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      Introduction

      
         
         
         Adventing God

         
         
      

      
      My favorite seasons have always been Advent and Christmas. In this time of year, it
         is the lighting of the last candle—known as the “angel’s candle” or more recently
         “love”—that has come to take on the most meaning for me. The texts associated with
         this candle, from the gospels of Matthew and Luke, each announce the coming birth
         of Jesus the Christ to Mary and Joseph.[1] Mary’s response, the magnificat, in particular is a widely treated text, enriching
         the creative imagination of theologians, biblical scholars, and artists alike.
      

      
      Lest the lighting of the love candle sound like my own preference for the nostalgia
         of the Christmas season, a quick glance at biblical scholarship on the magnificat
         in particular can prevent any saccharine interpretation of this famous text. Traditionally
         considered an indication of Mary’s humble obedience at best, and submissive status
         at worst, scholars have long been wrestling with the contested authorship of this
         hymn. A popular proposal is that the text was composed by the anawins; literally meaning “poor ones,” the term refers to a group of Jewish-Christians.
         More than indicating material poverty though, Raymond Brown emphasizes that the term
         implies a sharp contrast between those whose poverty made them aware of their utter
         dependence on God and those who could eschew such dependence.[2] 
      

      
      This question of authorship and poverty is not only historically relevant. It reflects
         a widening scholarly appreciation for the revolutionary and subversive implications
         of this text. Comparing Mary’s song to the call story of prophets, Barbara Reid suggests
         that her song engages the prophetic task of resisting imperial power. It is a hymn
         of praise anticipating relinquishment of established power and empowerment of the
         disenfranchised.[3] The high is made low; the miserable is made favorable; and tears are wiped away as
         the world turns to a new age.
      

      
      In these final advent stories, and the magnificat in particular, we glimpse the coming
         hope and love of incarnation—of God made flesh. These are the last stories we hear
         in the church year before celebrating the in-breaking of God into the world, where
         God appears in a distinctive way to be among us, overcoming (or perhaps even breaking
         down) the separation between creator and created. But, what these final advent stories
         refuse to let us forget is that this in-breaking is by no means passive. The coming
         hope and love of the incarnation is transformative and subversive: a prophetic calling
         to change the world. The love we are symbolically reminded of in the lighting of the
         fourth candle of Advent is a leveling justice that transforms our very perception
         of the world and our interaction with others in it.
      

      
      It is this transformative and subversive quality of God’s in-breaking that inspires
         my own theological reflection on incarnation. In this work, I will explore what it
         means to understand the incarnation as a transformative event where “adventing” occurs.
         The word “advent” itself comes from the latin root adventus and is related to the verb advenire. Each indicates “coming to” and the anticipation of an arrival. The verb we would
         typically use would be “advening,” not “adventing” as I have above. However, “to advene”
         carries an implication of frivolousness or immateriality: that which is coming is
         not centrally important. This transformative and subversive event could hardly be
         described as frivolous.
      

      
      It is, instead, an adventing of utmost importance, where adventing indicates the anticipative
         coming together of God and the world in the body of Jesus as the Christ. In this moment
         of incarnation there is a sense of reciprocal anticipation. Certainly the world is
         anticipating the coming of God, but if we think carefully about the promise of love
         celebrated in Advent then it seems that God is also anticipating coming into the world.
         Moreover, this adventing anticipation does not cease. As Christians we celebrate this
         seminal moment with continued anticipative hope, for with this event of incarnation
         there is a critical encounter, a touch, even a transgression of the boundary that
         had seemed to separate God and world transfiguring reality as we thought we knew it.
      

      
      This particular event of incarnation celebrated in the Christian tradition, the affirmation
         of the life of Jesus as the Christ being fully God and fully human, is dense with
         meaning. Historically, at least in the life of the church, this event marks not only
         the in-breaking of God to the world, but also the breaking-in of the christological
         problem: how can anyone be both fully human and fully divine? It is an event that
         also comes with subsequent questions that are difficult to answer. Is this single
         event of incarnation sufficient for the entirety of our 13.8 billion year old cosmos
         stretching across the 91 billion light-years of presently observable universe? Does
         God appear while not being incarnate? What is the difference (if there is one) between
         appearance and incarnation? Have we tended to use the term incarnation promiscuously
         in our theology, or should we start? Is it important that God becomes a body, or even more specifically a human body, and if so how?
      

      
      The present work is an effort to wrestle with these sorts of questions: an exploration
         of how incarnation can work as a theme in contemporary constructive theology proceeding
         in three parts. The first part provides a thematic introduction to incarnation. The
         term has a rich history that cannot be ignored by contemporary scholarship. Rather
         than provide a purely historical account of the evolution of the meaning of the term,
         something readily available in other works, I suggest four themes that can be used
         typologically to capture the diverse ways incarnation has been theologically conceived:
         two natures (chapter 1), prolepsis (chapter 2), kenosis (chapter 3), and plerosis
         (chapter 4). The boundaries between these themes are certainly porous, but the framework
         is helpful in thinking through the diverse approaches scholars have taken to conceptualizing
         the incarnation and articulating its significance.
      

      
      While I certainly am aware and rooted in the church history that informs theological
         thinking about this topic as well as the way crucial ideas from the life of Jesus
         as related in the gospels must shape incarnational thinking, my primary interest is
         to explore the contours of this topic as it is informed by more contemporary theological
         and philosophical trends. In particular, if the incarnation is bound to this idea
         of “flesh” and the “body,” it behooves us to think through the nuances informing these
         terms in contemporary philosophy. How do we hold onto the critical themes related
         to incarnation discovered in part I while decoupling these themes from squarely modern
         conceptions of the flesh and the body?
      

      
      The second part takes up this issue by turning to the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty
         and other phenomenologists of the body. In his early writings, we find Merleau-Ponty
         developing a phenomenological variation of the fundamental insights of Edmund Husserl.
         As such, we find him making use of the two movements—the epoché and the phenomenological
         reduction—typical of Husserl’s approach. The epoché jolts us out of our everyday encounter
         with the world by bracketing our assumptions about what we already know the world
         to be like. This opens the possibility of engaging in the phenomenological reduction
         (inaugurating what Husserl called the “phenomenological attitude”), which allows us
         to begin a transcendental investigation into the things we experience. Where Merleau-Ponty
         breaks from Husserl is in where the transcendental investigation leads. For Merleau-Ponty,
         as with other phenomenologists of the body, this investigation does not lead us to
         exploring features of consciousness; instead, it leads us to the sensibility of the
         body and perception.
      

      
      This fundamental insight becomes a trajectory within Merleau-Ponty’s writings. Always
         concerned with articulating a phenomenology of perception rooted in the body, this
         rooting becomes firmer as his shortened career 
progressed and by the end makes an “ontological turn.” With his final incomplete work,
         The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty is trying to constructively express how a phenomenology of perception
         can lead us to new ways of thinking about being that press beyond the consciousness-object
         distinction (i.e., the mind-body problem) implicit to both realist and idealist metaphysics.[4] 
      

      
      In pursuing a way beyond this traditional impasse, Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of
         the body calls for an ontological revision of “the flesh.” Flesh is, for him, something
         like an element in classical philosophy. It indicates an encroaching or passing over
         between the body and the world such that each passes into the other. In Merleau-Ponty’s
         own technical language the flesh is a chiasm in which the world and the body are contiguous
         with one another and intertwined—together in-one-another (Ineinander). Amid this intertwining, though, a fold or gap is also preserved—an écart—such that the prospective ontology does not collapse into an undifferentiated mass.[5] In short, this rethinking of ontology in terms of the flesh is notable because it
         fundamentally questions the borders of the body: it confuses the strict dichotomy
         of self and world, subject and object, which grounds our thinking.
      

      
      Chapter 5 investigates this understanding of the flesh in far more detail and explores
         what it might mean to conceptualize bodies as the incarnating and adventing of the
         flesh. It is followed by a turn to scripture in chapter 6. Here I consider how this
         philosophical concept of incarnating the flesh intersects with wisdom christology
         and narratives concerning Jesus’s body from Luke-Acts. Looking specifically toward
         the implications for discipleship, this chapter begins to imagine how the body of
         Jesus the Christ serves as a model for the subsequent incarnating and adventing of
         the flesh pursued by Christians. In particular, I make use of the resonance between
         Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the flesh and the prevalent conception of harmony or attunement
         in wisdom christology. Drawing on this correlation, I examine selected aspects of
         the narrative of the Galilean ministry from Luke-Acts (the temptation, transfiguration,
         and healing events) as a preliminary case study for how the incarnation of the divine
         in the flesh can be significant for our own adventing and incarnating of the flesh.
         My aim is to suggest how understanding Jesus as the Christ provides a normative framework
         for how bodies ought to enact the flesh—how the intertwining of bodies and the world
         ought to occur.
      

      
      The final part of the book is the most constructive aspect of the work and deals with
         three instances (anthropological, christological, and ecclesiological) where the significance
         of the Christ serving as a norm for instituting the flesh can be made prominent. I
         first explore in chapter 7 posthumanist discourse on human enhancement, particularly
         that of the cyborg as it is conceived by Donna Haraway and theologically considered
         by Jeanine Thweatt-Bates. As with the concept of the flesh, the cyborg blurs the boundary
         of self and world: it thematizes those instances where self and world no longer divide
         neatly as we incorporate technologies to our bodies. In this way the cyborg is a hybrid
         figure. Neither human nor machine, neither self nor world, the cyborg forces us to
         question what happens when the self that is delineated by the seemingly impenetrable
         borders of our skin breaks down. With the cyborg we have an example of where the chiasmic
         flesh warps and weaves bodies unbounded by the skin.
      

      
      Yet, with the cyborg we do not have a vision of hybridity that is unambiguously good.
         Drawing on critique of the cyborg from disability theology, chapter 7 endeavors to
         think carefully about how the symbol of the cyborg body can easily become an escapist
         fantasy for “perfection” or “wholeness” that betrays the hybridity the concept seeks
         to express. Addressing this temptation requires thinking through the active quality
         of the flesh (as neither strictly self nor world) that theorists of the cyborg have
         accounted for in terms of the relationship between the cyborg body and technonature.
         I suggest, from a Christian perspective, that using Jesus the Christ’s incarnation
         of the divine as a normative model, as suggested in the previous section, can provide
         a critical ethical principle for imagining how we ought to incorporate technology to the flesh.
      

      
      In chapter 8, I consider how a constructive doctrine of the incarnation could be formulated
         making use of the flesh and Jean-Luc Marion’s phenomenology of the erotic. Before
         turning to this phenomenological account, I introduce two other contemporary constructive
         models for incarnation: Niels Henrik Gregersen’s deep incarnation (focused on extending
         the significance of the incarnation of Jesus the Christ beyond the realm of the human
         to all creation in spite of evolutionary suffering) and Laurel Schneider’s promiscuous
         incarnation (focused on considering the importance of providing a way that divinity,
         through love, can rupture into any body by emphasizing the quality of incarnation as an event). These two constructive
         accounts are not immediately compatible, but the aim of this chapter is to identify
         what a constructive account of the incarnation of God might look like if it is both
         deep and promiscuous: extending to all creation through Jesus the Christ and bubbling
         up beyond this singular occurrence as a repeating event.
      

      
      In imagining incarnation as both deep and promiscuous, I suggest pursuing a christological
         panentheism. Suffice it to say that I suggest a christological panentheism in which
         Jesus the Christ serves as an exemplar for the institution of the flesh, in Merleau-Ponty’s
         sense of the term. We too incarnate the divine insofar as we are attuned to Jesus
         the Christ enfleshing the divine as a model. Critical to this process is being clear
         about how Jesus the Christ institutes the flesh through love (an insight developed
         out of the work done in chapter 6) in a way more basic even than the institution of
         being. I make use of Marion’s phenomenology of the erotic precisely for this reason.
         His treatment of the erotic begins from a very distinctive form of the phenomenological
         reduction: the erotic reduction. Engaging our experience of the world through this
         erotic reduction, Marion provides a robust philosophical model for what it means to
         claim that “to be loved” is more basic than “to be.” Drawing on Marion’s philosophical
         work, I explore how incarnation is reconceptualized if love, not being, is primary
         for existence.
      

      
      Finally, in chapter 9 I consider how this christological panenthesim of the flesh
         incarnating, or seeping, God into all of creation is indicative of a relational ontology
         that also stirs our sacramental imagination. I offer an approach to thinking of the
         sacrament, following Richard Kearney’s model of anatheism. Anatheism is the term he
         coins for thinking beyond a strict binary of theism and atheism. Quick to point out
         that this term does not indicate something new, he uses it as “an invitation to revisit
         what might be termed a primary scene of religion: the encounter with a radical Stranger
         who we choose, or don’t choose, to call God.”[6] This encounter with the stranger involves a wager of response (to choose or not to
         choose) and is a hermeneutical act or “happening” that opens us to new dimensions
         of divine awareness.
      

      
      The anatheist wager can be understood as being akin to the chiasmic intertwining of
         the flesh—instituted either in love or not. When instituted in love, the anatheist
         wager points to a vision of divine incarnation through the making holy of everyday
         occurrences. Anatheism suggests an ontological confusion between the infinite and
         the mundane that can be made parallel to an understanding of the sacraments as a porous
         border in the flesh between the present and the eternal that is epitomized in the
         concept of incarnation. I suggest the consequence of this understanding is that enhancing
         our sacramental imagination is concomitant to practically decentralizing structures
         of authority connected with administering sacraments.
      

      
      The driving force operating throughout this work is to understand the significance
         in itself of God becoming a body. The ethical aspects of the event of incarnation have always
         been well-treated and I hope to continue to do justice to this aspect of the meaning
         of incarnation. In short, Christian theologians have recognized from the beginning
         that God’s presence in the world makes a claim to discipleship upon us.
      

      
      However, the meaning of the incarnation has also been tied up with its propaedeutic
         significance for the atoning death and resurrection of Jesus. The connection here
         is all too easy to recognize; I heard it most recently in a children’s sermon at a
         church I was visiting during the last week of Advent. Explaining the meaning of the
         lighting of the love candle, this well-meaning lay-person told the children, “We light
         the love candle because God loves us so much that Jesus the Son became a human being
         so that he could die for our sins, which we celebrate at Easter.” God becomes human
         just so he can later redemptively die for us (and maybe teach us how to be nice to
         one another along the way)?
      

      
      Something is amiss if the meaning of incarnation is always secondary to atonement,
         redemption, reconciliation, or any host of other doctrines. What happens when we stop
         thinking about incarnation as though “God becomes incarnate so that . . .” and let the doctrine of incarnation stand for itself. My aim here is to try
         to do just that: to offer one way of explaining the significance of the incarnation
         in itself, apart from its propaedeutic function for other doctrines.
      

      
      When we do this, incarnation provides us a new way of thinking through soteriology
         as a transformation of the flesh. A transformation that draws a parallel between what
         it means that God is deeply incarnate in Jesus the Christ and that we promiscuously
         incarnate God through our own transformative incarnation of the flesh. The incarnation,
         both Jesus the Christ’s and in some cases our own, provides a way of thinking through
         how we should be-with one another in the flesh.
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      Inescapable Incarnational Themes

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      While the problems posed by christology have their roots in the earliest centuries
         of the church, the incarnation in particular brings to light a vexing Post-Enlightenment
         problem. Many have articulated this problem, but perhaps none so clearly as G. E.
         Lessing with his metaphor of the “broad, ugly ditch.”[1] It comes from his essay “On the Proof of the Spirit and of Power,” and it questions
         the connection between metaphysical truths and historical evidence; specifically,
         he is questioning the force that historical accounts of miracles should have in formulating
         our understanding of God. In many ways, this metaphor for which he is so well known
         stands as a placeholder for the axiomatic phrase he uses in the same essay: “accidental
         truths of history can never become the proof for necessary truths of reason.”[2] How can the historical, accidental life of a first-century Galilean possibly have
         a definitive impact on metaphysical or ontological assertions about the nature of
         God?
      

      
      This scandal of particularity to which Lessing’s quote alludes is one that remains
         with us today. Even if this problem is not directly ours or is far more nuanced (as
         with the nineteenth-century explosion of texts investigating the “historical” life
         of Jesus as it relates to the Christ of faith that informs twentieth-century scholars’
         turn to apocalyptic and/or eschatological emphases), it remains with us so long as
         we engage in the process of historical criticism.[3] Post-Enlightenment attempts to deal with christology must always wrestle with whether
         it is a christology from below (study concerning the historical Jesus and its relationship
         to belief in the Christ) or from above (study beginning with the confession of faith
         and an implicit affirmation of Jesus’s role as the Christ). Of course, christology
         is never simply done from below or from above—it is nearly always a hybridization
         of these polarized terms. The point is that contemporary christology has to wrestle
         with a level of historical awareness that was simply a non-issue in earlier centuries
         where the Gospels were taken as reliable historical narratives.[4] 
      

      
      This is particularly important to remember as we engage any early texts addressing
         incarnation, because the questions we ask as modern or postmodern interpreters are
         quite different than early interpreters of this issue, even if at the surface they
         appear to be quite similar. Take for instance the issue of virginal birth that has
         been historically associated with the incarnation. There is little question that the
         intent of the Gospel narratives in Matthew and Luke is to affirm the virginal conception
         of Jesus as an historical event. God, as all-powerful, simply could make such an event
         happen and affirming that Jesus was fully God through the virginal conception prevented
         any adoptionist interpretation of Jesus becoming divine through the course of his
         life; at the moment of Jesus’s birth God is enfleshed. But it is not as though such
         an historical affirmation from the Gospel writers moves smoothly to using contemporary
         scientific thought as a means to extending the historical assertion: pursuing an investigation
         into the physical possibilities of parthenogenesis and conception by the Holy Spirit.
         If concepts, such as the virgin birth, that reside in the same valence of theological
         meaning with the incarnation are to remain relevant today, then we must look to the
         historical intent of these concepts.[5] 
      

      
      In a certain sense, simply by focusing on incarnation specifically, instead of christology
         more generally, this work leans toward a “from above” approach. As Hans Schwarz aptly
         realizes in connecting incarnation with the issues of preexistence and the virgin
         birth, these “are different ways in which the biblical writers point out the unique
         relation between Jesus’s divine origin and his human existence.”[6] If the incarnation is ultimately about the relation between the divine and the human
         as mediated by the Christ, this is not something that can be reasoned to from below:
         it is an act of faith that cannot be reasoned to strictly from historical reconstruction.
      

      
      Still, this implicit movement of faith cannot be divorced from the historical features
         of a christology from below. To extend the broad, ugly ditch described by Lessing,
         what we know historically and what we affirm faithfully shape the banks of each side
         of the ditch. If you have ever tried to jump over a creek without falling in, you
         know the shapes of the banks, where you jump from and jump to, matter deeply for how
         you make the leap. Such a leap can never be a reasonable act (as S
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