been undergone, we leave behind 
to enjoy the rights of membership, but a sacramental enactment of our 
death in Christ and a commitment to continuing living by taking up the 
cross, anticipating the moment that we too die with Christ to rise with him. 
The Eucharist, likewise, is not merely the reception of spiritual nourish­
ment or a celebration of thanksgiving, but also an anticipatory participa­
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tion of our death of Christ. When Christ asks, “Are you able to drink the 
cup that I drink or to be baptized with the baptism with which I am bap­
tized” (Mark 10:38), he is not simply speaking about approaching the 
chalice on a Sunday morning—or rather he is, if we were to properly un­
derstand what is meant by partaking of the chalice. Likewise, the Psalm 
verse sung before communion at feasts of the Virgin, “I will receive the 
cup of salvation and call upon the name of the Lord” (Ps. 115:4/116:13), is 
a call to martyrdom, to birth in the Virgin. This Eucharistic anticipation 
of our participation in the paschal offering of Christ is completed in our 
martyrish death in witness to Christ—as seen, for instance, in St. Ignatius 
praying that he, as wheat, might be ground by the teeth of the wild beasts 
to become the “pure bread of Christ” (Rom. 4), and when Polycarp’s body, 
consigned to the flames, appeared to be bread.13 Our own death is the pas­
chal mystery for each of us, a passage that we must all undergo, and that we 
anticipate in the sacraments, the mysteria, of baptism and Eucharist. It is, 
moreover, a “mystery” or “sacrament” in which each person is the priest, in 
the image of Christ, as the one who offers and is offered.14

The context or womb for our birth in Christ is the Church, not under­
stood merely as local community coming together in particular structure 
and the celebration of various rites, but as our Mother, the heavenly Jeru­
salem: It is this that the local community images and the two cannot be 
conflated. And the primary reality of this ecclesial birth is the taking up 
of the cross to live the life of Christ. Baptism is our sacramental, once-for-
all death to Adam and birth in Christ, but it is a sacramental realization of 
what will be physically realized in our actual death. Receiving the Eucharist 
is our participation in the body and blood of Christ to become his body 
through our own sharing in his passion. Baptism and Eucharist are thus 
not simply sacramental acts of grace dispensed by the bishop in a church 
merely understood as a gathering of human beings; they are grounded in 
our actual death, which—when conformed to the Passion of Christ—is 
our birth through the Church as mother.

Thus when we speak about elements of culture being “baptized” in the 
Church, this does not mean simply giving these elements, such as marriage, 
a religious tint or veneer, but rather transforming them radically, through 
death as birth into life. That we habitually do not do so, however, can be 
seen in many ways, especially in our unthinking adoption of patterns of 
speech from out contemporary culture. For instance, we today often speak 
about “the sanctity of life,” without realizing that this is in fact a pagan 
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notion! For something to be sanctified, it must be set apart, sacrificed; to 
take anything as sacred in its own nature is paganism. As we have seen 
earlier, we do not come to life apart from through death and resurrection. 
Likewise, Christian marriage is not simply the natural (pagan) institution 
given a religious tint, demarcating a “safe space” for sexuality, “sanctify­
ing” the nuclear family, and preserving our “traditional values”; it is the 
way of martyrdom, leading to life and true humanity.

Within the space between our sacramental death in baptism (and there­
after in the Eucharist) and our actual death and resurrection in Christ, we 
are in a paradoxical and grey condition, in which we are learning to die to 
ourselves, but are doing so by the mortal breath that has not yet expired, 
and as still male or female but not yet human. As Christians, we continue 
to live in this world between Adam and Christ. That this condition is grey, 
not black or white, means that our life is constantly marked by repentance, 
turning ever again to Christ with a renewed mind and a renewed effort. This 
being so, we have learned to live with a certain ambiguity. For instance, 
although we are made male and female to become one flesh, with the injunc­
tion that “What God has joined together, let not man put asunder” (Matt. 
19:6), Christ gives an exception—“apart from porneia” (Matt. 19:9)—though 
only in the Gospel of Matthew (another exception). The Orthodox tradi­
tion thereafter does not “annul” a marriage that does not work out in order 
to allow one of the partners to enter into (another, but now a supposedly 
first or single) marriage, but instead recognizes the reality of our “grey” 
existence—that things don’t always work out, despite best intentions—
and blesses a second marriage, though the form of the service is different, 
often spoken of as having a “penitential” character. This practice occurs 
in a variety of circumstances that, on one level, should not arise: a second 
marriage of lay people; a second marriage of a priest; the marriage of 
monastics who have left their profession. In such cases, the Church has 
found a way of accommodation through repentance, accepting at the chal­
ice those who take this route. As noted above, the economy of God that leads 
from Adam to Christ embraces our apostasy into sin and death, turning it 
inside out, through the cross and our repentance, into the means of our being 
made human in Christ. Where sin is, grace abounds, the Apostle reminds us, 
adding that this doesn’t mean we should remain in our sin (Rom. 5:20–6:2). 
Rather as we strive after virtue, we will always find that the depths of our 
brokenness are greater than we ever knew before, so that the transforming 
power of God can refashion the hidden depths of our being, while the 
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depths of our recognition of our sinfulness are, in turn, the reverse side of 
the height to which we have come to know God.

All Christians are thus called, repeatedly and insistently, to repentance: 
One can only approach the chalice as a repentant sinner, not as a “right.” 
There is an almost overwhelming tendency to regard the approach to the 
chalice as being a matter of being “worthy.” This can even turn the sacra­
ment of repentance into that which makes us “worthy” to do so! But this 
is not the case: The only qualification to approach the chalice is to be a 
repentant sinner, the chief among sinners. Being a heterosexual married 
couple confers no “right” to approach the chalice; marriage, as explored 
above, is not a legitimization of permitted sexual activity (with procreative 
intent), but a road to the martyrdom expected of all. Our sexuality, our 
existence as sexual and sexed beings, is always, as noted earlier, “grey”—
always immersed in the struggle with the temptation to porneia—for 
Anthony the Great just as much as for married couples. We learn, through 
striving after virtue and repentance, to discern the difference between an 
impassioned eros seeking selfish pleasure and power, and an eros—the 
same erotic drive—aiming at transcendence through self-offering to be­
come human. Yet even in this grey area, it bears repeating, to the extent 
that we identify ourselves in terms of sexuality, we remain in Adam and not 
in Christ.

What it is to be human, and the role of existence as male and female, 
are indeed the burning issues of our epoch. Although it does not approach 
these issues through the language of modern science, theology can how­
ever speak to them by considering carefully the scriptural framework of 
God’s own purpose, to make living human beings in his image. There are 
many issues that this essay has not addressed. Its aim has been to explore 
carefully various dimensions involved in the framing and accomplishment 
of God’s project. Most important in this has been the role of death, as birth 
into life, and the Church as the Virgin Mother in whom we are born as 
living human beings, martyrs. We are not, as male and female, that to 
which we are called, and the Church is not a bastion of “traditional val­
ues,” as we might think of them and expect her to be. The arc of the econ­
omy, the work, of God, the movement from Adam to Christ, from male 
and female, through the womb of our Virgin Mother, to becoming human, 
is instead an always surprising call to radical divine-human transcendence, 
to birth into life as “the glory of God.”
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