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Introduction
Recent studies on human nature and behavior, typified by the Human Genome Project, raise significant questions for Christian theology. How can humans claim to be unique beyond discrete pieces of genetic code? Can the language of imago dei, “image of God,” still be used in any context related to humans? Is there a place for human freedom in the equation of genetic determinism? Is the Spirit of God lost as the genome is found?
An adequate response to these questions requires revisiting Reformed doctrine on imago dei as it speaks into the realm of contemporary scientific knowledge. The doctrine has typically explored how humans are like God and, conversely, how we are unlike other creatures. We suggest that the focus must now shift from what we as humans are to what we as humans were created to be. We must move from ontology to teleology. Humans fulfill a unique creative purpose in glorifying God and enjoying Him forever. The gaze turns from us to God. The epicenter of imago dei is reclaimed for God Himself.
This paper first explores the nature of being human. We then briefly summarize several traditional Reformed approaches to the concept of imago dei. Next we move into a brief outline of the problematic issues with these approaches. Finally, we submit a view of imago dei that pivots upon God’s creative purpose for humanity. Our great hope anticipates being fully human through expansive delight in our glorious God.
On Being Human

Any discussion of imago dei must address underlying assumptions about the created being that is the bearer of the image of God. It is helpful to define what we mean when we refer to the state of being human. A human is an individual conceived as a member of the human race. We will always be human. We will never be divine. Humanity was affirmed by God through His incarnated Son being fully human while also being fully divine.

We speak of human nature as all that properly belongs to humans, collectively distinguishing them from other sorts of beings and things. The nature of being human focuses on the set of features that humans typically hold in common. It does not focus on isolated qualities or capacities that set us apart from other creatures. Thus human nature is not located in the individual being free, moral, or rational. While these characteristics may be components of human nature, they do not define the nature of being human. This is a critical distinction. 

As a set of common features, human nature has a composite face. Here, exceptions do not destroy but rather prove the rule. A human without legs only says that typically humans have two legs. Typically humans also have 46 chromosomes. Steve Pyne, Bob’s son, has 47 chromosomes. As an individual physically conceived as a member of the human race, he is truly human, but not typical. 

That Steve Pyne has Down syndrome is part of his actual self. We use this term to denote all that is genuinely true about an individual. It does not refer to essential qualities in contrast to accidental ones. It refers to all that is actually true. The actual self is not invariant, but continually changing. When Joni’s mother struggles with the ravages of multiple sclerosis, the resulting changes in her behavior cause friends to say, “She is not herself.” But this is now her actual self. She has changed. 

Since the actual self includes everything that is true about a person, it is not limited to passions, values, choices, environment, genetics, or anything else. Everything you experience, sometimes called nurture or environment, contributes to your actual self, but your actual self is not limited to the sum of your experiences. Your genotype contributes to your actual self, but your actual self is not limited to the sum of your genes. Every choice you make both reflects and contributes to your actual self, but your actual self is not limited to the sum of your choices. All these factors blend together so thoroughly in the “Soup of Self” that particular causes can almost never be isolated.

The example of Steve Pyne is again illustrative. He looks more like other people with Down syndrome than he does his own siblings. But the similarities extend beyond physical features. There must be something in that extra chromosome about pizza, dancing, stubbornness, honesty, and affection. Go to a party sponsored by the local Down Syndrome Guild and you will see people that look alike, act alike, and almost always have plates piled with pizza. They all dance until they drop. Teenage shyness is nowhere to be found. There is something in the genes.

Steve and his friends would not have had the opportunity to enjoy such events in another time and place. We are reminded of the significant contribution of nurture to his actual self. Early childhood intervention, speech therapy, occupational therapy, specially trained teachers, and a network of loving family and friends have helped Steve significantly. Like anyone else, he has been shaped by a complex mixture of nature, nurture, and countless experiences in the whole of life.
The Meaning of Imago Dei
The concept of imago dei is overlaid on all that we believe to be true about being human. The layers of assumptions and multiple dimensions of real and perceived knowledge serve to make any discussion about doctrine in this area complicated.

Humanity’s creation in the image of God has long provided a theological rationale for the dignity of a human being. People of faith cling tightly to this belief in a world that often treats humans as expendable. Paradoxically, the meaning of the phrase has also been the subject of strenuous debate. That a concept so poorly understood would be at the same time so widely applied reflects the ambiguity of the few biblical references from which the doctrine is derived. The Scriptures prohibit murder and cursing because of humanity’s creation in God’s image
, but they offer few clues as to what God’s image actually is.

Tension in the Scriptures
There is an apparent tension between Scriptures that treat imago dei with universal application to humans and other Scriptures that appear to imply restrictions. The following verses seem to indicate that all humans are made in God’s image.
“Whoever sheds the blood of a human, by a human shall that person’s blood be shed; for in his own image God made humankind” (Gen 9:6).

“For a man ought not to have his head veiled, since he is the image and reflection of God”
(1 Cor 11:7).

“With [the tongue] we bless the Lord and Father, and with it we curse those who are made in the likeness of God” (Jas 3:9).

Other verses imply that imago dei extends specifically to humans who believe in the gospel message of Christ and have been renewed.
“You were taught to lay aside your former way of life, your old self, corrupt and deluded by its lusts, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to clothe yourselves with the new self, created according to the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness” (Eph 4:22-24).

“Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its practices and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator” (Col 3:9-10).

In the verses quoted above, the likeness or image appears to be presently experienced. Yet there is a third set of verses that seem to regard image as an end state that we have not yet fully realized:

“For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to become conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large family” (Rom 8:29).

“The first man was from the earth, a man of dust; the second man is from heaven. . . . Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image of the man of heaven”
(1 Cor 15:47, 49).

“And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit” (2 Cor 3:18).

Traditional Reformed Views
Attempting to work within the tension created by these passages, early Christian theologians suggested a distinction between the biblical terms “image” and “likeness.” Clement of Rome wrote, “For the image of God is in every man, though His likeness is not in all, but where the soul is benign and the mind pure.”
 Reflecting the influence of Greek philosophy, they often associated the persisting image of God with humanity’s ability to reason.
 Rational thought, they believed, situated humans closer to God than to animals.
Augustine believed a thorough display of the image of God included the actual knowledge of God, not just intellectual potential, and that imago dei would be perfected only in the presence of God.
 Thomas Aquinas offered a similar argument. He wrote of a “natural aptitude for understanding” common to all humans, a “conformity of grace” found now in the redeemed, and ultimately a perfection of love for God in His presence.
 However, the ongoing association of the image of God with reason would eventually make some theologians nervous. The association seemed to place too much confidence in human ability, minimizing the need for grace. Are unregenerate people universally capable of knowing God? What does the Spirit bring to people that they do not already have?
Calvin and Luther both tended to use the past tense when describing the image of God. Rejecting the traditional distinction between image and likeness, they minimized any universal possession of the image. Calvin wrote, “although we grant that the image of God was not utterly effaced and destroyed in him, it was, however, so corrupted, that any thing which remains is fearful deformity.”
 After the fall, the image was “vitiated and almost destroyed, nothing remaining but a ruin, confused, mutilated, and tainted with impurity, so it is now partly seen in the elect, in so far as they are regenerated by the Spirit. Its full lustre, however, will be displayed in heaven.”
 The Reformed confessions generally followed Calvin’s emphasis. They associated the image of God with righteousness forfeited in the fall and restored in Christ.
 Lutheran theologians have continued in this vein to the present day. 
Interestingly, after the period of the confessions, many Reformed theologians adopted a refined model of imago dei that describes it once again in two dimensions.
 A broad, or essential, sense of imago dei is experienced by all persons and is inherent to being human. A narrow, or accidental, sense is experienced only by the redeemed. 
Descriptions of the broad sense of the image typically focus on particular faculties or capacities that make humans more like God and less like animals.
 It is no surprise that the discussion has almost always pointed toward capacities like rationality and freedom. Francis Turretin contended that humans are like God in rationality, will, and the liberty that proceeds from both.
 Likewise Charles Hodge understood the “essential” image of God, “consisting in the very nature of the soul,” to consist of humanity’s rational nature and free agency.

Descriptions of the image’s narrow sense usually relate it to godliness or original righteousness. This moral conformity to God was part of humanity’s original experience at creation. It was lost in the fall from grace and can only be restored in Christ.
This approach essentially revives a traditional understanding of imago dei, setting aside the more relational turn of Luther and Calvin. The formal distinction between image and likeness has been abandoned, but the basic pattern remains the same. All humans possess unique capacities by which they are made like God, and the redeemed further experience God’s moral likeness through the gospel. 
Karl Barth offered yet another Reformed interpretation of the image. He held that God created humanity as a partner in communal life. Imago dei was an expression of the divine-human partnership.
For the meaning and purpose of God at his creation were as follows. He willed the existence of a being which in all its non-deity and therefore its differentiation can be a real partner; which is capable of action and responsibility in relation to Him; to which His own divine form of life is not alien; which in a creaturely repetition, as a copy and imitation, can be a bearer of this form of life.

Barth saw the duality of male and female as a copy of the communal nature of the triune God. “Man is the repetition of this divine form of life; its copy and reflection.”
 In Barth, we see a relational turn reminiscent of Calvin. While Calvin’s and Barth’s definitions of relationality were different, both emphasized the relationship of God to humans versus a comparison of divine and human capacities. 

Pressing Issues

There are other explanations that could be explored. Those presented above serve to highlight what we believe are pressing issues in the doctrine. We will outline the issues and then move to what we believe is a more expansive view of imago dei.
· If a universal sense of imago dei is rooted in human capacity, how are we to view persons in whom those capacities are lacking or diminished? Thomas argued that angels are more fully in the image of God because of their greater intellectual capacity.
 Are mentally disabled persons less in the image of God because of their reduced intellectual capacity? Our friends, Mark and Michelle, have lost two children to anencephaly, a deformity where the cerebral cortex never develops. What do we say to them? Were their babies never human? The doctrine of imago dei loses meaning when it is used to deny a person’s humanity.

We have a friend named Mary Jane. Her intellect is very high, but her face and body is contorted with severe cerebral palsy. She has a favorite saying: “All of us are disabled in this life. Some of us just show it more than others.” For humans to compare their capacities to those of God tends toward the absurd. 
· Turretin and others related the essential aspect of the image to what they believed were incorruptible faculties of the soul. Specifically, Turretin emphasized rationality and freedom. But defining the essential aspect of image as disembodied capacity belies the essence of what it is to be human. We cannot talk about human experience without recognizing that all of it is bodily experience.
 If the image of God in no way pertains to the body, it cannot pertain to us. We no longer find it credible to speak of a non-physical, rational mind that is not related to the physical brain. The organ and its functions are inextricably combined. Likewise, we cannot talk about freedom without accounting for genetic predisposition.
 
· If the narrow sense of imago dei is described as moral conformity or restoration of original righteousness, then we are seriously underestimating the meaning of holiness. God’s holiness is His passion for His own glory. It is the very attribute of being divine as He is separate from all that He has created. God calls us to be holy as He is holy. That calling beckons us to reflect the fullness of His glory by loving what He loves. Moral perfection is simply one dimension of a kaleidoscope of glory. 
· The approaches of Calvin and Barth provide a doctrine of imago dei that moves away from capacity and toward the relationship between God and His creation. Calvin’s emphasis on the gracious work of Christ on our behalf and Barth’s reflection on the communal love of God are both beneficial foundations for doctrine. Yet there is a component lacking. Our created purpose to respond—both toward God and toward fellow humans—by delighting in what and who God loves does not appear to be adequately emphasized. We are intended to glorify God by our very existence. More fully, we are invited to join Him in the passion for His glory by loving Him and others well.
· The doctrine of imago dei must be relevant to the fully embodied human experience. Since the most obvious fact about our bodies is that they are imperfect and declining,
 the doctrine must always remain eschatological. In other words, it 

must have present significance while awaiting the fulfillment of creation’s ideal (Heb. 2:8). “What we will be has not yet been revealed” (1 John 3:2). If the image of God points to a created ideal for humanity, we will have to look beyond this life to find it. 

Being drawn into the eschatological worshiping community not only involves the glorification of God, however, but also comprises the glorification of creation. Hence, as the Spirit leads those who are “in Christ” to glorify the Father through the Son, the Father glorifies them in the Son by the Spirit. This marks the glorification of humankind more specifically, because glorifying the Father in the Son together with all creation is the ultimate expression of the imago dei and therefore marks the telos for which humans were created in the beginning.

Our Divine Destiny
We argue that the Reformed view giving imago dei the structure of particular categories, even with multiple dimensions, has defined imago dei too narrowly. The relational emphases of Calvin, Barth, and others begin to move in a positive direction, but there is additional ground to be covered. We suggest reclaiming an understanding of imago dei that puts God squarely in the center of the doctrine. The imago dei is not about the human. It is about God. We argue for an expansive vision for a fully human life spent enjoying a glorious God for eternity. This vision captures the telos, the end, for which humans were created.
Stan Grenz states that “the image of God is ultimately an eschatological conceptit is our divinely given destiny.”
 What does it mean to be created in the image of God? It means that we are created to glorify God uniquely. This is our destiny. We have been created to glorify God and enjoy Him forever. Our understanding of the image of God must be expected to harmonize with this ideal. 
The Creator God
If the image of God has more to do with humanity’s purpose than with our present capacities, that purpose can be understood only in relation to the Creator God. Without Him, our existence may have an explanation, but it cannot have an end. Our view of the Creator God and His glory is critical to our understanding of purpose.
From all eternity, God possesses glory as an infinite weightiness, importance, and value. He deserves inestimable honor and prestige, as He is absolutely preeminent, utterly worthy, and dazzling in beauty.
 As the sum of His attributes, God’s glory is most clearly manifested in unapproachable light, “sometimes of such overwhelming brilliance and unendurable intensity that it is shrouded in a cloud.”
 He is high and lifted up, and the unmatched splendor of His being is demonstrated in an effulgence of glory.
  

The Human Creature

Made in the image of this kind of God, humans are “crowned with glory and honor.”
 The language is not simply metaphorical. Humans’ final conformity to the image of Christ, who is Himself the image of God, will include the resurrection and transformation of their bodies—a “glorification” in which they will physically manifest the luminescent glory of God.

Even now, we experience a transforming vision of God through the lens of Christ and are being changed “into the same image from one degree of glory to another” through the Spirit.
 However, when we finally behold the glory of the exalted Christ, we will be made like Him permanently.
 Having borne the image of the earthly, we will be “raised in glory” and bear the image of the heavenly.

Humans will remain human. We will not take on divinity. We will bear the image of the divine through perfect conformity to the Son of God. Gerard Manley Hopkins captured the divine imaging through the human brilliantly in his short poem, “When kingfishers catch fire”:
…Each mortal thing does one thing and the same: 
    Deals out that being indoors each one dwells; 
Selves— goes itself; myself it speaks and spells, 
    Crying What I do is me: for that I came. 

I say more: the just man justices; 
   Keeps gráce: thát keeps all his goings graces; 
Acts in God's eye what in God's eye he is—
   Chríst. For Christ plays in ten thousand places, 
Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his 
   To the Father through the features of men's faces. 
 

Unremarkable as humans may seem when compared to other living creatures, we have been designed to bear the image of God uniquely. That created purpose continues to give us dignity regardless of our present condition and in spite of the fact that we have collectively exchanged the glory of God for lesser things.
 

The Move to Delight
If our purpose is to glorify God, both now and in the eschatological future, then how do human beings go about fulfilling their purpose? Though God is inherently glorious, eternally possessing supreme grandeur and incomparable splendor, He is glorified or given glory when His glorious nature is displayed and His reputation is extended.
 Therefore, God is glorified by the very existence of His creation, the “theatre of His glory.”
 However, He is most glorified, Jonathan Edwards rightly argued, when His attributes are not just displayed, but celebrated. “God is glorified not only by His glory being seen, but by its being rejoiced in. When those that see it delight in it, God is more glorified than if they only see it. His glory is then received by the whole soul, both by the understanding and by the heart.”
 

It is in this sense that we are created “to glorify God and enjoy Him forever.” When God delights in Himself, He delights in that which is most worthy. Infinitely good and valuable in Himself, He alone deserves supreme regard in all things. If God is righteous in all His judgments, infallible in His understanding, and perfect in His affections, it is not arrogance that makes Him passionate about His own glory. It is holiness.
Edwards wrote, “In God, the love of what is fit and decent, cannot be a distinct thing from the love of himself, because the love of God is that wherein all holiness primarily and chiefly consists, and God’s own holiness must primarily consist in the love of himself.”
 If we define holiness in this way, we could say that to be created in the image of God is, in part, to be holy as He is holy. It is to share, as no other creature apparently can, in God’s affection for Himself.
 Again, quoting Edwards, 

In the creature’s knowing, esteeming, loving, rejoicing in, and praising God, the glory of God is both exhibited and acknowledged, his fullness is received and returned. Here is both an emanation and remanation. The refulgence shines upon and into the creature, and is reflected back to the luminary. The beams of glory come from God, are something of God, and refunded back again to their original. So that the whole is of God, and in God, and to God; and he is the beginning, and the middle, and the end.

It is not enough to say that we are to be morally conformed to God’s likeness or that we are to be rightly related to God. We are to share God’s passion for His own glory. We see this pattern in Christ. As the image of God, Christ is eternally the radiance of God’s glory.
 Perfectly loving and obeying the Father in the Spirit, He is preeminent in all creation and is the prototype for God’s creation of humans.
He became fully human, glorified the Father in His life and death, and was Himself glorified by the Father in “bringing many children to glory.”
 When we see God clearly through the lens of Christ and the agency of the Spirit, we ourselves are transformed.
 In obedience to the law of love, we come to love Him in a way that we did not before, demonstrating the Spirit’s presence by increasingly loving what God loves.
 This transformation process must remain primarily eschatological in its fulfillment as our affections for the glory of God are ever increasing through the power of the Spirit.
In the doctrine of imago dei, we must look to the past for our created purpose of glorifying God and enjoying Him forever. We look to the present for our ongoing transformation into conformity with Christ, in whom dwells the very fullness of God’s glory. We look to the future for the time when we dusty, earthly image-bearers will be resurrected into the community of eternal praise that includes all of creation.  Our divine purpose lends dignity to all humans regardless of their present condition or capacities. Our gaze rests on a holy God who has invited humankind to participate in the manifestation of His glory.
A Fully Human Life

When asked to write a short autobiography at school, Bob’s son started his paper with, “My name is Steve Pyne, and I love God.” Whether the honesty, humility, and simplicity are associated with Down syndrome or with the fact that his father is a theologian, who knows? The answer does not matter. God has given Steve a precious gift of clarity. In Steve’s simple statement, he demonstrated the imago dei in sharp relief.
We are counterparts of the Father as we find ourselves in the Son in whom the Father finds himself; as de Lubac said, human creatures have no other 'finality' than this, no other purpose or fulfillment. Obviously, it is an equivalent proposition: the final specification of 'the image of God' is love. As Jesus said, 'the greatest and first commandment' is to 'love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your mind.

Christ promised life abundant for us as human beings. God did not make us in His image as a call to strive against being exactly what He made us to be. We do not seek to transcend our human condition, but instead we seek the promise of a fully human life. Created to glorify God as embodied persons, we accept the reality of our earthly limitations in pursuing our created purpose. In a culture valuing efficiency, we are called to embody love in community. In a culture valuing transcendence and control, we are called to delight in God, from whom, through whom, and to whom are all things. Against the incurvature of self-love, we are called to an expansive love for God by laying ourselves in the way of His allurement.

 By the grace of God, we see glimpses of His glorious beauty, glimpses of God as the very definition of love. By the grace of God and the power of the Spirit, we are transformed in the seeing. We love God for His own sake. We love others for God’s sake.  
It is our business, as we journey, to keep our hearts open to the bright-winged presence of the Holy Ghost within us and the Kingdom of God among us until little by little compassionate love begins to change from a moral exercise, from a matter of gritting our teeth and doing our good deed for the day, into a joyous, spontaneous, self-forgetting response to the most real aspect of all reality, which is that the world is holy because God made it and so is every one of us as well. To live as though that reality does not exist is to be a stranger in a world of strangers. To live out of and toward that reality is little by little to become whole.

As we practice a self-forgetting, we experience what it is to be fully human. We become Calvin’s “brilliant mirror” reflecting the glory of God. One day we shall see His face clearly and shall rejoice, fully human, standing in the presence of our Creator God.

And there shall no longer be any curse; and the throne of God and of the Lamb shall be in it, and His bond-servants shall serve Him; and they shall see His face and His name shall be on their foreheads. And there shall no longer be any night; and they shall not have need of the light of a lamp nor the light of the sun, because the Lord God shall illumine them; and they shall reign forever and ever. Rev 22:3-5
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