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A Core Conviction

The ministry of reconciliation as 
demonstrated in the local church by 

the gathering of people from 
diverse backgrounds, cultures, and 

ethnicities is the natural outworking 
of a rich covenantal theological 

commitment.



A New We: Image, Identity, & Community in Christ

Formed to Image God
Formed for Identity in Christ

Formed for Identity in Community



The God We Image



God’s Beauty 
This is an attribute of God, but one that is beneficial to study as we 
consider God’s nature and the nature of humanity that images him. 

Creation - The Beauty of God



What is Beauty?



What is Beauty?

❖ How should we define or 
describe beauty?
❖ Is it, “you know it when you 

see it?”
❖ Is it, “in the eye of the 

beholder?”
❖ When we sing, “Marching to 

Zion,” what do we mean?



What is Beauty?
❖ “It behooves us to recognize that beauty there 

is no doubt about it—is in the eye of the 
beholder.” 

❖ Amelia Jones, Art Historian Jones hopes “to 
dislocate and discredit claims for the 
neutrality of ‘beauty’ as a label of aesthetic 
judgment, to “interrogate what (or whose) 
interests are served by the rhetoric of beauty.” 

❖ Beauty (or rather talk about beauty) is 
denounced as the veil draped over “an 
ideology of control that is . . . highly successful 
in sustaining the law of patriarchy.” 

❖ “Only God can act as origin and end of beauty, 
incontrovertible enough to stop the seepage 
that pollutes the ostensibly closed, otherwise 
‘pure’ system of aesthetic judgment.”



What is Beauty?
❖ All that God is, he is of himself. By virtue of 

himself he is goodness, holiness, wisdom, life, 
light, truth, and so on… His whole identity was 
wrapped up in the name: “I will be what I will 
be.” All God’s other perfections are derived from 
this name. He is supreme (summum) in 
everything: supreme being (esse), supreme 
goodness (bonum), supreme truth (verum), 
supreme beauty (pulchrum). He is the perfect, 
highest, the most excellent being, “than whom 
nothing better can exist or be thought.” All being 
is contained in him. He is a boundless ocean of 
being. “If you have said of God that he is good, 
great, blessed, wise or any other such quality, it 
is summed up in a single word: he is (Est). 
Indeed, for him to be is to be all these things.

❖ Is beauty a reflection of perfection?
❖ Is there room for flaw in beauty?



What is Beauty?
Beauty is Theological in Nature

Essential to beauty is the grand narrative of 
the defeat of the formlessness of chaos.



(Gen 1:2) הּו הּו֙ ָוֹב֔ ה ֹת֨ ֶרץ ָהְיָת֥  ְוָהָא֗

The earth was without form and void (Gen 1:2)
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Revelation 22:1-5

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the 
throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the city; also, on either 
side of the river, the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding its fruit each month. 
The leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations.No longer will there be anything 
accursed, but the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and his servants will worship 
him.They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads.And night will be no 
more. They will need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they 
will reign forever and ever.”



What is Beauty?

Towards A Definition - Aquinas

❖ ”Species or beauty has a 
likeness to the property of the 
Son. For beauty includes three 
conditions, integrity or 
perfection, since those things 
which are impaired are by the 
very fact ugly; due proportion or 
harmony; and lastly, brightness, 
or clarity, whence things are 
called beautiful which have a 
bright colour.”



Beauty is Eschatological
1. Perfection

A. To hope for the kingdom of God in its fullness is to hope for beauty. – Guthrie
❖ Out of Zion, the perfection of beauty, God shines forth. - Psalm 50
❖ If the beauty of Christ and the beauty of the new creation is to be 

characterized as “perfection,” however, this must be…a perfection that can 
accommodate scars. The perfection of the kingdom of God is not the 
airbrushed sheen of the fashion magazine.

❖ The marks of human history, indeed of human sinfulness, depravity, and 
injustice, are indelibly inscribed upon the flesh of the resurrected Lord, 
carried into the life of the new creation by the Spirit and transfigured. These 
marks in no way tarnish the glory of the new creation, but rather “those 
wounds, yet visible above” are “in beauty glorified.”

❖ It is right to speak of the new creation and the eschatological work of the 
Spirit as “beautifying” if by this beauty we mean the perfection of integritas. 
The work of the Holy Spirit is to perfect the creation by bringing it to 
completion, making humanity and each created thing what it most truly and 
fully is.



Beauty is Eschatological
1. Perfection
2. Proportion

A. The Spirit is not an automated die-press, punching out stacks of Jesus-copies, one 
after another. The Spirit’s perfecting work is creative and sensitive to the 
character of the material before him. Those filled by the Spirit are one body of 
Christ, renewed in his image; yet “varieties of services” (1 Cor. 12:5) and diverse 
gifts (1 Cor. 12:6–10) are given “by one and the same Spirit, who allots to each one 
individually just as the Spirit chooses” (1 Cor. 12:11). The work of the Spirit is 
both particularizing (or “diversifying”) and unifying. The distinctiveness of each 
member does not destroy the unity of the body; the unity of the body does not 
annul the distinctiveness of each member… - Guthrie

B. The new creation will be beautiful because there will be harmony and right 
relationship between God and humanity, among humanity, and among all that 
God has made. Each thing will be most truly what it is, and—what is more, and 
amazing—the utterly distinct character of each being will contribute to the beauty 
of the whole. - Meek 

C. This reality of proportion, right ordering, harmony, is true of God first.



Beauty is Eschatological
1. Perfection
2. Proportion
3. Pleasure

A. Beauty delights.
B. Rather than drawing the beautiful object into the orbit of my concerns, I am the one drawn in; 

the work captures rather than serves my interest. - Meek 
C. To submit to something is to acknowledge its weightier presence, to treat its presence as 

weighty. We find ourselves in the presence of something which has already won our respect, 
and which has already changed us. - Meek 

D. I believe that beauty is a gracious, naturally alluring, responsibly self-giving, presence. - Meek 
E. This aspect of beauty is characterized by a de-centered delight in another. 

❖ This “pleasure,” and “delighting in another,” certainly is seen the Sabbath rest, 
refreshment, and delight. The Sabbath is a delight. The very ground of the earth is to be 
hallowed with Sabbath rest (Lev. 25:1–5) so that on this day God’s people regard one 
another, animals, and the land as something other than “producer” or “consumer.” On 
this day I am reminded that the world exists apart from my intentions for it.

❖ But it is also seen in the “mini-Sabbaths,” the end of each day when God didn’t work but 
he delighted over what was created that day and said, “It was good.” He is both the 
perfection of beauty and the one who leads us to delight in the beautiful.



The Nature of God

• WLC Q7. What is God? 
• God is a Spirit, in and of himself infinite in being, 

glory, blessedness, and perfection, all-sufficient, 
eternal, unchangeable, incomprehensible, every 
where present, almighty, knowing all things, 
most wise, most holy, most just, most merciful 
and gracious, long-suffering, and abundant in 
goodness and truth. 



God’s Beauty is Seen in His Trinitarian Life
The fact is that these attributes [of love and knowledge] as well as all the other attributes 
only come alive and become real as a result of the Trinity. Apart from it, they are mere 
names, sounds, empty terms. As attributes of the triune God they come alive both to our 
mind and to our heart. Only by the Trinity do we begin to understand that God as he is in 
himself — hence also, apart from the world — is the independent, eternal, omniscient, and 
all-benevolent One, love, holiness, and glory. The Trinity reveals God to us as the fullness 
of being, the true life, eternal beauty. 

In God, too, there is unity in diversity, diversity in unity. Indeed, this order and this 
harmony is present in him absolutely. In the case of creatures we see only a faint analogy 
of it… Among us unity exists only by attraction, by the will and the disposition of the 
will; it is a moral unity that is fragile and unstable. And where there is a more profound 
physical unity as, say, between the capacities of a single substance, there is no 
independence, and the unity swallows up the diversity. But in God both are present: 
absolute unity as well as absolute diversity. It is one selfsame being sustained by three 
hypostases. This results in the most perfect kind of community, a community of the same 
beings; at the same time it results in the most perfect diversity, a diversity of divine 
persons.



The Beautiful Community of the Godhead
❖ “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. You 

shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your might. And these 
words that I command you today shall be on your 
heart. (Deuteronomy 6:4–6 ESV) 

❖ And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up 
from the water, and behold, the heavens were opened 
to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a 
dove and coming to rest on him; and behold, a voice 
from heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom 
I am well pleased.”Matthew 3:16–17 ESV)

❖ Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To those who are elect 
exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, 
Asia, and Bithynia, according to the foreknowledge of 
God the Father, in the sanctification of the Spirit, for 
obedience to Jesus Christ and for sprinkling with his 
blood: May grace and peace be multiplied to you. (1 
Peter 1:1–2 ESV)



The Beautiful Community of the Godhead
❖ The beauty and glory of our triune God is 

seen in the mutual glorification of His 
communal life as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

❖ The concurrence of the three persons of the 
Trinity in all that they do is a profound 
indication of their unity. There is no conflict in 
the Trinity. The three persons are perfectly 
agreed on what they should do and how their 
plan should be executed. They support one 
another, assist one another, and promote one 
another’s purposes. This intra-Trinitarian 
“deference,” this “disposability” of each to the 
others, may be called “mutual glorification.”

❖ This unity has the marks of beauty: Perfection 
(wholeness), Proportion (harmony), and 
Pleasure (delight).



Formed for Identity in Christ



❖ What is the first thing the Bible says about humanity?
❖ What does this declaration of “Image” mean?

The Nature of Humanity



Image: Individual Dignity

❖ Individual Dignity
❖ Humanity has a unique place in God’s created 

world
❖ We are creatures of incomparable value and dignity.

❖ “Hello your Majesty!”

❖ “In Genesis 1:26… the word “dominion” speaks 
of royalty, which is a facet of the divine image 
in every human person. Royalty involves (1) 
dignity and splendor, and (2) a legitimate 
sovereignty rooted in one’s very being”… 
“Because everyone is made in the image of 
God, and because this image defines what it 
means to be human, people are fundamentally 
equal, regardless of the differences in wealth, 
education, and social status. The church 
preached this countercultural message in the 
ancient world and still preaches it now.”



Image: Individual Dignity
❖ “The whole concept of the imago dei, … is 

the idea that all men have something within 
them that God injected. Not that they have 
substantial unity with God, but that every 
man has a capacity to have fellowship with 
God. And this gives him a uniqueness, it 
gives him worth, it gives him dignity. And 
we must never forget this as a nation: there 
are no gradations in the image of God. 
Every man from a treble white to a bass 
black is significant on God’s keyboard, 
precisely because every man is made in the 
image of God. One day we will learn that. 
We will know one day that God made us to 
live together as brothers and to respect the 
dignity and worth of every man.”



Image: Individual Dignity
❖ This inherent and unimaginable dignity is part 

of the reason that God forbids idolatry. It’s part 
of the reason he forbids us from giving our 
worship and devotion to anything in all creation. 
So, the second commandment is of particular 
relevance to the issue of human dignity.

❖ Exodus 20:4-6 
❖ You shall not make for yourself a carved image, 

or any likeness of anything that is in heaven 
above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in 
the water under the earth. You shall not bow 
down to them or serve them, for I the Lord your 
God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of 
the fathers on the children to the third and the 
fourth generation of those who hate me, but 
showing steadfast love to thousands of those 
who love me and keep my commandments.



Image: Individual Dignity
❖ “All who fashion idols are nothing, and the things 

they delight in do not profit. Their witnesses 
neither see nor know, that they may be put to 
shame. Who fashions a god or casts an idol that is 
profitable for nothing?” (Isaiah 44:9–10 ESV)

❖ Isaiah makes an intentional contrast between the 
nation of Israel as the work of God’s hands and 
idols they make as the work of men’s hands. God 
has set up humans as the only legitimate images 
of God. Worshipping idols is an affront to human 
dignity in that it prevents people from reflecting 
God’s glory. Since people are made by divine 
hands, to function as legitimate living images, 
they are to reflect the glory of the image of the 
living God. - Beale

❖ We rejoice in the immeasurable value and dignity 
that every person has because we are the image of 
God.



Image: Individual Dignity
❖ What was the danger for Israel in violating the second 

commandment?
❖ This danger was that Israel would be led astray by their own 

desires, and they would be remade in the image of those 
desires. Their identity would mirror those images instead of 
God.

❖ “In essence the second commandment was intended to protect 
their identity as image-bearers of the divine Creator, secure 
in his covenant love for them and his promise to be with them 
always.”

❖ The warning and danger was not just for Old Testament 
Israel but runs through the New Testament and applies to us 
today. As Richard Pratt says, all idols eventually will abuse. 
This abuse can take the form of, among other things, greed 
that devours, intellectual pursuits that lead to arrogance, 
lovers who disappoint, national leaders who fail. The 
difference with God is that he will never abuse those who 
serve him. In his mercy, he will lift his faithful images to 
glory.

❖ People are to know that their security and significance are 
rooted in the God they image. 

❖ So, do “Black Lives Matter,” or do “All Lives Matter?”



Identity and Formation
❖ Who are we and how do we know?

❖ Sterling K. Brown - 2018 Oscars, Best 
TV Actor

❖ Self-Identification
❖ Central to the issue of identity is 

how individuals view themselves.
❖ What we desire is a self-

identification that accords with 
dignity (Imago Dei)

❖ Identity – a person’s understanding 
of who he or she is based on socially 
constructed, meaningful categories 
that people use to describe 
themselves.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4kGJTWzPABA&t=13s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4kGJTWzPABA&t=13s


Identity and Formation
❖ What makes for a self-identification that 

accords with dignity?
❖ A Sense of Power
❖ A Sense of Dominating Public Space
❖ An Invulnerability to Power
❖ Any Self-sufficiency
❖ “The very way we walk, move, 

gesture, speak is shaped from the 
earliest moments by our awareness 
that we appear before others, that we 
stand in public space, and that this 
space is potentially one of respect or 
contempt, of pride or shame.”





Brokenness



Identity and Formation
❖ What do sociologists say about 

identity?
❖ The centrality of a person’s 

identity reflects person’s 
commitment to the role 
relationships requiring that 
identity. Research demonstrates 
this connection from a variety of 
roles; religious identity, 
motherhood identity, student 
identity.

❖ Identities are the traits and 
characteristics, social relations, 
roles, and social group 
memberships that define who one 
is.



Identity and Formation
❖ What do theologians say about identity?

❖ Peoples’ pretensions or aspirations are not always straight 
forward. “One person says, “I am nothing.” Another says, 
“I am God.””

❖ People thus may find themselves on one end of the 
spectrum or the other, either having a sense of 
worthlessness or an over-inflated sense of self-
importance. 

❖ Richard Lints implies that those roles are internalized and 
acted out because of the way expectations exercise 
influence over what people see and hear.

❖ This diversity of influence upon self-awareness and 
identity is not new according to Lints. He refers to it as 
competing accounts of reality. He says that humans have 
always lived with this. Yet, in his opinion, “There can be 
little doubt that the amount of competition among 
altering visions has reached epic proportions in our time.” 
While change to this world has come through undreamt 
of technological advancements like the Internet, “greater 
change has occurred in how we relate to the world,” and, 
“what we think about ourselves.” He implies that this is 
because the competition among altering visions carries 
with it a rise in conflict between perceptions.



Identity and Formation
❖ What do theologians say about identity?

❖ A lack of knowledge of God results in people being confused 
about who they are. This confusion has a cost. A failure to 
realize the unique role that God has given people in his 
kingdom brings a vacillation between self-degradation and 
self-importance. 

❖ R. C. Sproul, seeking to clarify personal identity from a 
Christian perspective, explains that annihilation of personal 
identity or loss of self is not the goal.“The goal is a 
heightened understanding of the self as it relates to God. It is 
the redemption of the personal identity, not the destruction 
of it.” 

❖ Guthrie asks, “How do we know our identity or that of 
others around us?...I understand who I am by recounting a 
particular story to myself—a history that gathers together 
and plots all the disparate events of my experience.” This 
story is written by the Spirit of God. 

❖ Kelly Kapic describes the Christian view of the self as 
creational and eschatological. The Christian view of the self 
looks back to the goodness of God’s original designs, and 
looks forward to the renewal of all things in Christ. 

❖ Woven into self-identification is God-given dignity, allowing 
for a self-compassionate, wholehearted living, where people 
place their story rightly into God’s story.

❖



God’s Response
Now the LORD said to Abram, 
“Go from your country and your 
kindred and your father’s house 
to the land that I will show you. 
And I will make of you a great 
nation, and I will bless you and 
make your name great, so that 
you will be a blessing. I will 
bless those who bless you, and 
him who dishonors you I will 
curse, and in you all the families 
of the earth shall be 
blessed” (Gen. 12:1-3).



God’s Response
Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a 
curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is 
hanged on a tree—so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of 
Abraham might come to the Gentiles so that we might 
receive the promised Spirit through faith. To give a human 
example, brothers: even with a man-made covenant, no one 
annuls it or adds to it once it has been ratified. Now the 
promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring. It 
does not say, “And to offsprings,” referring to many, but 
referring to one, “And to your offspring,” who is Christ 
(Gal. 3:13-16)…

Now before faith came, we were held captive under the law, 
imprisoned until the coming faith would be revealed. So 
then, the law was our guardian until Christ came, in order 
that we might be justified by faith. But now that faith has 
come, we are no longer under a guardian, for in Christ Jesus 
you are all sons of God, through faith. For as many of you as 
were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is 
no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And 
if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs 
according to promise (Gal. 3:23-29).



Formed for Image and Identity in 
Community



Image: Beautiful Community
❖ The image of God is much too rich for it to be fully 

realized in a single human being, however richly gifted 
that human being may be. It can only be somewhat 
unfolded in its depth and riches in a humanity counting 
billions of members. Just as the traces of God (vestigia 
Dei) are spread over many, many works, in both space 
and time, so also the image of God can only be 
displayed in all its dimensions and characteristic 
features in a humanity whose members exist both 
successively one after the other and contemporaneously 
side by side... Only humanity in its entirety—as one 
complete organism, summed up under a single head, 
spread out over the whole earth, as prophet 
proclaiming the truth of God, as priest dedicating itself 
to God, as ruler controlling the earth and the whole of 
creation—only it is the fully finished image, the most 
telling and striking likeness of God.



“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every 
spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, 
that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love he predestined us for adoption to himself as 
sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace, with 
which he has blessed us in the Beloved.In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness 
of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and 
insight making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in 
Christas a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.”
Ephesians 1:3–10 ESV



[The Church] is…a sign of a cosmic unity that all things are summed up in Christ, 
and the Church is to be the visible communion of human beings that anticipates 
that ultimate union of all things in Christ. It is a living sign; a community where 
that unity is already experienced in some degree…This is, in some respects, is the 
whole point of redemptive history. That God is going to knit back the human race 
in his Son. When the church fails to be that proleptic reality of the eschatological 
union of all things in Christ, then we are very deeply failing in the calling we’ve 
been given. - Peter Leithart



Image: Beautiful Community
❖ The Community as Image
❖ “We are not merely the image of some 

divine attributes; we image God 
himself, who is inseparable from all 
his attributes.”

❖ If God’s beauty is seen in his 
Trinitarian life, we should expect that 
beauty to be reflected in the humanity 
that images him.

❖ While each person has immeasurable 
value and dignity because we are 
God’s image, the most significant way 
we bear his image is in community.



Image: Beautiful Community
❖ This is the Spirit’s work. He is 

preeminently concerned with 
renewing us in knowledge according 
to the image of our Creator.
❖ Colossians 3:1-17
❖ Ephesians 4:1-32

❖ 1 Corinthians 12:1-26
❖ Romans 15:1-7



Image: Beautiful Community

[One may] think of the Spirit much more personally and creatively as an artist whose one subject is the Son, 
and who is concerned to paint countless portraits of that subject on countless human canvasses using the paints 
and brushes provided by countless human cultures and historical situations. . . . It is Jesus, the incarnate Son of 
the Father, and no other that the Spirit seeks to portray. Each portrait is successful and creative, not because it 
makes of him what he is not, by forming him in our likeness and conforming him to our preferences and 
predilections, but because it uses ever new cultural approaches and historical situations to bring out more of 
the infinite variety of saving truth that is in him.”



Image: Beautiful Community

“The Spirit is not an automated die-press, punching out stacks of Jesus-copies, one after another. The Spirit’s perfecting work is 
creative and sensitive to the character of the material before him. Those filled by the Spirit are one body of Christ, renewed in his 
image; yet “varieties of services” (1 Cor. 12:5) and diverse gifts (1 Cor. 12:6–10) are given “by one and the same Spirit, who allots to 
each one individually just as the Spirit chooses” (1 Cor. 12:11). The work of the Spirit is both particularizing (or “diversifying”) and 
unifying. The distinctiveness of each member does not destroy the unity of the body; the unity of the body does not annul the 
distinctiveness of each member… The new creation will be beautiful because there will be harmony and right relationship 
between God and humanity, among humanity, and among all that God has made. Each thing will be most truly what it is, and—
what is more, and amazing—the utterly distinct character of each being will contribute to the beauty of the whole.”



“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first 
heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea 
was no more.And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, 
coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a 
bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice 
from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of 
God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will 
be his people, and God himself will be with them as their 
God.He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and 
death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, 
nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have 
passed away.” Revelation 21:1-4

“Then came one of the seven angels who had the seven 
bowls full of the seven last plagues and spoke to me, 
saying, “Come, I will show you the Bride, the wife of the 
Lamb.”And he carried me away in the Spirit to a great, 
high mountain, and showed me the holy city Jerusalem 
coming down out of heaven from God, having the glory 
of God, its radiance like a most rare jewel, like a jasper, 
clear as crystal.It had a great, high wall, with twelve 
gates, and at the gates twelve angels, and on the gates 
the names of the twelve tribes of the sons of Israel were 
inscribed—on the east three gates, on the north three 
gates, on the south three gates, and on the west three 
gates.And the wall of the city had twelve foundations, 
and on them were the twelve names of the twelve 
apostles of the Lamb.” Revelation 21:9-14



Confession
❖ The Communion of the Saints - WCF 26.1, 2
❖ All saints—who are united to Jesus Christ their 

head by his Spirit and by faith—have fellowship 
with him in his graces, sufferings, death, 
resurrection, and glory. And, being united to one 
another in love, they participate in each other’s 
gifts and graces and are obligated to perform 
those public and private duties which lead to their 
mutual good, both inwardly and outwardly.

❖ It is the duty of professing saints to maintain a 
holy fellowship and communion in the worship of 
God and in performing such other spiritual 
services as help them to edify one another. It is 
their duty also to come to the aid of one another in 
material things according to their various abilities 
and necessities. As God affords opportunity, this 
communion is to extended to all those in every 
place who call on the name of the Lord Jesus.



Knowing and Being Known



Ghettoization of Humanity

In November 2013, The Washington Post published an article on the rise of super zip codes in 
America. Super Zips are the zip codes raking highest on income and college education. The largest 
collection of Super Zips, according to the article, is around Washington, D.C., with the affluent 
becoming more isolated from the working class and the poor. Demonstrating the preference for 
sameness, the authors state that, “Many Washington neighborhoods are becoming more 
economically homogenous as longtime homeowners move out and increasing housing prices 
prevent the less affluent from moving in.” 



Ghettoization of Humanity
“More and more families live either in uniformly affluent 
neighborhoods or in uniformly poor neighborhoods…While race-
based segregation has been slowly declining, class-based segregation 
has been increasing.”

Even in the ancient world, the preference for group sameness is 
expressed. Kuecker, in describing the language of social differentiation, 
says that ethnicity both in the ancient and modern context “is a 
powerful expression of the apparently pervasive human impulse 
toward social categorization and differentiation.” “While Israel saw 
itself as oJ la/oß, all non-Israelites populated the outgroup e¡qnh…The 
e¡qnh constituted the ‘them’ against which Israelite identity could be 
forged.”



Loving to Know

❖ Instead of hearing the 
experience of the other, owning 
the consequences of our own 
cultural narcissism, we fast from 
different voices and turn to 
news outlets, places of worship, 
and friend groups that match 
and fertilize our biases. This 
approach ensures our 
entrenchment and entitlement. - 
Dr. Christian Edmondson



Tension

Home



LOVING TO KNOW

❖ Loving to know means 
exercising courage to enter into 
some discussions where we feel 
the discomfort of half-
understanding.

❖ For Christian believers, it is 
knowing Christ in communion 
that best captures the dynamism 
of knowing well in every corner 
of our lives and pursuits.



LOVING TO KNOW

❖ Our capacities to understand each 
other, to share in work, and to hope 
require an increasing consciousness 
about our own worldviews and a 
commitment to listen to and walk 
under the influence of others.

❖ For many in the dominant culture, in 
which one element of the lifeworld is 
entitlement, this can be a stressful 
experience.

❖ For those in the minority the need for 
trust remains a challenge, especially 
if memories are saturated with 
wounds. 



What is Culture?

❖ What is Culture? (Livermore)

❖ Human Nature

❖ Artifacts

❖ Values

❖ Personality

❖ All culture starts with the question, 
“How do we respond to God?” - 
Ellis

Artifacts

VALUES

PERSONALITY

HUMAN NATURE



ROLES

FOOD

LITERATURE

DRESS
MUSIC

DANCE

FESTIVALS

HOLIDAYS

LANGUAGE

ART

GAMES & SPORT

PERCEPTIONS

BELIEFS

SOCIAL EXPECTATIONS

LEADERSHIP STYLES

IDEAS OF MODESTY

PARENTING STYLES

GENDER ROLES

IMPORTANCE OF SPACE
IMPORTANCE OF TIME



Culture

ARTIFACTS

❖ Culture is what human beings make of the world: the 
artifacts they make from nature’s raw material and the 
meaning they make in rituals. Making culture includes 
behaviors that are learned, ideas that reinforce beliefs 
and values, and products that reinforce beliefs.

❖ However, because of the ghettoization of humanity, 
these reinforced behaviors and ideas create cross-
cultural barriers.

❖ One influence of culture upon identity formation is in 
providing a means to differentiate between one group 
and another, and a corresponding desire to maintain 
group sameness. This sameness preference may be 
cultural, ethnic, or socioeconomic, among other things.

❖ So, if it’s in our power we self-select.

VALUES

PERSONALITY

HUMAN NATURE

ARTIFACTS



Culture & Sameness
Another way of saying that culture helps to create a preference for sameness is to say that it helps create 
differentiation between groups. Culture influences a preference for sameness by becoming the personal 
property of a group. We talk about “my culture.” 

However, cultures are not static. Neither are traditions and social practices. Because of such constant 
change, identity formation in community is not static. Arthur Aron and Natalie Nardone, in Self and Close 
Relationships, say, “What we are and what we see ourselves as being seems to be constantly under 
construction and reconstruction, with the architects and remodeling contractors largely being those with 
whom we have close interactions.” 

According to Oyserman, Elmore, and Smith an assumption of stability is part of feeling like one knows 
oneself. However, due to the dynamic construction of the self in the moment, the assumption of stability 
is contradicted. Identities are not the fixed markers people assume them to be. Identity and culture are 
connected even in this. Peter Berger, in The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion, 
contends that culture must be continuously produced and reproduced. This makes cultural structures 
“inherently precarious and predestined to change. The cultural imperative of stability and the inherent 
character of culture as unstable together posit the fundamental problem of man’s world-building 
activity.” The malleability of the self may be due to the constant changing of culture.



Culture & Sameness
In spite of this constant construction and reconstruction, Kuecker recognizes the distinction between the 
fluidity of ethnic identity and the feeling that it is fixed. He says, “The socially constructed nature of 
ethnic identity is only apparent at an etic level of observation. To those embedded within social systems, 
and thus having an emic perspective, ethnic identity feels primordial.” That is, ethnicity feels inherent to 
one’s identity. It feels as if it is absolute. 

Sociologists Brad Christenson, Korie Edwards, and Michael Emerson found this to be the case in their 
qualitative research of racial integration in religious organizations. They describe religiously empowered 
ethnocentrism that provides an emic perspective when it comes to understanding cultural differences. In 
religious organizations, because “members interpret most of life through a religiously informed grid, 
differences in culture are often talked about in absolute terms.” Differences in preference get framed in 
absolute terms. Volf says that both parishioners and clergy are often “trapped within the claims of their 
own ethnic or cultural community.” These authors have implied that the trap of ethnic claims, or 
preferences, is due to one’s ethnic identity feeling absolute.

Thus, it may be said that culture influences identity formation by providing a seemingly fixed 
understanding of the self, even though in reality, identity is fluid. This forming and reforming influence 
that culture has on identity makes it necessary for communities to pay close attention to its practices. 



IDENTITY FORMATION IN DIVERSE CHURCHES

The purpose of my study was 
to explore how people who 
experience belonging in a 
diverse church assess the 

impact the church has on their 
identity formation. The 

assumption was that healthy, 
diverse churches have a 

substantive and beneficial 
impact on its members’ 

identity and self-awareness.



FOUR QUESTIONS
❖ What are the ways people 

experience belonging in a diverse 
church?

❖ How do people gain awareness of 
their identity as they experience 
belonging in a diverse church?

❖ How do people’s identities form as 
they experience belonging in a 
diverse church?

❖ What are the benefits for identity 
formation for people who 
experience belonging in a diverse 
church?



EXPERIENCING BELONGING

❖ Mission Mindset
❖ Making Room
❖ Authentic Friendship
❖ Similarity
❖ Gospel Message



IDENTITY AWARENESS

❖ Cultural Artifacts
❖ Food
❖ Worship Service
❖ Socio-political perceptions & 

expectations



IDENTITY FORMATION

❖ Dissonance



IDENTITY FORMATION BENEFITS

❖ Identity in Christ
❖ Denying of Self
❖ Loving and Valuing Others



A NEW “WE"

❖ Not Forgetting

❖ Embracing

❖ New “In-Group”



LOCATING IN 
CHRIST & CULTURE

❖ A Gift, not a Handicap

❖ Similarity

❖ Not Balance, but 

Submission



WORSHIP

❖ Manifesting the 

Community

❖ Hindrance or Help



RECOMMENDATIONS

❖ Gospel Imperative

❖ Awareness

❖ Affirmation


