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Abstract
This article raises the question of how Christian theology might 
reconcile the orthodox commitment to Christ’s sinless human 
nature with the more recent understanding of sin and evil as 
collective systemic forces instead of merely individualistic 
moral dynamics. Toward this end, three theological currents 
are navigated: the Reformed tradition’s rendering of Jesus 
Christ’s impeccability (inability to sin), Eastern Orthodoxy’s 
theological anthropology (including Christological recapitula-
tion and virtue ethics), and liberation theology’s analysis of the 
spiritual dimension of social-systemic “Powers.” This eclectic 
and ecumenical intersection situates an exegesis of two key 
Gospel accounts—Christ’s visits to the Temple as a boy and 
as an adult—that tracks Christ’s personal development into 
the fullness of his nature as the God-man. This interpretation 
draws the provisional conclusion that Christ cultivated a new 
way of being within the Powers, inaugurating a hope that so-
cial forces and institutions might enable human flourishing 
rather than oppression.

The last century has broadened significantly our human understanding of the 
range, forms, and impacts of sin on creation. We have come to realize that 
the type of evil that is the most difficult to recognize and to combat is not 

1 This paper won the Jack and Phyllis Middleton Memorial Award for Excellence in Theology, 
awarded to the best graduate student paper presented at the “New Creation” interdisciplinary 
theology conference, sponsored by CETA and held at Northeastern Seminary, Rochester, NY, on 
October 19, 2013.
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individual moral sin, nor (so-called) natural evil, but rather systemic or “so-
cietal evil.”2 Sensitive to ecological awareness, we have realized that human 
communities have a far greater impact—often negative—upon their environ-
ments than could have been previously imagined. The blossoming of the social 
sciences have shown myriad ways in which human group behavior (and the 
attendant social evils of racism, sexism, ableism, classism, and the like) is con-
ditioned and normatized. Psychology has demonstrated that the mind—once 
thought to be the very seat of the human self and the absolute locus of moral 
choice and action—is contingent upon social factors ranging from domestic 
conditions to one’s genetic background. All of these systemic complexities 
offer a far wider arena for evil, sin, and death to go to work on God’s creation 
than had been previously thought. This should make us simultaneously tremble 
at how much more power we have than we had imagined, and also marvel at 
how powerless we truly are beneath the forces of these structures.3 

This new definition of sin as systemic as well as individual threatens to un-
ravel the neatly-theorized Christology that many major branches of the faith 
have long taken for granted. Christian theologians have often exceeded the con-
tention that Christ was absolutely sinless (an important orthodox litmus test) 
with the even stronger claim that Christ was by nature unable to sin.4 William G. 
T. Shedd claims that the first Adam was able to avoid sinning (posse non pec-
care), but sinned and thereby became unable to avoid sinning (non posse non 
peccare). However, Christ (as the “second Adam”) was impeccable, unable to 
sin (non posse peccare).5 Whereas it was possible but logically unnecessary and 
uncertain that Adam would resist the temptation to commit evil, it is logically 
necessary and certain that Christ’s will would obediently defy the temptation to 
sin.6 However, this is problematic, because it digs a broad, ugly ditch between 
Adam’s peccability and Christ’s impeccability, suggesting that Christ was not 
fully human in the same sense as was the archetypal Adam (who represents our 
own humanity). The aforementioned systemic hamartiology adds another layer 

2 Lambert Zuidervaart, “Earth’s Lament: Suffering, Hope, and Wisdom,” The Other Journal 
(January 27, 2009); http://theotherjournal.com/2009/01/27/earths-lament-suffering-hope-and-
wisdom/ (Institute for Christian Studies Inaugural Address, 2003).

3 I am grateful to Nicholas Ansell, J. Richard Middleton, and Christopher Zoccali for their assistance 
with this article. 

4 “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one 
who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin” (Heb 4:15 ESV); William G. T. 
Shedd, Dogmatic Theology: Volume II (New York: C. Scribner’s, 1888), 396.

5 Shedd, Dogmatic Theology, 330.
6 Following James 1:13, Shedd claims that temptation never issues from God but only from within 

creation itself (Shedd, Dogmatic Theology, 331). According to Shedd, Christ’s wills (finite and 
infinite, human and divine) could never conflict; Christ remained impeccable because his will 
actively resisted the temptations of his susceptibility (Shedd, Dogmatic Theology, 335-36). I will 
show how all human wills and identities—including that of Christ the God-man—are always-
already influenced by the life-patterning systems of the Powers, for good or for evil.
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of complexity to this conundrum: if Christ was fully human, then he partici-
pated in all the structures that humans are naturally involved in: economics, 
politics, religion, family, psychology, the environment, etc. But all of these 
Powers—these systemic dimensions of creation—are (in this postlapsarian 
epoch) corrupt and fallen. How then are we to maintain simultaneously the 
seemingly opposed facts of both Christ’s impeccable divinity and his full hu-
manity (which is peccable insofar as any individual is immersed in social sys-
tems complicit in evil)? How can we understand the “temptation to sin” in a 
systemic sense? How did Christ avoid and even resist systemic sin while living 
amidst and within it?

Systems and Powers
This notion of a systemic Power (especially as thematized by Walter Wink and 
John Howard Yoder) can be applied to economies, political structures, eco-
systems, gender roles and their relations, race/ethnic relations, public health, and 
other dimensions of shared human existence. What each realm has in common 
is an inability to be reduced to an aggregate of individual agents; instead, each 
of these systems is driven by synergic patternedness.7 Human life would be im-
possible without the mediating force of institutions and systems (psychological, 
ecological, aesthetic, ethical, economic, etc.) that cannot be reduced to the “mere 
sum total of the individuals composing them.”8 Walter Wink similarly emphasiz-
es that the spiritual Powers are “the inner aspect of material or tangible mani-
festations of power” that manifest in the immanent creation in either good or sin-
ful ways.9 This spiritual nature of systemic power, morally charged in a positive 
or negative direction, is only ever cultivated through concrete social structures.10 
There are numerous Powers, institutions, or systems that have emerged from 
patterns of human behavior, ossified, and subsequently guide and regulate that 
behavior for good or for evil.11 The parasitic, privative force of such social evil 

7 John Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus: Vicit Agnus Noster, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 
and Paternoster, 1972), 138. I realize that this position contradicts my use of Irenaeus elsewhere 
throughout this paper. Whereas Irenaeus highlights human individual free will (e.g., Irenaeus, 
Against Heresies, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, 
trans. A. Cleveland Coxe [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001], V.xxix), my exploration of systemic sin 
delimits the scope of human free agency. Similarly, my use of Walter Wink and John Howard Yoder 
(who stress the interdependence of humanity and creational systems) resists Irenaeus’s notion that 
creation was meant to serve humanity and not vice versa (Irenaeus, Against Heresies, V.xxix).

8 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, 143.
9 Walter Wink, Naming the Powers: The Language of Power in the New Testament (Philadelphia: 

Fortress, 1984), 103-5.
10 Ibid., 109.
11 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, 137. Acknowledging that “power” and “structure” are modern notions 

that might not be easily mapped onto first century Jewish understandings, Yoder nonetheless 
claims that the scriptural language of powers, principalities, law, throne and dominions all convey 
similar meanings to our contemporary sense of “power structures.”
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is systemic precisely because its host, creational goodness, is also synergic and 
systemic.12 

Fallenness
Systemic sin is the negative direction that such structures can display: sin can-
not merely be reduced to any given immoral action, but instead sin is complex 
and developmental in nature. Gustavo Gutierrez portrays sin as both a “personal 
and social intrahistorical reality” whose function is to pose “an obstacle to life’s 
reaching the fullness we call salvation.”13 Walter Wink emphasizes that the lan-
guage of “power” in the New Testament never refers to evil per se, but only to 
those Powers that serve evil ends.14 The Powers were created good, as the vehicles 
for regularizing and rightly ordering all of creation, but as part of creation they 
are no less subject to the consequences of the fall. John Howard Yoder likewise 
notes that the majority of New Testament allusions to structures or systems (Pow-
ers, dominions, etc.) assume the fallenness of these synergic complexes.15 Yoder 
claims that sin has led to the absolutization of these systems: under conditions of 
death and sin, the very structures and systems meant to facilitate human thriving 
instead broker misery and enslavement.16 

Because of the interconnectivity and integration of all facets of an originally 
good creation, sin in any creational sector ripples out to upset the order of the rest 
of creation. In Daniel Boscaljon’s words, sin is “dis-integration . . . a dissem-
bling whose rupture denies wholeness.” As dis-integration, evil alienates indi-
viduals from their home institutions and socially-conditioned ecosystems (family, 
government, friendships, environment, etc.). Insofar as an individual’s identity is 

12 This is not to suggest that goodness and evil are located primarily in the social as opposed to the 
individual realm of human life; instead, both sites are morally significant. I highlight the social-
systemic mode only because Christian morality, theological anthropology, and atonementology 
have often erroneously privileged the individual mode.

13 Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis, 1973), 152.

14 Wink, Naming the Powers, 12.
15 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, 141.
16 Ibid., 143. Zuidervaart suggests that insufficient theological attention is paid to the way in 

which the fall has affected both the structure and direction of contemporary institutions such as 
businesses, schools, and churches (Lambert Zuidervaart, “Earth’s Lament: Suffering, Hope, and 
Wisdom”). One possible problem with a systemic rendering of sin is that it overemphasizes the 
social construction of evil to the point where it is assumed that because sin is (in McDougall’s 
words) “a cultural production; it is a man-made reality that can be overturned” (Joy Ann 
McDougall, “Feminist Theology,” 670-87 in The Oxford Handbook of Systematic Theology, ed. 
John Webster, Kathryn Tanner, and Iain Torrance [New York: Oxford University Press, 2007], 
674). While any theology of redemption surely needs to theorize how humanity can participate in 
redemptive restoration, it seems spiritually irresponsible to utterly immanentize both the problem 
and the solution—God needs to enter the picture in a substantial way. I suggest that traditional 
Christological doctrines (concerning Jesus’s life, death, resurrection, etc.) already offer us the 
resources with which to flesh out this systemic conception of sin.
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interconnected with and defined in relation to these complexes, one is alienated 
by this dis-integration from one’s self, from others, from creation, and from 
God.17 

While such a privatio boni interpretation of sin (as a dis-integration of al-
ready-existing creational goodness) provides the notion of evil with “no meta-
physical standing”, Darby Ray suggests that evil nevertheless takes on “a life of 
its own” in opposing God-given goodness.18 Thus, social evil can have expo-
nential repercussions, often culminating (in Wendell Berry’s words) in a “hellish 
symbiosis.”19 When social systems fall (dis-integrate), they do not merely break 
down: they often re-calibrate and re-order into a false equilibrium. Humans often 
develop ideological excuses for this malfunctioning re-order, thereby legitimating 
these domination systems as morally neutral or even good.20 Systemic evil (the 
fallen condition of dis-integrated subservience to malfunctioning social struc-
tures) often appears to be natural, when in fact it is tragically unnatural—it im-
pedes human development into our teleological nature.

Irenaeus proposed that fallenness is the short-circuiting of humanity’s proces-
sual training in righteousness. As a “good-but-not-perfect” creation,21 humankind 
was originally meant to develop fully into the likeness of God (similitudo Dei). 

Conversely, the imago Dei is the ineffaceable potential for humankind to fully 
reflect God’s creative glory to and within creation. From a historical-critical 
standpoint, there is no exegetical basis for drawing any such distinction between 
the imago Dei and the similitudo Dei: the biblical text refers synonymously to the 
divine image and the divine likeness. Nevertheless, I employ this patristic dyad 
heuristically: by aligning with (though not deriving from) the larger biblical nar-
rative, these theological categories can helpfully explicate its anthropological and 
soteriological implications. 

As the archetype of humanity, Adam was meant to achieve this flourishing 

17 Daniel Boscaljon, “Dis-Integration as a Model for Identifying Systemic Evil” in 
The Other Journal (April 10, 2012); http://theotherjournal.com/2012/04/10/
dis-integration-as-a-model-for-identifying-systemic-evil/.

18 Darby Ray, “Tracking the Tragic: Augustine, Global Capitalism, and a Theology of Struggle,” 
pages 135-43 in Constructive Theology, ed. Serene Jones and Paul Lakeland (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Fortress Press, 2005), 137.

19 Wendell Berry, “Solving for Pattern,” pages 134-48 in The Gift of Good Land: Further Essays 
Cultural and Agricultural (New York: North Point Press: 1981), 136.

20 David Bentley Hart, The Doors of the Sea: Where was God in the Tsunami? (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2005), 144. Hart militates against the impulse toward theodicy that attempts to 
rationalize the existence of evil (thereby granting sin and suffering the status of ontological 
necessity). As horrifying as it is to recognize no greater spiritual purpose for creation’s tragic 
misery, Hart claims, it would be even more horrendous if such suffering were naturalized as 
necessary into the order of the cosmos.

21 Terence E. Fretheim, God and the World in the Old Testament: A Relational Theology of Creation 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005).
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telos, the similatudo Dei, through a gradual process of character growth.22 How-
ever, an “infantile” humankind tried greedily to grasp this flourishing telos too 
soon, before it was mature enough for such fullness of life.23 The fall was a tragic 
spiritual shortcut, which cut short humanity’s sanctification—the gradual perfec-
tion of human character into the likeness of God.24 The Edenic fruit which would 
have nourished human appetites poisoned them instead. In this vein, the Eastern 
Orthodox Church understands sin less as crime against law that stands in need of 
retributive punishment, but rather as more of a sickness needing to be healed to 
permit one’s flourishing.25

The individualistic portrait of sin might find attractive Christ’s call to gouge 
out or chop off a misbehaving body part, because it assumes that sin is reducible 
to an individual’s desires and choices—simply remove the malfunctioning ele-
ment, and goodness will ensue. But if our Orthodox brothers and sisters are cor-
rect in their view that sin works more like a disease, then sin’s affect on an “or-
ganism” will be systemic, permeating the whole in a way that cannot be treated by 
amputating a single infected limb or organ. As a healing process, sanctification is 
not merely the restoration of a prior perfect state, but is instead the restoration of 
the conditions of growth. Sanctification can be described as the gradual and ha-
bitual attainment of a new habitus, or condition of human life.

22 Irenaeus equates sanctification with human deification (theosis). He remarks, “How, then, shall 
he be a God, who has not as yet been made a man? Or how can he be perfect who was but lately 
created? How, again, can he be immortal, who in his mortal nature did not obey his Maker?” 
(Irenaeus, Against Heresies, IV.xxxix.2). I suggest that one need not be committed to the Eastern 
Orthodox doctrine of theosis to find wisdom in an Irenaean anthropology, whereby humanity 
participates in the process of sanctification, slowly regaining the similitudo Dei in the wake of 
Christ’s recapitulative earthwork.

23 Ibid., V.xxxviii.1, 3. Irenaeus writes that “created things must be inferior to Him who created 
them, from the very fact of their later origin; for it was not possible for things recently created 
to have been uncreated. But inasmuch as they are not uncreated, for this very reason do they 
come short of the perfect. Because, as these things are of later date, so are they infantile; so 
are they unaccustomed to, and unexercised in, perfect discipline. . . . man could not receive this 
[perfection], being as yet an infant. . . . Now it was necessary that man should in the first instance 
be created; and having been created, should receive growth; and having received growth, should 
be strengthened; and having been strengthened, should abound; and having abounded, should 
recover [from fallenness]; and having recovered, should be glorified; and being glorified, should 
see his Lord.”

24 Irenaeus writes that humanity was created to be “ripening for immortality” (Ibid., V.xxix.1). 
Therefore, he views Adam’s original sin not merely as the transgression of absolute divine 
command, but rather as “impatience with the timing of the divine economy” (Denis Minns, 
Irenaeus [London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1994], 98).

25 V. Palachovsky, Sin in the Orthodox Church, trans. Charles Schaldrenbrand (New York: 
Desclee & Cie, 1960), 20. The end purpose of the sacraments is therefore healing, referred to 
by the Orthodox Church by the ancient Greek term iasis. The sacraments (including confession, 
absolution, and Eucharist) are understood to be medicinal, in a sense, cleansing sinners of their 
disease (Palachovsky, 23). 
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Habitus: Virtue Ethics and Systemic Soul-Crafting
Habitus is the Latin term employed by Aristotle’s Scholastic successors to refer 
to a person’s psychological “ecosystem” within which humans both pattern their 
lives and have their lives patterned for them. Etymologically, habitus is closer to 
condition or state than to habit.26 Yet this dual connotation—habit and habitat—is 
helpful in connecting the systemic conditions of social reality to the habituating 
development of personal virtue.27 The life-habits marking the soul’s habitus can 
slowly be changed (for better or worse) by willing against and acting against 
one’s present nature.28 As N. T. Wright recounts, ancient philosophy and theology 
understood virtue as a potential or capacity, a possible state of being that must be 
actualized by persistent moral practice. This training or exercising of the virtues 
(that are as yet accidental to one’s present state of being) helps one slowly attain 
essential aspects to one’s teleological—or “second”—nature. This telos must be 
developed, but once obtained it becomes an unalterable condition of one’s soul, 
by which a person consistently desires, thinks, and acts rightly.29

Human growth is necessarily systemic: it proceeds through both individual 
habituation and social patterns.30 As Alistair MacIntyre notes, the exercise of a 
certain group of virtues (habits conducive to a certain telos) helps to reinforce the 
systemic patterns of behavior that one shares with others.31 But of course, vices 
(either the non-exercise of virtues, or the exercise of counter-“virtues”) can like-
wise reinforce the habitus of a broken system. In order to further develop a Christ-
ology which takes account of such systemic evil, I will now turn to Irenaeus’s 
theory of recapitulation.

Recapitulation
According to Irenaeus, Christ’s life, death and resurrection were a performative, 
redemptive retelling of the Adamic tale of creation and fall.32 Where Adam had 

26 Cary J. Nederman, “Nature, Ethics, and the Doctrine of ‘Habitus’: Aristotelian Moral Psychology 
in the Twelfth Century,” Traditio 45 (1989-1990), 87 (full article 87-110).

27 Hannah Arendt observes a similar dynamic in the causal loop intertwining human nature with 
human culture: “The human condition comprehends more than the condition under which life 
has been given to man. . . . the things that owe their existence exclusively to men nevertheless 
constantly condition their human makers” (Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition [Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998], 9).

28 Nederman, “Nature, Ethics, and the Doctrine of Habitus,” 90-92.
29 N. T. Wright, After You Believe: Why Christian Character Matters (New York: HarperOne, 2010), 

31-36.
30 Walter Wink, Engaging the Powers: Discernment and Resistance in a World of Domination 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 158.
31 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (London: Duckworth, 1985), 223.
32 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, III.xviii.7. Narrating Christ’s life, death and resurrection, Irenaeus 

writes that “God recapitulated in Himself the ancient formation of man, that He might kill sin, 
deprive death of its power, and vivify man.”
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skipped over his training in righteousness to grasp at unripened telic fruit, Christ 
qua human patiently bore his earthly suffering and tempting as he grew into the 
sanctified shape of his full nature.33 Irenaeus typologically parallels Adam the 
fallen with Christ the redeemer by using the trope of recapitulation: Christ suc-
cessfully “sums up” in his own personal development the spiritual history of hu-
manity’s encounters with temptation.34

For Irenaeus, Christ (as fully and enfleshedly human) underwent the length 
and breadth of the creaturely condition, including temptation and suffering. How-
ever, it was through embracing and embodying this suffering, temptable flesh that 
Christ conquered Satan, sin, and death, and thereby regained for human nature the 
possibility of sinlessness, immortality, and perfection.35 Christ, in his obedience 
to the father, “cast sin and death out of the flesh he shared with Adam” thereby 
rightly embodying (qua whole human) both the imago and similitudo of God.36 
Irenaeus saw therefore Christ’s obedient withstanding of the devil’s temptations 
in the desert as a remix of the Adamic mistake:37 Christ patiently bore the develop-
mental process as he—fully human—grew even more deeply into the likeness of 
God. In Irenaeus’s account, Jesus (as the “second Adam”) undergoes the same 
fleshly trials and tribulations yet emerges victorious, thereby winning back for 
humanity health, wholeness and immortality. These conditions allow the unfold-
ing of sanctification, the process of becoming fully human and therefore fully 
embodying God’s likeness.38 Irenaeus saw Christ’s human growth—from new-
born to adult—as the site of sanctification of the developmentality of human na-
ture.39 People are meant to grow, and to grow older. They are not, however, meant 
to experience death. By living through life’s stages yet arising from death, Christ 
(as a fulfilled person) gave back to humanity the inherent goodness of the process 
of human growth.

This Irenaean view deconstructs Shedd’s thesis that Christ’s human nature did 
not partake in original sin but was already perfected as the sinless and righteous, 
yet impeccably temptable, Second Adam.40 For Christ to be fully human, he must 

33 Ibid., III.xxxviii.1-2; Minns, Irenaeus, 98.
34 Ibid., V.xxxviii.1. He writes that “man could not receive this [perfection], being as yet an infant. 

And for this cause our Lord in these last days . . . . summed up all things into Himself.”
35 Minns, Irenaeus, 91. As Irenaeus writes, “For it behoved Him who was to destroy sin, and redeem 

man under the power of death, that He should Himself be made that very same thing which he was, 
that is, man; who had been drawn by sin into bondage, but was held by death, so that sin should 
be destroyed by man, and man should go forth from death” (Irenaeus, Against Heresies, V.xvii.7). 
Irenaeus proposes that the righteous will persist through and overcome tribulations in order to be 

“crowned with incorruption” (Irenaeus, Against Heresies, V.xxix.1).
36 Ibid., 99; Irenaeus, Against Heresies,V.xxxviii.4. 
37 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, III.xviii.7; Minns, Irenaeus, 99.
38 Minns, Irenaeus, 92-3. 
39 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, V.xxxviii.1; Minns, Irenaeus, 91.
40 Shedd, Dogmatic Theology, 443. 
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have undergone the full depths of character development—that is, identity de-
velopment. According to Irenaeus’s Adamic typology, Christ was not already per-
fected qua human, but instead his humanity grew into his divine likeness (simili-
tudo Dei).

Because Wink sees the self as extending into the identity-forming matrices of 
the Powers, he interprets Christ’s exhortation to relinquish life in order to gain it 
as the refusal to cling to one’s (perceived) autonomous selfhood: the ego must be 
replaced by God as the axis of one’s identity, or character.41 According to Wink, 
Christ focused on precisely this “process of dying to the Powers as the central 
paradox of his ministry.” 42 Similarly, instead of portraying Christ (who willingly 
permits his own death at the hands of the Powers) as a slave of power, Yoder de-
scribes Christ as the first person in history “who is not the slave of any power.”43 
It is precisely Jesus’s antithetical posture toward (contingently malfunctioning) 
evil structures that leads to his being crushed beneath these Powers. This act per-
formatively strips the Powers of their primary engine: the illusion that humans are 
the masters of their own fate.44 It seems that for Wink and Yoder, dying to one’s 
self is equivalent to dying to the Powers, and vice versa—and both attitudes clear 
the space for the Spirit to move both through the self and through the complex 
Powers.

I suggest that Irenaeus’s Christological notion of recapitulation can benefit 
from Yoder’s understanding of everything’s coherence in Christ. Yoder remarks 
that the passage “all things subsist in [Christ]” (Colossians 1:16-17) is etymo-
logically tantamount to claiming that Christ (re-)systematizes the Powers of the 
world.45 By recapitulating within his own being the human drama of evil’s sys-
tematization, Christ (working through his peccable-though-sinless accidental 
condition to gain the impeccable essential condition of the likeness of God) gath-
ers up unto himself all systems, orders and Powers, healing their diseased priva-
tions so that they themselves might healthily enable an abundance of life. Christ’s 
life, death, and resurrection enacted the paradigm shift par excellence, developing 
new virtue patterns that inculcated a new way of human flourishing in the midst 
of fallen systemic patterns of existence. This form of human flourishing is found 
in bearing on earth the likeness of the divine. Of course, this newness of life is not 
a supersessionist break with God’s past vision for humankind; it is instead the 
expansive fulfillment of God’s ancient covenantal call to human responsibility, 
both individual and social.

41 Wink, Engaging the Powers, 159.
42 Ibid., 159 (my emphasis). 
43 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, 145.
44 Ibid., 147. 
45 Ibid., 141.
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Exegetical Example: Christ’s Two Temple Visits
The theologies (Christological, anthropological, hamartiological) which I have 
relied on thus far are certainly rooted in Scripture, yet my argument has been 
primarily philosophical and not scriptural. To demonstrate a biblical precedent 
for understanding Christ’s earthwork as both a developmental participation in 
existing social Powers and a recapitulative reformation of them, I will exegete 
two Gospel passages narrating Christ’s different experiences in the Temple: first 
as a child, then again as an adult.

The Lukan account of the boy Jesus in the Temple (Luke 2:41-44 ESV) empha-
sizes the ritual nature of Christ’s first pilgrimage to Jerusalem, ground zero of 
Jewish worship. He, his family, and their friends “went up according to custom” 
for the Passover Feast, implying that the Jewish religious calendar exerted bio-
power over the travel plans and bodily diets of Yahweh’s worshippers. If the 
adults in the group were susceptible to such social forces as these religious cus-
toms, then how much more so were children (such as Jesus) who carried the 
additional obligation to obey their parents. However, like other young individuals 
susceptible to larger social Powers, Jesus seems to get swept up by other social 
patterns and power structures: he remains in the Temple conversing with the 
teachers and priests instead of following his family as they leave town (Luke 
2:44). The young Jesus’s “understanding” and “answers” astonish his teachers 
and fellow students alike; however, these precocious qualities are mentioned only 
after Jesus is described as diligently “sitting among the teachers, listening to them 
and asking them questions” (Luke 2:46). According to John Wesley, “Not one 
word is said of his disputing with them, but only of his asking and answering 
questions, which was a very usual thing in these assemblies.”46 The Christ-child’s 
obedient attention has shifted from the power field generated by his mother and 
father to the one generated by the Temple’s priests and rabbis. His question to his 
parents, “Why were you looking for me?” is not a condescending divine rebuke, 
but rather genuine human incredulity at how to navigate these conflicting matri-
ces of social expectations: “Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s 
house?” (Luke 2:49, emphasis added). 

One reading of this passage could interpret the Christ-child as ironically con-
descending to human power structures, only outwardly pretending to be con-
strained by finitude’s limitations (upon experiential knowledge and conflicting 
social obligations) while inwardly knowing his absolute authority over these fi-
nite realms of nature and culture. However, a more radically kenotic interpreta-
tion would take seriously the temporal and material conditions of young Jesus’s 
humanity: the God-child was once immature in his humanity. From the standpoint 

46 John Wesley, Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament (New York: Carlton & Porter, 1754), 
147.



CANADIAN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW | 2013  c  Volume 2 • Issue 2

67

of individual choice, either Jesus has carelessly forgotten the time or he has delib-
erately disobeyed his parents’ earlier call to leave. But neither of these options 
address the external necessity, the institutional obligation, alluded to in young 
Jesus’s confused response. Jesus does not argue that it would be morally or spirit-
ually better for him to remain in the Temple, but rather that he simply must be 
there. This sense of institutional necessity can, of course, cultivate beneficial 
by-products (in this case, a spirited and spiritual conversation among teachers and 
priests); however, it can just as easily herd its members fatalistically toward more 
malignant ends (for instance, the ‘banal evil’ exhibited by overly obedient Phari-
sees unduly attending to the letter of the law while ignoring the good of the very 
people whom the law is meant to benefit).47 The subtext of “What else could I do?” 
in Jesus’s young voice reveals a resignation to systemic necessity, implicating the 
God-child in the social evil (though not, of course, individual sin) permeating the 
Temple as an institution. His immature attitude of resignation is repeated toward 
the end of the episode with a return to the familial status quo: “And he went down 
with [his parents] . . . and was submissive to them” (Luke 2:51). Of course, the 
problem is not his obedience to his parents or his religious authorities per se. 
Rather, the rapid oscillation of his institutional allegiance between the family sys-
tem and the Temple system suggests that Christ the child (though fully divine) 
remains immature in his human nature, following the institutional path(s) of least 
resistance—now mercifully benign, but perhaps malignant down the road. So 
long as he participates passively in the Powers, Jesus cannot grow into the full-
ness of his humanity: the likeness of God. 

Yet is such complicity in systemic evil an essential feature of Jesus’s nature? 
Or is it rather only an accidental feature which might be eventually shed? Can his 
human and spiritual development (for they are one and the same) not only extri-
cate him from social sin, but actively enable him to reconfigure such sinful sys-
tems? Luke’s tale concludes by mentioning that “Jesus increased in wisdom and 
in stature and in favor with God and man” (Luke 2:54). The next time that Jesus 
visits the Temple, he is a fully grown man with a clearer sense of how to re-struc-
ture the complex and corrupt Powers.

Mark 11 portrays the adult Jesus visiting the Temple. In versus 7-11, Jesus 
“triumphantly” enters Jerusalem with his disciples, and then enters the Temple 
precincts. Verse 11 explains that Jesus “looked around at everything, but since it 
was already late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve.” The meaning of this is 
unclear until several verses later, when the Temple goings-on are portrayed as 

47 This is most clear in the Pharisees’ responses to Christ’s controversial Sabbath miracles (Mark 
3:1-6, John 9:1-16, Luke 14:1-6). The phrase “the banality of evil” was coined by Hannah Arendt 
to describe the mundane, bureaucratic nature of Nazi war crimes (Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in 
Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil [New York: Viking Press, 1963]).
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business as usual (as it were). The spiritual aura of the Temple (as a social Power 
embodied in a particular institution) has greatly changed since its last appearance 
in the Christological narrative: far from the rabbis’ academic marketplace of ideas 
depicted in Luke 2, the Temple now appears as an economic underworld, a black 
market exploitation of religious rituals (Mark 11:15-17). In response, Jesus once 
again astonishes those Temple-goers who hear him teaching (Mark 11:18). How-
ever, this time it is because his message is magnified by his body language: he 
physically impedes trades and exchanges in the Temple halls (Mark 11:16).48 He 
drives out both sellers and buyers, implying a ubiquity of guilt (Mark 11:15).49 
However, while his diagnosis is not dualistic, neither is it merely a blanket con-
demnation of all those present. Instead, Christ decries the process by which all the 
denizens of the Temple have become re-identified as thieves: “You have made it 
a den of robbers” (Mark 11:17). The habitus of the Temple is named and con-
demned as both a bad habit (“you have made it”) and a bad habitat (“a den of 
robbers”). The Temple as a systemic Power has been constructed from the inter-
secting life-patterns of its members, yet it in turn has reconstructed those individ-
uals in a deforming fashion. Christ is not merely concerned with the actions of the 
Temple inhabitants, but also with their characters, which are both revealed and 
reinforced by their actions. 

This is true even of Christ’s own character: unlike the Temple’s merchants, 
Christ has avoided conforming to the patterns of this world and the sinful culture 
of its social systems (Roman 12:2).50 Yet Christ does not escape or self-extricate 
from the power matrices of Jewish culture, but instead he re-invests himself in 
them; for instance, he is recognized as a rabbi for his teaching (Mark 11:17-18). 
Having previously participated as a student in the character-shaping power flows 
of the Temple’s pedagogy, Christ now wields the power of being a rabbi within 
the Temple’s social complex. The student has become the teacher. Whereas the 
immature Christ asked questions of the rabbis, the mature Christ asks questions of 
the laity.51 

However, Christ’s maturation process has occurred both inside and outside of 
the context of a cultural system known as the Temple. Twice in Mark’s account of 
the Temple visit, Jesus and his disciples leave the Temple and the city in the even-

48 “And he would not allow anyone to carry anything through the temple.” 
49 “And he entered the temple and began to drive out those who sold and those who bought in the 

temple.” This seems to be Christ’s most vulgar display of power on record, and at first blush it is 
difficult to discern what is kenotic, cruciform, and selfless in his attitude. Recall, however, that 
he had just entered Jerusalem in the most carnivalistic manner possible, planning and executing 
a ridiculous “zero’s welcome” of a donkey ride into town (Mark 11:1-11). Such an entrance may 
be described as “triumphal,” but it can scarcely be described as “power-hungry.” 

50 “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind.”
51 Jesus’s teaching takes the form of a rabbinic antithesis between a rhetorical question of scriptural 

interpretation and a pastoral response concerning community practices.
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ing (Mark 11:11, 19). This contrasts with Luke’s story of Christ’s childhood, 
when Jesus fails to leave the Temple or the city on time with his family (Luke 
2:43-44). This suggests in the mature Christ an intentional separation of self and 
system, whereby Jesus differentiates himself from the role offered to him by the 
Temple complex. As fully human, Jesus cannot remove the identity-forming sig-
nature of the Temple institution from his being; yet his maturation into godliness 
and wisdom (Luke 2:54) involves both a break with and a re-investment in social 
systems such as the Temple. For instance, Christ exits the sinful Temple, but re-
turns the next day—not with a vengeance, but with justice. As in Luke’s account, 
Christ recognizes the Temple as his Father’s house, yet here he extends the Tem-
ple habitat to “all the nations,” whose collective habitus deserves to be shaped 
for—and by—prayer-filled worship (Mark 11:17).

Open Questions
This paper stands as less of an answer and as more of a problematic question: 
how are Christians to maintain simultaneously that Christ was sinless and that 
he was a fully human member of fallen systemic Powers? In order to provide a 
tentative resolution to this paradox, I have sketched the possibility that Christ’s 
self-sacrificial identity patterns (in the face of fallen systemic Powers) may have 
enabled the reworking of the systemic conditioning patterns of creaturely life. 
Theologians who continue to ponder this question might address a number of 
related themes: the relationship between scientifically historical understandings 
of the evolution of humankind and its theological-anthropological bearing on an 
Adamic Christology, the degree of character change that is practically possible 
(as debated by virtue ethicists and theologians), the human conditioning of and 
by the ecological environment, and the effect that the question of non-peccability 
(the unrealized possibility to sin) over against impeccability (the impossibility to 
sin) has on orthodox Christian theology. Most importantly, further work on this 
question will examine the ethical and ecclesiological implications of all this for 
us living today in the wake of Christ’s earthwork.


