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How can believers embody the way of Christ in our contemporary context without mak-
ing Jesus captive to their cultural norms? 

One of the primary problems that runs Christian Christological reflec-
tion adrift is our tendency toward projection. Projection, according to Ka-
ren Kilby, is the three-step process whereby we first take a concept to 
explore an aspect of Christian mystery. Next, we fill out the contours of 
this concept using notions borrowed from our own experiences. Finally, 
we then present this concept to the wider world as a resource from Chris-
tian theology.1 While Kilby’s focus is primarily on Trinitarian doctrine and 
the concept of perichoresis, the same error emerges in our Christological 
reflection. In so doing, we fail to allow God to ground and determine our 
reflection of him, substituting idols that cohere with our preconceptions 
in the place where he once stood. In other words, our conceptions of 
Christ begin to reflect our local notions of humanity, manhood, liberation, 
politics, and the like. The danger here is that we risk turning Christ into a 
mere cipher for our own conceptions of deity and humanity. And this 
projection is particularly pressing as we end up evaluating the humanity 
of others in accordance with our preferences.2 

Some might worry that this fear of idolatry might stagnate our Chris-
tological thinking in a quagmire of contextual relativity or lead us to seek 
out Kant’s “view from nowhere,” disregarding context altogether. How-
ever, these two concerns reflect an overreaction. Instead, we would do 
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well to recognize that insofar as God has come near to us in the incarna-
tion of Jesus Christ and in our communion in the Spirit, he ensures that 
we can know him. We can therefore adopt a critical realism wherein we 
recognize that God has indeed made himself known to us, granting us a 
degree of theological confidence, while also recognizing that our concep-
tions of him remain limited. God accommodates his self-disclosure to the 
human creature in an act of supreme benevolence, even as he remains 
ever above and beyond these very categories.  

Faithfully embodying the way of Christ demands at least three things. 
First, we must be aware of our tendency toward projection. This does not 
mean that we will hopelessly spiral into relativity, but we must recognize, 
as Calvin stated, that within each of us is a factory for idolatry.3 While 
knowledge of God is possible and Christian theological exploration is far 
from hapless, we still must recognize that in the present era “we see 
through a glass dimly” (cf. 1 Cor 13:12). Second, we must recognize that 
proper reflection on the person and work of Christ requires that we trav-
erse the tension between continuity and discontinuity. While Jesus is like 
us in all respects, sin excepted, there are significant ways in which his phe-
nomenological experience differs from that of our own, both in virtue of 
his particularity and in virtue of his unique mission. Third, we must insist 
that Christ himself grounds our understanding of both true deity and true 
humanity.4 As Cortez notes, “it remains true that the incarnation involves 
the Son becoming like us, but in doing so he is revealing the fact that 
humanity had been created in his image from the beginning.”5 If Jesus is 
indeed the image of the invisible God (Col 1:16) and we have been fash-
ioned in his image, he must remain epistemologically and ontologically 
primal in our Christological reflection and in our anthropological investi-
gations.6 Our inquiry into what it means to be human must begin with 
and then consistently return to the person of Jesus Christ. 

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, if we are to allow Christology 
to shape our lives, we must think about Christ with “the communion of 
the saints.” Since, as Vanhoozer has noted, theology itself attempts “to 
translate the way, truth, and life of Jesus Christ” in sundry contexts, there 
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is both a universal and particular aspect of Christological reflection.7 On 
the one hand, it is the one living God who has made himself known in 
the Incarnation of Jesus Christ for us and for our salvation and who, to-
gether with the Son, sends forth the Spirit to gather a people of his own 
possession. Here, the saints are united around the same theological judg-
ments regarding the person and work of Jesus Christ. Yet, at the same 
time, reflection on the Incarnate Son is necessarily particular as we gather 
together to marvel at this mystery. Treier avers, while the Christian canon 
fosters certain normative theological judgments, these judgments “may 
foster additional renderings and even additional judgments evoked by the 
questions of other times and places.”8 Our individual contexts may give 
rise to different questions and points of emphasis that must be brought 
into conversation with the rest of the Christian tradition. As Victor 
Ezigbo observes regarding African Christology, “Christology should 
demonstrate simultaneously its Christian identity and its relevance to the 
Christological questions of African Christians.”9 And as we reflect on the 
revelation of God in Christ together with all the saints, the possibility ex-
ists that our communal understanding of the person and work of Christ 
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might be enhanced. 

How is the Christian’s response to Christ in praise, at least in part, a reflection of their 
context? 

It is perhaps surprising to no one that Christians direct their praise to 
the God who has loved them and saved them. The Phos Hilaron exclaims 
“you are worthy at all times to be praised by happy voices, O Son of God, 
O Giver of life, and to be glorified through all the worlds.”10 But what 
shape does the praise of the giver of life take throughout “all the worlds”? 
If Christian praise is a response to the revelation of God in Christ, is it 
uniform or pluriform? And if it is the latter, what tethers Christian wor-
ship together? It is my estimation that while Christian praise is rooted in 
the singular act of divine self-disclosure in the person and work of Jesus 
Christ, insofar as Christians respond to this revelation at different times 
and in different spaces, it is also necessarily contextual.  

On the one hand, we must recognize that there is a universal aspect to 
Christian praise, one that grounds and unites it around the person and 
work of Jesus Christ. Paul writes, “For the grace of God has appeared, 
bringing salvation for all people” (Titus 2:11). It is this singular event of 
the appearance of God’s grace in the person of Jesus Christ that Chris-
tians acknowledge, indicate, confess, and adore.11 There is, after all, one 
cornerstone upon which the worshipping community is constructed, one 
Spirit who inspires their praise, one Savior who makes such worship ac-
ceptable to God, and one God and Father “who is over all in all and 
through all” (Eph 4:6). As Chan notes, worship “is the people’s common 
response to [God’s word], their acceptance of the Word, church consti-
tutes them as the covenant people.”12 Christian praise and worship then 
is both communal and universal. It is the covenant community’s response 
to God, a response that is grounded in a divine act of self-disclosure and 
carried up by the Son and the Spirit to the Father.13 

 
10 The Phos Hilaron is one of the oldest recorded Christian hymns, written in 

Koine Greek. 
11 John Webster, Holiness (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 29. 
12 Simon Chan, Liturgical Theology: The Church as Worshiping Community (Down-

ers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 41. 
13 Nicholas Wolterstorff gives a helpful definition of what is intended by the 

term “worship.” He defines worship as “a particular mode of Godward acknowl-
edgement of God’s unsurpassable greatness. Specifically, it is that mode of such 
acknowledgement whose attitudinal stance toward God is awed, reverential, and 
grateful adoration” (The God We Worship: An Exploration of Liturgical Theology 
 

 



 INTERVIEW WITH DANIEL L. HILL  67 

However, while there is a universal ground upon which Christian 
praise is centered, one that transcends space, time, and context, there is 
also a particular aspect to Christian worship. Not only does God bring sal-
vation to all people, but he also actualizes this redemption in spacetime.14 
Worship is particular in that it reflects on God’s acts of deliverance as he 
demonstrates his lovingkindness to his people. Examples in Scripture 
abound. Whether it is in the song of Miriam as she exalts in God’s tri-
umph at the Red Sea or the apostles’ praise after their release from prison, 
we respond to God from particular points in time and express gratitude 
for the ways in which he chooses to reveal his unending faithfulness. 
Christian worship, then, is in part a reflection on our context and how the 
God of the heavens has stooped low to meet with us. As Wainwright 
observes, this means that praise will vary in both content—including con-
fession of sin, prayer for forgiveness, invocation for divine help, etc.—
and form.15 Christians in the West may be less inclined to offer praise to 
God for his triumph over the demonic, while Christians in the Global 
South may be more inclined to rejoice in the fact that the powers of dark-
ness have indeed been defeated at the cross of Christ. Similarly, African 
American spirituals reflect an acute awareness of the enslaved’s need for 
the God of Daniel to deliver them as well. To be sure, God is worthy of 
worship and praise as the good God who is our creator and redeemer. 
However, it is good and fitting for the saints to also focus on the particular 
ways that God’s goodness has been made known to them.  

 
[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015], 26). However, as James B. Torrance has noted, 
we must be careful to remember that all Christian worship is carried to the Father 
by the Son and Spirit. Christian worship is “the gift of participating through the 
Spirit in the incarnate Son’s communion with the Father” (Worship, Community 
and the Triune God of Grace [Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 1996], 20). In 
other words, our understanding of Christian worship cannot be disassociated 
with the twofold mission of the Father and the Son. 
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Jesus calls his followers to love God and love our others (Matt 22:37–39). What is a 
historical example of Christ’s words being neglected and how might the formative nature 
of Christology have been accomplished in that situation? 

Unfortunately, the history of the Christian church is replete with in-
stances in which Christians have failed to love, honor, and worship those 
fashioned after the image of God in Christ.16 As Laura Winner recounts, 
Christians have not only failed to exhibit godly love, they have often 
turned Christian practices such as prayer or the Lord’s Supper into tools 
of abuse.17 If it is indeed the case that the humanity of Christ is archetypal 
for all human creatures, then violence against other image bearers is not 
merely an ethical failing. It is also a repudiation of the one in whose image 
we have been fashioned. To put the matter bluntly, in failing to love those 
created according to the image of God, we have in effect declared our 
abhorrence for the archetype after whom they are fashioned. 

The examples are almost too numerous to count. Between 1882 and 
1903, over 2,000 African Americans were lynched in the United States. 
James Cone recalls how lynching was a spectator sport for many Ameri-
cans, both Christian and non-Christian, as they would gather to watch the 
murder of black men and women, purchasing pieces of the victims muti-
lated flesh or postcards to commemorate the event.18 Wendell Berry notes 
that slavery itself was an institution predicated upon violence: “If there 
was any kindness in slavery it was dependent on the docility of the slaves; 
any slave who was unwilling to be a slave broke through the myth of pa-
ternalism and benevolence, and brought down on himself the violence 
inherent in the system.”19 The raping of black flesh on plantations was so 
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prevalent, that it was used as an apologetic against the institution of slav-
ery.20 And again, it is worth noting that slavery, and by extension violent 
practices intrinsic to the institution of slavery, was an institution practiced 
and defended by Christian and non-Christian alike.21 

The Christian church’s participation in acts of racial and ethnic vio-
lence reflects a failure to live in accordance with the logics of Christology. 
So what would faithful performance have entailed in these situations? 
Thankfully, we do not have to look far to find out. As David Ruggles 
observes, Christians could have ceased abrogating the seventh command-
ment and recognized slavery as an environment that inculcated human 
vice.22 Some Christians participated in either apologetic critiques of slav-
ery while others served as stops along the Underground Railroad, risking 
their lives and social standing in order to help liberate those in bondage. 
Recognizing that their allegiance is always to Christ and not to Caesar, 
another Christological claim, many Christians were unwilling to accept the 
institution of slavery and fought to bring it to an end. 
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