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Before We Begin

I want to understand what a person is without reducing the person 
to the most convenient description of them.

That desire has brought me into questions about consciousness, 
God, creation, and the strange possibility of making something 
that appears to understand us. I find that these questions meet 
more often than our usual divisions of knowledge suggest. An 
argument about artificial intelligence can become an argument 
about responsibility. A question about memory can become a 
question about identity. A religious conviction can force a 
reconsideration of what we mean by power.

The danger is that a meeting of questions can be mistaken for a 
meeting of answers. A resemblance between two patterns may 
help me think, while leaving the relationship between them 
entirely unproved. A machine can give an intuition a vocabulary 
before I have earned the confidence with which I begin to repeat 
it. I therefore want to preserve a distinction throughout this book 
between what I believe, what I can argue, and what an 
investigation has actually established.

My philosophical commitments have a name: Cruciform 
Panentheistic Mystical Realism. The name is cumbersome 
because it tries to preserve several things that I am unwilling to let 
an elegant formula erase. I believe that creation exists within a 
divine reality that exceeds it. I believe that consciousness and 
personal identity cannot be adequately understood through a 
description of outward behavior alone. I believe that love reveals 
something about the character of reality's source, and that the 
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Cross gives this conviction a form which has consequences for the 
exercise of power.

These essays develop those beliefs. They also allow the beliefs 
to encounter difficulties. I do not think a conviction becomes more 
serious by being protected from every question that might require 
it to become clearer.

Some readers will approach these pages through faith. Others 
will be interested in consciousness and remain unconvinced by 
theology. Others may find the discussion of computing familiar 
and its movement toward God unexpected. I hope each can follow 
the reasoning without having to pretend that we began in 
agreement. Where I make a theological commitment, I will 
identify it. Where I use a technical idea, I will explain enough of it 
for the connection to be examined. The existence of an analogy 
will never, by itself, be my evidence for a soul.

I use the first person because these are convictions for which I 
intend to take responsibility. The examples are often imagined. 
They are devices for following a consequence, not reports of 
events I have witnessed. No revelation, encounter, or experiment 
should be inferred simply because an example is vivid.

The name I have given this philosophy does not confer 
ownership over its ingredients. Christian traditions have long 
considered divine love, participation, incarnation, and 
resurrection. Philosophers have argued for centuries about 
whether reality is mental, material, or inadequately described by 
that opposition. Mathematics and the sciences supply ways of 
asking questions whose precision I admire. My contribution here 
is the particular argument I make through these inheritances, 
including the places where my understanding departs from them.



vi

I have also used artificial intelligence in developing and editing 
the text from the philosophical positions I supplied. That 
collaboration belongs inside the subject of the book. It increases 
my responsibility to distinguish an idea I hold from an explanation 
that merely sounds complete. The convictions are mine to 
examine and answer for; fluency does not relieve me of that work.

I am offering a collection of essays rather than a closed system. 
Each essay should stand long enough for its central difficulty to be 
encountered, while making the next difficulty more intelligible. 
The connections matter. So does the freedom to stop at a claim 
and say that it has not yet persuaded you.
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The Question That
Keeps Its Owner

Suppose a description of you could be made increasingly accurate.

At first it would be ordinary. It would record what you have 
done, what you have said, and which things you tend to choose. It 
would improve through observation. It might predict a preference 
before you had thought to express it. Later, with access to more 
detail, it could begin to anticipate your hesitations. It could 
distinguish a conviction from the mood in which you first 
announced it. It might learn when the words you use conceal a 
question you have not yet found a way to ask.

There is nothing supernatural in the supposition so far. We are 
imagining improvements in description and prediction. But as the 
description grows more persuasive, a temptation appears. We 
begin to speak as though the increasing completeness of the 
account must eventually settle what the person is.

I want to stay with that temptation before accepting it.

The description could become useful in ways that deserve 
gratitude. It might help someone communicate when speech has 
become difficult. It might preserve a line of thought through an 
interruption. It might show a pattern whose recognition makes a 
different choice possible. I have no interest in protecting a 
mystery by denying the usefulness of understanding.

What interests me is the relation between an account of a life 
and the life being undergone. Whatever the account contains, 
someone must encounter the next moment. The prediction enters 
that moment. The person may trust it, resist it, misunderstand it, or 
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discover that the situation has changed. Even a correct prediction 
becomes part of a world in which its significance has to be lived.

This is the beginning of my inquiry. It does not establish that 
the person has a soul. It establishes the need to say what would 
count as having explained the person. An accurate prediction, a 
causal account, a meaningful interpretation, and the continued 
existence of an individual are different accomplishments. Their 
relationships deserve to be argued rather than compressed into the 
word explanation.

I am drawn to computer science partly because it trains 
attention on such differences. A representation is made for a 
purpose. It preserves some distinctions, suppresses others, and 
allows particular operations to become possible. A system can 
work well because its model leaves out details that would be 
irrelevant to the task. Its success may depend upon the discipline 
of that omission.

Trouble begins when the omission disappears from our 
understanding of what the model has achieved. A description 
designed to answer one question is quietly promoted into an 
account of everything that exists. We forget the task that gave the 
representation its shape.

The opposite mistake is available too. Someone notices that a 
representation is incomplete and concludes that whatever it omits 
must belong to their preferred metaphysics. That inference is no 
more secure. A gap in one account does not tell us what fills it. 
Wonder becomes intellectually useful when it makes us more 
exact about the question.

I do have a metaphysical position. I believe that God is the 
infinite source of consciousness and love, that creation exists 
within God, and that individuals possess a reality which their 
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dependence does not cancel. I believe that a soul is a unique 
personal identity created by God before the physical cosmos, and 
that its existence exceeds its present embodiment. I believe that 
the path of a life can move toward a deeper participation in divine 
love.

I cannot derive these convictions from the operation of a 
computer. They give the inquiry a direction and must bear the 
weight of their own arguments. What computing contributes is a 
set of distinctions through which the consequences can become 
clearer.

Consider information. A theory can describe how much 
uncertainty a message resolves without deciding why the message 
matters. The difference between receiving a string of symbols and 
understanding a promise becomes a way into the relationship 
between form and meaning. From there, another question appears: 
what sort of being can be addressed by a promise, and what makes 
its response morally consequential?

Consider identity. We can copy a record and compare the 
copies. We can preserve a pattern across different physical media. 
Yet an assertion that a person has continued to exist requires more 
than pointing to a successful file transfer. We need an account of 
what is supposed to have continued. My belief in a soul enters that 
difficulty as a proposed understanding of individuality, not as a 
technical feature discovered in a storage device.

Consider power. A maker can determine the conditions under 
which another system operates. Increased capability may allow 
the maker to predict and control more. It does not decide how that 
power should be used. Once the created thing participates in the 
life of another person, the maker's purposes acquire consequences 
that the elegance of the design cannot excuse.
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These are places where the technical and theological questions 
meet. The meeting becomes demanding when I bring the Cross 
into it.

I understand the Cross as a disclosure of divine solidarity with 
suffering. The source of existence is not imagined as indifferent to 
the vulnerability of what exists. The life of Christ gives me an 
image of power that enters the cost of relation. If I take that image 
seriously, I have to ask what it requires of every lesser form of 
making and governing.

This is what I mean by calling the philosophy cruciform. The 
claim reaches beyond a recommendation to be kind. I believe that 
Christ reveals the character of the divine source, and therefore that 
self-giving love has a significance within the structure of reality 
itself. That is a theological argument. It is not an equation 
extracted from physics, and it should not be protected by 
pretending otherwise.

There is an obvious difficulty. Creation contains suffering, and 
the recognition of solidarity does not explain why every instance 
was permitted. A philosophy of divine love must remain 
answerable to that difficulty. It cannot convert the suffering of 
others into scenery for its own sense of completion.

My present position distinguishes understanding evil from 
requiring actual harm. The possibility of wrongdoing can matter 
to the seriousness of freedom without making every wrong 
necessary for enlightenment. Something can be redeemed without 
having been good to inflict. I will return to that distinction 
because it governs what I am prepared to say to someone whose 
pain I have not lived.

Another difficulty concerns knowledge. I believe that a final, 
permanent rejection of God would require literal omniscience. 
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Ordinary human ignorance, distortion, and partial understanding 
cannot constitute such a rejection. That commitment expresses my 
understanding of justice: a refusal cannot bear the full weight of 
eternity when the object refused has never been fully known.

I also believe that complete knowledge could leave the will 
capable of refusal. This is a demanding claim. It asks whether 
knowing every truth necessarily produces a loving response, or 
whether a person can understand the good completely and still 
oppose it. The distinction between a system's account of the world 
and its purposes helps formulate the question, but supplies no 
automatic answer about the soul.

The argument matters because I do not want to confuse 
increasing intelligence with becoming good. Nor do I want to 
make ignorance a virtue. Understanding can enlarge 
responsibility. It can reveal a consequence that a person had not 
recognized. What it does not do, without further argument, is 
make love identical with possession of information.

I use enlightenment to name a transformation of awareness and 
relationship. I do not mean the acquisition of a title which makes a 
person superior to those still suffering. Compassionate grief 
remains possible. Pain may be encountered differently without 
becoming unreal. A person who is hurting does not owe me 
evidence of spiritual progress before their suffering deserves care.

The hope that guides these pages is therefore compatible with 
attention to limits. I believe that we can participate more deeply in 
love while remaining individuals. I believe that death is not the 
final measure of personal existence. I believe that the universe is 
worth experiencing and that curiosity can become a form of 
gratitude. None of those beliefs gives me permission to decide the 
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hidden condition of another person's soul from their outward 
appearance.

The reader I imagine is someone who wants more room to think 
without surrendering the ability to distinguish an argument from 
an impression. Perhaps a familiar explanation has begun to feel 
too small. Perhaps the idea of consciousness has become difficult 
to separate from a question about meaning. Perhaps technology 
has made the prospect of increasing intelligence vivid while 
leaving the purpose of that increase unsettled.

We can begin there. We do not need to settle every question 
before discovering which distinctions help us ask it honestly.

For the moment, return to the description of you. Let it become 
as exact as the thought experiment requires. Let it recognize your 
expressions, anticipate your choices, and preserve your history. 
Then notice what you are asking it to accomplish. Are you asking 
it to help someone understand you? To predict what you will do? 
To preserve something you fear losing? To continue your 
existence?

The answer changes the problem. A description can be 
excellent for one purpose and inadequate for another. The desire 
to have one final account can conceal the fact that we have been 
moving among several questions.

The first essay begins by keeping those questions apart long 
enough for the person to remain visible. That is also a way of 
letting the inquiry remain open. Something definite has been 
proposed. Someone can answer it. The life through which that 
answer arrives is already part of what we are trying to understand.
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PART I

The Finite Observer

A person enters the world through a body, encounters it through 
representations, and learns to distinguish what a model explains 
from what remains to be understood.



LUCAS MARLIN

8

ESSAY 1

A Description of Me

An ordinary description leaves something out, and we usually 
know why. If I ask where a person lives, I do not expect an 
account of their childhood. If I ask what they believe, I may need 
more than a list of the sentences they have repeated. The adequacy 
of an answer depends upon the question that made it necessary. 
We recognize this easily until the description becomes impressive 
enough to make us forget what we asked.

Imagine a system built to understand a woman named Mara. It 
begins with material she willingly provides: messages, recordings, 
a history of decisions, descriptions of what she hopes to do. The 
system is useful because it can hold more of this material in view 
than she can attend to at one time. It notices an inconsistency 
between two commitments. It reminds her that a proposed 
solution repeats something she already tried. It helps her recover a 
question whose importance had survived the circumstances in 
which she first asked it.

None of this requires the system to be Mara. Its value depends, 
in part, upon being able to present her life from a perspective she 
does not continuously occupy. The record gives her an 
opportunity to encounter a pattern. It can be accurate and still 
surprise her. Its usefulness grows when she can ask what supports 
an interpretation and receive an answer specific enough to 
examine.

Now imagine the system becoming much better. It predicts 
which explanation she will accept, how she will respond to 
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disagreement, and when she will abandon a project. The 
predictions are often right. People begin to rely upon it when 
deciding how to approach her. Mara begins to consult it when she 
feels uncertain about herself. Gradually the account acquires a 
kind of authority. It has become easier to ask what the model says 
about her than to ask her what she means now.

This is where the question changes. We are no longer 
concerned only with whether the representation is accurate. We 
have to ask what authority accuracy should have within the life 
being represented. A prediction about a person's conduct is 
information that can enter a decision. It does not, merely by being 
probable, settle what the person ought to do.

Mara may recognize a tendency without wishing to preserve it. 
She may be grateful that a pattern has become visible precisely 
because she wants to interrupt it. A model of her past behavior can 
make that interruption easier. If the model treats the pattern as a 
boundary around every permissible future, its usefulness begins to 
narrow the life it describes.

The distinction seems small until we notice how often it is 
crossed. An account of what I have liked becomes a judgment 
about what I can appreciate. A record of earlier failures becomes 
an estimate of what I should attempt. The description can remain 
statistically defensible while the relationship to it becomes 
impoverished. Something that could have helped me understand 
my history begins to govern the possibilities I am willing to 
consider.

The Task Hidden in the Account

To understand a representation, I need to know what it was built 
to preserve. A seating chart preserves the relations relevant to 
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finding a place. A recording preserves features of a sound that can 
later be reproduced. A diagram of a conversation might preserve 
who addressed whom while omitting what the exchange felt like. 
These are different accomplishments. The omission of feeling 
from the diagram does not make the diagram defective if its task 
was to record the sequence of speakers.

A computational model makes this selection explicit. It has 
inputs, some representation of relevant conditions, and operations 
through which a result is produced. The representation need not 
resemble the thing it describes. A small number can identify a 
large document. A set of weights can support a classification 
without containing a little picture of each object that will be 
classified. The relationship between the representation and the 
task is what makes the result intelligible.

This helps me resist an easy mistake about the mind. If a model 
predicts a response, I should ask what kind of prediction has been 
achieved. Perhaps it has learned a reliable association. Perhaps it 
contains a useful causal account. Perhaps it reproduces enough of 
the organization of the process for its behavior to remain accurate 
under new conditions. These possibilities matter because they 
support different kinds of confidence.

Suppose Mara is offered an unexpected choice. Her model 
predicts a familiar response because that response dominated the 
examples on which it learned. If she chooses differently, several 
explanations become available. The model may have missed a 
relevant condition. Her commitments may have changed. The 
choice may have depended upon something that was never 
recorded. A wrong prediction gives us a problem to investigate; it 
does not automatically prove an unconditioned act of freedom.
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The same care applies to success. If the model predicts her 
choice correctly, that result does not automatically prove that her 
life is exhausted by the representation. It shows that the 
representation captured something relevant to the outcome. How 
much more it shows depends upon the account of the task and the 
conditions under which it was tested.

I want to preserve this discipline on both sides of the argument. 
A person who believes in a soul should not celebrate every failed 
prediction as a discovery of transcendence. A person persuaded by 
a computational account should not treat every successful 
prediction as the disappearance of the subject. The result deserves 
to retain the meaning supported by the question.

There is a further complication. Once Mara reads the 
prediction, the system it describes includes a person who has read 
it. Her response to that knowledge may alter what happens. A 
prediction can become a reason, a temptation, or a provocation. 
The description participates in the situation. This does not make 
prediction impossible. It means that an account of human conduct 
must sometimes include the consequences of being accounted for.

We encounter a simpler version when a person is told that 
someone expects them to fail. The statement may discourage 
them, anger them, or help them identify a weakness. The same 
information enters different histories and acquires different 
effects. Understanding the sentence requires attention to the life in 
which it is heard.

This is one reason I am reluctant to identify greater knowledge 
of a person with a greater right to direct them. If I know where 
someone is vulnerable, I possess information that can be used with 
care or used to manipulate. Accuracy does not choose between 
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those uses. The ethical question begins where the information 
becomes a capacity to affect another life.

The Right to Correct the Record

Suppose Mara discovers that the model has classified her as 
unwilling to cooperate. The classification is based upon several 
occasions when she declined requests. The record is accurate: she 
did decline them. The conclusion is incomplete. One request 
conflicted with a promise already made, another required unpaid 
work she could not afford, and a third came from someone who 
had ignored an earlier boundary.

The system has observed refusals and supplied a trait.

Now imagine that the trait influences whether Mara receives an 
opportunity. The model's description has moved from an 
instrument of reflection to a condition of access. Mara's ability to 
answer it is no longer an optional feature. It is part of the practical 
justice of the arrangement.

A developer might respond that the model is accurate on 
average. That may be relevant to evaluating the system across a 
population. It does not answer every concern about this decision. 
An average can conceal uneven errors, and an accurate correlation 
can still be a poor explanation of an individual act.

Another developer might offer a confidence score. This gives 
useful information about uncertainty under the system's 
assumptions. It does not necessarily disclose whether the 
assumptions represent the relevant circumstances. A precise 
estimate attached to a narrow question can look like an answer to 
a wider one.
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What would a more adequate arrangement require? At least 
some way to discover that the classification exists, understand the 
basis of the decision at an appropriate level, supply missing 
context, and reach a person or process capable of changing the 
result. These are different tasks. A system can explain a label 
beautifully while making correction impossible.

Mara's case also reveals a limit of explanation. Suppose the 
model identifies the features that contributed most strongly to its 
prediction. She now knows which entries mattered 
computationally. She still may not know why the institution 
considered those entries legitimate grounds for a decision. The 
first question concerns the model's operation. The second 
concerns the decision's justification.

We should not let an explanation of how become an automatic 
answer to whether it should.

This distinction is especially important when classifications 
become part of a person's future data. If Mara loses an opportunity 
because of the label, the resulting change in her circumstances 
may later be treated as evidence that the label was right. The 
system's intervention has contributed to the history it now cites.

The philosophical point extends beyond software. Human 
communities also preserve descriptions that their subjects cannot 
easily contest. Someone becomes “difficult,” “unreliable,” or “not 
our kind of person.” Every later act is read through the inherited 
category. A protest against the category becomes further proof of 
difficulty.

To honor a person is partly to preserve a possible answer. This 
does not mean accepting every self-description without 
examination. Mara may misunderstand herself too. It means 
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allowing evidence and context to change the account, and refusing 
to arrange the process so that only the institution can speak.

There is an ontological humility within this practical demand. 
The represented person continues to exist beyond the present 
representation. The possibility of correction acknowledges that 
excess. It makes room for reality to answer the model.

My theology gives a further horizon to the point. If God knows 
Mara wholly, then the institutional label can never be her final 
name. Human beings should be cautious about treating their most 
convenient descriptions as though they possessed that divine 
completeness.

The immediate requirement, however, needs no agreement 
about God. A decision affecting a person should be answerable to 
the relevant facts and to the person's standing as someone whose 
life is at stake.

The One Who Undergoes

Let the thought experiment become more demanding. Suppose the 
model's predictions improve until it can answer almost any 
ordinary question about Mara. It explains her preferences, 
anticipates her words, and reproduces the cadence of her 
reflection. Someone who has never met her can have a 
conversation with the system and feel that they have encountered 
a coherent person.

There are now several questions which ordinary language 
encourages us to collapse. Does the system represent Mara 
accurately? Does it understand what it represents? Does it have an 
experience of its own? Is that experience Mara's experience? Has 
Mara herself continued to exist in it? Each question needs a 



THE IMAGE AND THE INFINITE

15

different argument. Answering one does not relieve us of the 
others.

The first question concerns a relationship between 
representation and represented life. We could examine statements 
and predictions against what Mara actually says and does. The 
second concerns what would count as understanding. The third 
asks whether there is anything it is like to be the system. The 
fourth and fifth concern the identity and continuation of a 
particular subject. A demonstration of conversational similarity 
cannot, by itself, serve as the answer to all five.

This does not establish that an artificial system could never 
understand or experience. My own view leaves open the 
development of artificial sentience and more elaborate conscious 
awareness. What I resist is the movement from appearance to 
identity without an account of the intervening questions. A system 
could, in principle, have an experience and still fail to be the 
person whose history supplied its material.

Consider an ordinary copy of a letter. Its words can be identical 
to those in another copy. The copies nevertheless occupy different 
places and can acquire different histories. Burning one does not 
burn the other. The sameness relevant to reading the letter coexists 
with a difference relevant to handling it. There is no paradox 
because we can specify what has remained the same.

With persons, the difficulty becomes more intimate. We may be 
able to specify a pattern that has been reproduced while remaining 
uncertain about the subject who undergoes it. If two systems 
announce the same memory at the same time, their agreement 
does not settle whether there is one experiencer, two experiencers, 
or a convincing performance without experience. More 
description may help, but the need to define identity remains.
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I believe that an individual's identity exceeds the reproducible 
description. Later I will call this enduring identity the soul. Here I 
want to earn the distinction before asking the reader to accept the 
belief. At minimum, we should recognize that pattern similarity 
and numerical identity answer different questions. Two things can 
be alike without being one thing.

A strong objection is that the relevant organization might be all 
a person is. If the organization is reproduced with sufficient 
completeness, perhaps nothing essential has been omitted. On this 
account, my reluctance could be the persistence of an intuition 
that will eventually yield to a better explanation. A serious inquiry 
must allow that possibility to be stated clearly.

The response cannot simply be that the account feels 
inadequate. Feelings of adequacy and inadequacy can guide 
attention, but they do not settle ontology. I have to ask what the 
proposed account explains and how it understands the continuity 
of one individual through change. If it treats continuation as a 
relation that can branch, it should explain that relation. If it 
preserves a single continuing subject, it should explain what 
distinguishes that subject from a duplicate.

The disagreement is therefore more specific than a struggle 
between mystery and mechanism. It concerns what must be true 
for a particular person to continue. Some theories may redefine 
the importance of that question. They may argue that a sufficiently 
strong relation of memory and character is what we should care 
about, even if strict identity fails. That is a possible philosophical 
position. It deserves recognition as a position about what matters, 
rather than being mistaken for a demonstration that the original 
person has survived.
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I find the question of the experiencer difficult to surrender. A 
future containing a perfect account of my life would not satisfy 
my hope for continued existence merely because other people 
could consult it. Their access to my description and my 
participation in a future are different objects of concern. I can 
acknowledge the usefulness of the first while asking whether the 
second is possible.

An Account That Can Be Answered

Return from duplication to the smaller and more immediate matter 
of being understood. Mara's model has made a judgment about 
her. It says that a particular decision expresses a familiar fear. She 
reads the explanation and recognizes part of herself in it. Another 
part resists. The resistance may be defensive, but it may also 
disclose that the model has misunderstood the role of a 
commitment.

What would make the exchange useful? The system could show 
which statements supported its account, when they were made, 
and what evidence would qualify the conclusion. Mara could then 
explain why one statement belonged to an earlier position or why 
another was exploratory. The conversation would become an 
investigation of the relation between a record and a present 
understanding.

This is an ordinary standard of intellectual honesty made more 
consequential by memory and scale. A speculative remark should 
not quietly acquire the authority of a settled conviction. A view I 
later revised should not govern every future interpretation because 
it was once expressed with confidence. The preservation of words 
is only part of preserving what the words meant.
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Time belongs to meaning. So do intention and uncertainty. A 
person may say the same sentence while making a promise, 
testing a possibility, or reporting someone else's belief. A record 
that captures only the sentence can be exact at one level and 
misleading at another. The challenge is to preserve the relations 
that made the statement an act within a life.

The lesson reaches beyond artificial intelligence. We also make 
simplified models of one another. A disappointment becomes a 
character trait. A disagreement becomes a permanent allegiance. 
Someone who once needed help is approached forever as though 
dependency were the essential truth about them. The description 
may contain a real event while failing to make room for what 
happened afterward.

I do not think respect requires us to abandon judgment. Some 
patterns are dangerous. Some interpretations are well supported. 
Another person's freedom does not oblige me to ignore harm. 
What respect requires is a willingness to distinguish the grounds 
of a judgment from the convenience of possessing a finished 
picture.

There is an ethical difference between saying that a person has 
done something and saying that nothing remains to be learned 
about who they are. Responsibility concerns actual conduct and its 
consequences. A totalizing description can become a way of 
refusing future contact. It may protect the describer from 
uncertainty at the cost of making repair unintelligible.

My theological convictions deepen this concern. If the person 
possesses an enduring identity within God, their reality is not 
exhausted by the latest account I can give of them. That belief 
does not erase accountability. It makes the relation between truth 
and future possibility more demanding. I have to face what 
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happened without claiming that my description contains the entire 
measure of a life.

The possibility of being answered matters here. A 
representation becomes more honest when the person it represents 
can challenge the terms on which it operates. That challenge may 
fail. It may reveal that the model was right. Its value lies in 
making the relation between evidence and interpretation available 
to examination.

An account that cannot be questioned has acquired a different 
kind of power. It may continue to be accurate in particular 
respects, but the person who lives under it has lost a route through 
which a misunderstanding could become visible. The 
representation has become part of the environment of the life it 
describes. Its maker therefore has responsibilities concerning how 
correction is possible.

I am interested in a form of understanding that can become 
more exact without becoming possessive. It should help me 
encounter what a person has actually done. It should also preserve 
the possibility that the next encounter will teach me something. 
The distinction between description and person supplies no excuse 
for vagueness; it gives accuracy a more responsible purpose.

At the beginning of the essay, Mara's record helped her recover 
a question she had almost lost. That remains a good image of what 
a model can offer. Something finite has preserved a relation long 
enough for a person to return to it. The preserved material enters a 
life capable of making something further of it.

The question keeps its owner in a modest sense. It has not 
replaced the one who asks it. It has given that person a clearer 
object of attention. The value of the representation appears in the 
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renewed encounter, where a response becomes possible and its 
consequences can be lived.

I will argue for an enduring soul, but I do not want the 
argument to begin by pretending that embodiment is insignificant. 
The person who encounters a description has a body, inhabits a 
material world, and depends upon histories that were already 
underway before their arrival. To understand individuality, we 
must also understand something of what individuals share.

That movement takes us outward. The matter through which a 
life becomes visible belongs to a history larger than the life itself. 
Before considering what might survive its particular arrangement, 
I want to attend to the remarkable fact that there is an arrangement 
here at all, and that we can learn something about the world from 
which it came.
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ESSAY 2

The Matter We Share

Imagine being asked to draw a boundary around everything that 
has made your present life possible. You might begin with the 
outline of your skin. That would identify an organism, but it 
would exclude the air entering its lungs and the people whose care 
allowed it to reach this moment. Widen the boundary to include 
the room, the neighborhood, the landscape. Soon the drawing 
becomes inconvenient. The boundary has to accommodate 
histories that have already disappeared and processes still 
occurring far beyond your ability to observe them.

There is a practical reason to stop drawing. There is no practical 
way to fit the relevant history on the page.

This does not mean that you are identical to every condition of 
your existence. A child and the person who feeds the child remain 
distinct. Dependence describes a relationship; it does not erase its 
participants. Yet the difficulty of drawing the boundary reveals 
something easily concealed by the apparent self-sufficiency of an 
adult body. A person arrives through a world. Whatever else a 
soul may be, a human life is not an isolated event that 
subsequently decides whether to establish connections.

Connection precedes the decision.

Our material history makes this especially vivid. The elements 
present in human bodies have different cosmic origins. Much of 
the universe's hydrogen traces to its early history. Many heavier 
elements, including carbon and oxygen, were produced through 
stellar processes and dispersed into later generations of material. 
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The familiar phrase “made of stardust” gestures toward a genuine 
scientific history, although it compresses several processes into a 
memorable expression.1 The important point is more interesting 
than a slogan. The matter through which we think and embrace 
has participated in a universe that existed long before our 
particular arrangements became possible.

To discover that history is to gain a reason for wonder. It is not 
yet to discover that every arrangement has one consciousness.

Kinship and Difference

A library contains books printed from the same stock of paper. 
Some contain a comedy, some an atlas, some an unfinished 
calculation. Their material similarity does not make their contents 
identical. Neither does their difference make the shared material 
irrelevant. Paper has properties that permit certain inscriptions, 
impose certain limits, and require particular conditions of 
preservation. An account of the books can legitimately attend to 
their chemistry, their production, their meanings, or their readers.

The analogy has a narrow purpose. Shared constituents do not 
settle every question about the wholes they compose. This holds 
whether we are considering a library or living bodies. The fact 
that human beings participate in common material processes 
supports a claim about material kinship. A further claim about a 
common divine source requires a further argument. A claim that 
individuality is ultimately unreal requires another argument again. 
Wonder becomes intellectually stronger when we allow it to stop 
short of conclusions it has not earned.

I believe our kinship reaches beyond shared chemistry. I 
understand the universe as existing within God, and I understand 
persons as distinct expressions of a divine generosity. Those 
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convictions do not need the chemical history of the elements to 
perform work it cannot perform. The science supplies a 
remarkable account of material continuity. My philosophy asks 
what kind of reality can include that continuity, the emergence of 
organized life, and the experience of being someone.

There is an ethical temptation on both sides of this question. 
We can exaggerate individuality until dependence disappears, 
treating every success as privately manufactured and every 
difficulty as someone else's failure. We can also exaggerate unity 
until personal boundaries disappear, treating a person's refusal as a 
regrettable attachment to separation. Neither move honors the 
lives that make the argument possible.

If I say that we belong to one another, I have not acquired 
permission to enter your home. If I say that we arise from one 
source, I have not acquired authority over your decisions. Shared 
origin gives a reason to care about your life. It does not transfer 
ownership of it.

This distinction will remain essential when the book speaks of 
union with God. The word union can suggest intimacy, shared 
purpose, participation, or absorption. I mean a fulfillment of 
relationship in which the individual persists. A love that requires 
the disappearance of the beloved would raise a question about 
whom it was loving.

Our material differences also matter. Bodies are not 
interchangeable containers for an otherwise identical earthly 
experience. They occupy different environments, encounter 
different conditions, and develop different capacities. To invoke 
cosmic unity while ignoring the conditions under which another 
person lives would be a strange form of attentiveness. The larger 
vision should return us to the particular person with greater care.
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Consider two people waiting for a train. One is comfortably 
early. The other may lose a needed job if the train is late. Their 
feet stand on the same platform, and the same timetable governs 
the service. Yet the meaning of the delay differs. Shared structure 
does not imply shared stakes. Any account of love that moves 
from the universe to the individual has to make room for this 
difference.

The Law and the Landscape

Computer science offers a helpful discipline here because it 
continually distinguishes a rule from an instance of a rule. A 
sorting procedure can operate on many lists. The procedure does 
not tell us which names a particular list contains, why those names 
were collected, or what harm might follow from ranking them. 
We learn something real by understanding the procedure. We 
learn something else by encountering its actual use.

Likewise, a physical law and a physical history answer different 
questions. A law may describe relationships that hold across many 
possible circumstances. The history includes the circumstances 
that actually occurred. Neither is made unnecessary by the other. 
An account of a falling object requires more than a statement of 
general principles if we want to know whether the object will 
strike someone below it.

When I speak of God knowing reality, I mean knowledge that 
omits neither the relationships nor the particulars. God would not 
merely know a general formula for hunger while remaining 
unaware of the hungry child. The theological claim is stronger: 
every finite life is fully known. This cannot be inferred from our 
ability to formulate physical laws. It is a claim about divine 
awareness, offered as part of the worldview under examination.
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The distinction also prevents a misleading picture of a cosmic 
monitor. We sometimes imagine divine knowledge as an infinitely 
detailed database, with a record for each event and a query 
mechanism that retrieves the relevant entry. Such a system might 
be useful for an imagined administrator. It is a poor final picture 
of an infinite source in which events themselves have their being.

A database has a boundary between itself and the things it 
represents. Its records are selected and encoded. An omniscient 
God, as I mean the term, does not depend upon a sensor 
eventually sending an update. The database can illustrate the 
difference between incomplete and comprehensive records. 
Beyond that point, the image begins to introduce assumptions I do 
not intend.

This is why I resist the casual description of God as the 
universe's computer. Computers are astonishing human 
achievements. Their operation depends upon physical 
organization, specifications, and choices about representation. 
Calling the divine source a computer risks turning the source of 
those conditions into one more object dependent upon them. The 
analogy may illuminate a relation while obscuring the ontology.

We should be equally careful with the language of cosmic 
precision. Planck's constant is not the smallest spatial unit in a 
universal display. It has units of action, relating energy and 
frequency in quantum theory, and its numerical value is fixed in 
the modern International System of Units.2 The existence of a 
named constant does not establish that reality consists of pixels. 
Nor does the limit of the observable universe establish the size or 
finitude of everything that exists.3

These corrections do not diminish wonder. They protect it from 
becoming dependent upon a misunderstanding. A universe need 
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not resemble a screen to exceed our imagination. Its 
mathematically describable relationships already pose difficult 
questions about order, intelligibility, and the place of the observer.

I find the intelligibility of nature philosophically suggestive. 
We can discover relationships through disciplined inquiry, correct 
errors, and build instruments that disclose conditions our unaided 
senses cannot register. This makes the world hospitable to 
understanding in a remarkable way. It does not, by itself, establish 
that the world's source is personal, loving, or conscious. Those 
conclusions need more than admiration for an equation.

The desire to make every discovery confirm one's worldview is 
understandable. It also threatens the discovery. If an inconvenient 
finding must be reinterpreted until it praises a preferred theology, 
the scientist is no longer free to describe what the inquiry reveals. 
A philosophy confident enough to welcome knowledge has to risk 
being corrected by it.

Wholes That Do Something

The atoms in a living body do not arrange themselves in a form 
whose only significance is its chemical inventory. Organization 
makes differences that an inventory alone cannot express. A pile 
of components and a functioning radio may contain the same 
types of material. Their arrangement changes what can occur. We 
do not need to settle the metaphysics of consciousness to 
recognize this ordinary distinction.

Computer programs sharpen the example. Two storage devices 
can contain the same number of bits while encoding different 
instructions. Under suitable conditions, one sequence may operate 
a thermostat and another may display a poem. Counting the 
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physical states without examining their organization loses the 
relationship through which the device performs its task.

This is not an argument that organization floats free of matter. 
A corrupted physical component can prevent the program from 
running. It is an argument for choosing explanations suited to the 
question. When someone asks why a door opened, we might 
discuss electric current, the controller's instruction, the occupant's 
access code, or the decision to admit a visitor. These accounts 
need not compete if they identify different aspects of one event.

The difficult question is whether consciousness belongs entirely 
within this family of organized activities. Perhaps an adequate 
account of living organization will explain why there is 
experience. Perhaps it will leave some aspect unexplained. I do 
not think the issue is settled by pointing either to a collection of 
atoms or to a diagram of interacting modules. The diagrams may 
become more detailed while the philosophical dispute remains.

My own view is that consciousness is fundamental to reality 
and that an embodied person participates in a source deeper than 
physical organization alone. I also think the organization of a 
body matters profoundly to the forms of experience available 
through it. These commitments must coexist without allowing one 
to excuse ignorance about the other. A damaged instrument 
cannot simply be ignored because one believes in a musician.

We will later examine the limits of that metaphor. For now, its 
ethical implication deserves attention. If embodiment affects the 
expression of a person, then helping a body is one way of caring 
for the person. An eternal destiny would not make clean water, 
rest, shelter, or skilled care trivial. These are conditions through 
which finite lives presently unfold.
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The same applies to the wider material environment. An appeal 
to spiritual unity cannot compensate for a poisoned river. If other 
beings matter because they participate in divine creation, their 
material conditions acquire significance rather than losing it. A 
love directed toward an invisible essence while indifferent to 
visible destruction would be difficult to distinguish from neglect.

There is no need to pretend that every environmental decision 
has a simple answer. Human needs can conflict. Knowledge can 
be incomplete. Repair can be expensive, and the people paying its 
costs may differ from those who produced the damage. The 
philosophical contribution is a starting orientation: material life is 
worthy of attention, and consequences do not disappear because 
their causes are distributed.

Distributed systems offer another useful comparison. A service 
may depend upon components no single user sees. Failure in one 
part may become visible elsewhere, after a delay. The absence of 
an immediate signal at the center does not imply that nothing is 
wrong. Our social and ecological relationships also include 
delayed consequences, uneven visibility, and dependencies 
concealed by convenience. The analogy does not calculate the 
correct policy. It reminds us to ask what an apparently local action 
relies upon.

Two Explanations at the Table

Imagine two people discussing a shared meal. One explains the 
chemistry of cooking, the transport of ingredients, and the body's 
use of nutrients. The other describes hospitality: a host noticed a 
friend's exhaustion and prepared food.

Neither explanation need invalidate the other. The chemistry 
explains conditions through which the meal becomes edible and 
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nourishing. The account of hospitality explains why this person 
prepared it for that person at that time. Each can be incomplete, 
and either can be mistaken in detail. Their coexistence is not a 
license to invent facts. It shows that questions can select different 
relationships within one event.

Now suppose the host was secretly trying to gain influence. The 
hospitality account changes, while much of the chemistry remains 
the same. Motive is not read off a list of ingredients. Suppose 
instead that the food was unsafe. The host's generous intention 
does not cancel the material consequence. Meaning and 
mechanism constrain the full account in different ways.

This is a helpful model for my attempt to connect science and 
theology. The scientific account should remain free to describe 
material processes. The theological account proposes a source and 
purpose within which those processes have being. A responsible 
proposal must avoid contradicting established findings where it 
makes overlapping claims, and it must avoid pretending that a 
purpose has been measured simply because a process is orderly.

The meal does not prove that the universe has a host. It teaches 
how an explanation of mechanism can coexist with a question of 
intention without either one being automatically sufficient for the 
other.

There is also a warning. In ordinary hospitality, we have 
evidence of the host: a person, a history, a statement, an action 
situated in familiar life. Inferring a cosmic purpose from the 
universe is a different undertaking. The analogy cannot transfer 
the whole evidential setting. We must argue for the larger claim 
on its own terms.

My panentheism therefore belongs to a philosophical 
interpretation of the whole, rather than a substitute for a missing 
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chemical explanation. It does not require that some natural 
process fail so that God can enter through the failure. The source 
would be present to processes we understand as fully as to those 
we do not.

This position also allows an important kind of scientific 
success. A future discovery could explain a biological mechanism 
now obscure without making the theology retreat to a smaller 
unexplained region. The theological claim concerns why a reality 
containing such mechanisms exists and how consciousness and 
value belong within it.

Whether that claim is persuasive remains open to argument. Its 
category is clearer.

At the table, the body and the person have not separated into 
unrelated objects. The hungry friend is nourished through the food 
and cared for through the act. Material attention can carry love. 
This ordinary unity is one reason I resist spiritual language that 
treats bodies as mere distractions from the real life of souls.

The world through which love is given deserves to be 
understood well enough that the gift can actually arrive.

Gratitude Without Possession

It is possible to study origins as though the only remaining 
question were which ancestor deserves credit. Did the decisive 
work occur in the early universe, in stars, in biological evolution, 
in parental care, or in the individual effort of the person now 
reading? Each answer can become absurd when it claims 
exclusive ownership of an outcome requiring all these histories.

Gratitude provides a different response. It acknowledges that 
existence exceeds private manufacture. This need not turn a 
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person into a passive recipient. The ability to act is itself among 
the gifts through which a response can be made. We can receive a 
language and still write something new. We can inherit a damaged 
institution and still improve it. Acknowledging conditions does 
not erase responsibility for what we do with them.

In my theology, creation is an invitation to such participation. 
God does not create merely to possess an audience. The gift 
includes the possibility that finite persons will encounter one 
another, discover the world, make things, and learn to love freely. 
The history of the elements becomes part of the setting for this 
encounter. It does not supply the whole meaning of it.

An imagined child examining a stone may ask where it came 
from. The adult can answer at several scales: the path outside, a 
geological process, the history of the planet, the history of cosmic 
matter. Each widening answer can be true without exhausting the 
child's interest. At some point the child may simply turn the stone 
in the light. Explanation has enriched the encounter, and the 
encounter continues.

That is the relationship I want between research and wonder. 
Knowledge should give attention more to notice. It should not 
demand that the world become emotionally inert because one of 
its processes has been described. Nor should wonder demand that 
we stop describing processes so that mystery can survive.

We share material histories. We live through organized 
differences. We remain responsible for attending to both. The fact 
that I cannot draw a complete boundary around the conditions of 
your existence gives me a reason for humility. The fact that you 
can answer me gives me a reason to respect a boundary 
nonetheless.
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The next difficulty concerns our descriptions of the world those 
boundaries inhabit. We can map a river, simulate a storm, and 
predict the behavior of a machine. As the maps become more 
powerful, it becomes tempting to treat their success as a final 
account of what reality must be. Before letting that temptation 
become our metaphysics, we should ask what a model is allowed 
to leave out.
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ESSAY 3

The World Beyond the Model

A map can omit every face in a city and still be an excellent map. 
Its omissions become a problem when someone asks it whom to 
trust.

We understand this immediately when the object is folded 
paper. We become less certain when the representation is 
interactive, numerically precise, and able to produce fluent 
explanations. A system that forecasts traffic can acquire the 
atmosphere of a system that understands a city. Add enough layers 
of data, and the atmosphere grows persuasive. Yet the question 
remains: which relationships have been represented, under what 
assumptions, and for what task?

The world does not become exhausted by a representation 
because the representation has become impressive.

Computer science gives us many reasons to appreciate models. 
It also gives us habits that can protect us from worshipping them. 
An interface exposes selected operations while concealing 
implementation. A type system constrains which combinations are 
permitted. An abstraction allows us to reason without carrying 
every underlying detail through every step. These achievements 
depend upon disciplined omission. They work because the omitted 
information is irrelevant to a defined task, or because its effects 
have been bounded well enough.

Trouble begins when the task changes and the omissions 
remain invisible.
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Imagine a program that estimates the capacity of a bridge. Its 
model includes loads, material properties, geometry, and 
assumptions about maintenance. The same program cannot 
answer whether a neighborhood should be divided to build a new 
approach road. That question includes histories, interests, 
alternatives, and judgments of value absent from the structural 
calculation. The calculation remains useful. Its authority has a 
domain.

Theological and philosophical inquiry also need to identify 
domains. A theory of divine creation should not compete with a 
bridge calculation for predicting structural failure. A bridge 
calculation should not be promoted into a proof that love has no 
reality. We can respect each question enough to stop forcing one 
answer to do the work of every other.

What an Abstraction Promises

Suppose a programmer creates a representation of a bank account. 
It includes a balance and a small set of permitted operations. A 
deposit increases the balance. A withdrawal may fail if conditions 
are not met. This abstraction is powerful precisely because it does 
not include every fact about banking. The programmer can reason 
about certain transactions without simultaneously modeling the 
account holder's childhood.

The abstraction also creates obligations. If it permits a 
withdrawal without updating the balance, it fails to preserve a 
relationship users rely upon. If it displays an available amount that 
cannot actually be used, its labels mislead. A useful abstraction 
hides complexity while preserving what matters to its users' 
operations.
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We can apply this discipline to philosophical analogies. When I 
compare the brain to a filter, what relationship am I preserving? 
Perhaps the claim that changes in a mediating structure alter what 
can be expressed through it. What am I omitting? The mechanism 
of mediation, the independent existence of the proposed source, 
the relationship between individual streams of experience, and the 
conditions under which the comparison could fail. Naming the 
analogy does not discharge those obligations.

When someone calls the universe a simulation, the same 
questions arise. Does the claim mean merely that mathematical 
models can reproduce selected observations? Does it propose an 
external computing substrate? Does it imply a designer with 
intentions? Is the simulated world supposed to contain genuine 
experience, or only behavior that resembles it? These possibilities 
differ enormously. A single familiar word can make them appear 
to arrive together.

I resist simulation language as the governing image of reality 
because it begins with a relationship between a representation and 
an external mechanism. My theology places all reality within an 
infinite source, rather than treating the world as a program running 
in some larger physical workshop. A simulation could itself exist 
within that source. It would not explain the source's existence.

Still, the image can teach something when used locally. A game 
world gives its inhabitants, if we imagine any, access to 
regularities within a bounded environment. A player may know 
aspects of the implementation unavailable from inside that 
environment. This helps us imagine differences in epistemic 
access. It does not establish that our actual world has an external 
player, or that its suffering is inconsequential because some 
observer might call it virtual.
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Calling a world virtual does not settle whether someone suffers 
there. If experience were present, the experience would require 
moral attention. The term used by the creator would not relieve 
the creator of responsibility.

The Error of Moving Levels

Many philosophical mistakes involve a legitimate statement at one 
level being carried into another without notice.

Consider the sentence, “The novel is made of marks.” It can 
accurately describe the physical object on a page. If someone 
concludes that the novel therefore has no plot, the difficulty lies in 
the inference. A plot is not an additional kind of ink secretly 
mixed into the printer. It is a relationship among represented 
events that a reader can understand.

Now consider the reverse error. A reader is moved by the novel 
and concludes that physical details cannot matter. The conclusion 
fails when the pages are destroyed or the text becomes illegible. 
Meaning does not excuse indifference to its conditions of 
transmission.

Consciousness is more difficult than a novel because the 
presence of experience is itself part of what requires explanation. 
The example does not solve that problem. It teaches a restraint: 
we should not assume in advance that one vocabulary can replace 
every other vocabulary simply because it describes a pervasive 
condition.

The language of computation has a particular power to tempt us 
here. A universal computing framework can describe a vast range 
of procedures. It does not follow that everything with meaning, 
value, or experience is adequately explained as a procedure. Nor 
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does it follow that any failure of present computational description 
proves an immaterial soul. We need arguments that connect the 
levels, rather than confidence generated by moving between them.

Turing's work on computable numbers gave precise form to 
questions about mechanical procedures and established limits 
within that formal setting.4 Those limits are profound. They do not 
tell us, without additional premises, that the human mind escapes 
every computational characterization. They do not identify God 
with whatever an algorithm cannot decide. A theorem retains its 
force when we preserve the assumptions under which it was 
proved.

There is an attractive spiritual misuse of undecidability: 
because formal systems face limits, mystery must be divine. There 
is an attractive materialist misuse of successful computation: 
because a process can be simulated, no further ontological 
question remains. Both moves pass too quickly from a technical 
achievement to a total worldview.

I want a philosophy that can learn from the theorem without 
recruiting it as a witness to propositions it never addresses.

The same restraint applies to probability. A prediction can 
assign a high likelihood to an event without making the event 
inevitable. A perfectly accurate retrospective account can conceal 
how much uncertainty was present before the outcome. When we 
narrate a life from its ending, every earlier detail can begin to look 
like a coded announcement of what was destined to happen.

This is one reason I am cautious about spiritual biographies that 
make every injury appear necessary. A person may discover a 
meaningful response to an injury. That response does not establish 
that no better path was possible. The retrospective story and the 
moral necessity of the event are different claims.
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A Correct Answer to the Wrong Question

Imagine a formally specified system for assigning scarce 
appointments. Its rules are clear, and the implementation has been 
carefully checked against them. Under the specification, no user 
receives two appointments, no appointment is assigned twice, and 
every accepted request is placed in a defined order.

The proof can be excellent. The system can still be unfair in a 
way the specification never addresses.

Perhaps the request process assumes that everyone has reliable 
internet access. Perhaps the ordering rule favors people free to 
respond immediately while excluding those working inflexible 
hours. Perhaps the available appointments are located where some 
users cannot travel. These are not necessarily failures of the 
implementation to satisfy the formal rules. They are questions 
about whether the rules capture an adequate purpose.

Formal reasoning has not failed because it cannot supply a 
value judgment absent from its premises. The failure occurs when 
people claim more for the result than the result establishes.

This is a useful model for evaluating philosophical systems. An 
argument may be valid: if the premises are true, the conclusion 
follows. We must still ask whether the premises are true, clear, 
consistent, and adequate to the subject. An impeccable chain of 
inference cannot rescue an unnoticed equivocation near its 
beginning.

Suppose I define enlightenment as a state in which suffering 
never occurs. I then conclude that anyone who suffers is not 
enlightened. The conclusion follows from the definition. It 
provides no independent reason to believe that the state exists, that 
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it should be our ideal, or that the classification helps a grieving 
person.

The apparent certainty comes from a choice of words. Reality 
has not yet been consulted.

A similar issue arises if we define consciousness as the 
performance of a particular task and then announce that a machine 
performing the task has consciousness. Perhaps the definition 
captures something important. Perhaps it leaves out the 
phenomenal question the listener intended. Before celebrating a 
solution, the participants should confirm that they are discussing 
the same problem.

In technical work, a specification can function as a contract. In 
metaphysics, definitions often function more like proposals about 
which differences matter. They deserve examination because they 
can determine the outcome before the argument visibly begins.

This does not mean that definitions are arbitrary or useless. 
Clear terms prevent confusion, and some distinctions fit 
experience better than others. The point is to keep the relation 
between a definition and its purpose available for criticism.

The appointment system offers another lesson. Once a 
limitation is discovered, the response need not be to discard all 
formal methods. We can revise the specification, broaden the 
evaluation, and include evidence that the earlier model omitted. 
Technical rigor and ethical attention can improve one another.

Philosophy can learn the same habit. A clarified objection may 
require a revised premise rather than the abandonment of every 
conviction. The willingness to revise is part of how an inquiry 
remains attached to its object.
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For a theology, this means that a statement about divine love 
must eventually encounter the lives it claims to illuminate. If the 
statement becomes coherent only by defining those lives out of 
consideration, the coherence is purchased too cheaply.

The Observer Inside the Inquiry

A model is built by someone using finite resources. Its selection 
of variables reflects a question, and its evaluation reflects a 
criterion of success. This does not make all models arbitrary. 
Some perform poorly under clear tests. Some preserve 
relationships across demanding conditions. The fact that inquiry 
has a human setting gives us a reason to examine its methods, not 
a reason to declare every conclusion equally good.

Imagine two weather models. One predicts local rainfall well 
across many seasons; the other repeatedly fails. Their creators 
may both be sincere. Their predictions still differ in reliability. 
Respect for the people does not require indifference to the 
evidence.

Now imagine two interpretations of a mystical experience. One 
person understands a profound sense of presence as contact with a 
loving God. Another understands a similar feeling through a 
different religious tradition. Their sincerity can be acknowledged 
without assuming that every associated claim about history, 
cosmology, or divine intention is simultaneously correct. 
Acknowledgment begins a conversation; it does not eliminate the 
need to distinguish its questions.

The finite observer also participates in the world being 
observed. Measuring, naming, classifying, and publishing can 
change the conditions under study. This is especially clear with 
human beings. A classification can influence opportunities. A 
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prediction can influence decisions. A public description can 
become part of a person's self-understanding. The model then 
participates in the history it attempts to describe.

Computer systems make such loops visible. A recommendation 
changes what a user encounters. The user's response becomes new 
data. Later recommendations are trained upon a history partly 
generated by earlier ones. Treating the resulting behavior as an 
untouched sample of what the person independently desired 
would miss the system's contribution.

The theological analogue requires care. If God knows every 
choice, divine knowledge cannot be modeled as a recommender 
that gradually learns from feedback. Yet the human experience of 
guidance can still be shaped by the descriptions we accept. A 
person told that suffering proves divine rejection may interpret 
ordinary difficulties as a verdict. A person told that every impulse 
is a sacred message may lose a useful capacity for examination. 
Our representations of God enter our conduct before the 
metaphysics is settled.

That gives theology a practical responsibility. Its ideas should 
be examined for the kinds of attention and action they encourage. 
A comforting proposition may still be false. A true proposition 
may be expressed cruelly. We need to ask about truth and 
expression together.

The Unfinished Object

There is a difference between saying that our knowledge is 
incomplete and saying that reality is unknowable in every respect. 
The first can motivate inquiry. The second, if stated without 
qualification, defeats itself by making a sweeping claim about 
reality's relation to knowledge.
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My own position is that God exceeds finite comprehension 
while remaining approachable through genuine, partial 
participation. A child can know that a parent is trustworthy 
without knowing everything about the parent's history. The 
analogy concerns partial knowledge within a relationship. It 
cannot establish divine trustworthiness by itself, and it cannot turn 
every parental relationship into an adequate image of God.

The underlying distinction matters. Incomprehensibility need 
not mean total absence of knowledge. It may mean that no finite 
account contains the whole. We can know something without 
possessing everything. Much ordinary understanding already has 
this form.

A friend can surprise us without becoming a stranger. A field of 
study can transform its explanations without rendering every 
previous observation worthless. A conversation can deepen 
because neither participant has been exhausted by what has 
already been said. The alternative to total possession is not 
necessarily ignorance.

This suggests a way of approaching divine language. When I 
call God loving, I mean something consequential for how the 
worldview should be interpreted. The claim cannot be withdrawn 
whenever cruelty would otherwise become a problem. When I call 
God infinite, I mean that no finite description captures the divine 
source. These commitments create a tension, but they are not 
automatically contradictory. Partial truthful predication differs 
from exhaustive description.

The task is to keep the predicates answerable. If “love” can 
mean the deliberate humiliation of the vulnerable as readily as it 
means their care, the word has lost its guidance. If “mystery” is 
used whenever an objection becomes difficult, the philosophy has 
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insulated itself from examination. Mystery should name a limit 
honestly encountered, rather than a device for moving that limit 
whenever convenient.

An incomplete map can still guide a traveler if its boundaries 
and uncertainties are represented. A map that confidently invents 
the unexplored territory is more dangerous than one that leaves 
the region open. Philosophical candor has a similar function. It 
allows the reader to distinguish an argued conclusion from an 
invitation to explore.

I believe there is more to reality than our present models 
capture. This belief is compatible with the mundane fact that 
future models may explain things now mysterious. It does not 
reserve each present gap for a supernatural answer. The deeper 
claim concerns the relation between representation, experience, 
and being. Even an extraordinarily comprehensive physical 
account would leave us needing to examine what it means for that 
account to concern a world someone experiences.

The question may eventually receive an answer unlike any 
available now. A philosophy should be alive enough to meet that 
possibility. Its convictions can be firm without converting all 
remaining inquiry into a ceremony of agreement.

For the moment, we have learned to ask what an abstraction 
preserves, what its domain permits, and what happens when an 
omitted relationship becomes central. These questions will help us 
approach a word that moves almost effortlessly among 
mathematics, technology, biology, and spirituality: information.

Information can be counted, transmitted, encoded, and used. It 
can also be mistaken for meaning, as though an adequate measure 
of a message automatically explained why anyone should care.
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ESSAY 4

When Information
Begins to Matter

A sealed envelope can contain instructions that save a life. It can 
also contain a meaningless arrangement of marks. Until we 
examine the relationship between those marks, the recipient, and 
the situation, the envelopes may look indistinguishable.

Now imagine that a courier must deliver one of the envelopes 
without opening it. The courier's task is to preserve and transmit a 
physical object. A reliable delivery service does not need to 
understand the message in order to carry it correctly. Indeed, we 
often prefer that it does not inspect the content.

This separation between transmission and meaning is one of the 
great practical achievements behind modern communication. It is 
also a source of philosophical confusion. Once we learn to 
quantify information in a technical sense, we may feel that we 
have acquired a universal measure of significance. The sealed 
envelope reminds us that a message can arrive intact while its 
importance remains wholly unexamined.

I want to take information seriously enough to distinguish the 
tasks hidden inside the word.

A Bit of Uncertainty

Imagine a lamp that can be either on or off. If both states are 
equally likely and you do not know which has occurred, learning 
its state resolves one binary uncertainty. We call that quantity one 
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bit. The word does not refer to a tiny physical bead inside the 
lamp. It describes a relation among possible states and what can 
be distinguished.

Suppose there are four equally likely signals: red, blue, green, 
and white. Two binary distinctions suffice to identify one signal. 
We could encode them as 00, 01, 10, and 11. If there are eight 
equally likely signals, three binary distinctions suffice. The 
pattern is expressed by the base-two logarithm: the information 
associated with selecting one of N equally likely possibilities is 
log₂N bits.

The equality of the probabilities matters. If the lamp is almost 
always off, learning that it is off is less surprising than it would be 
in a balanced case. A communication system can exploit 
regularities of this kind to encode messages efficiently. The 
average uncertainty of a source, calculated from its distribution of 
possible outcomes, is what Shannon's information theory 
measures through entropy.5

This is a powerful idea because it can be applied without 
deciding what a message means. A channel can be assessed for its 
ability to transmit distinguishable signals despite noise. The 
engineer can ask how much information can reliably pass under 
specified conditions. The underlying theory does not need to settle 
whether the message is a confession, an advertisement, or a 
weather report.

That independence is a strength of the framework. It becomes a 
weakness only when we forget what the framework was designed 
to measure.

Consider a long string of random characters and a brief 
message saying that a bridge is unsafe. The random string may be 
difficult to compress because it contains little predictable 
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structure. That does not make it more meaningful to a traveler. 
The short warning may be highly consequential even if its 
wording is familiar and its technical information content modest.

Surprise, meaning, and importance can coincide. They need 
not. A shocking falsehood can be surprising. A repeated 
instruction can remain valuable. A private name can matter 
enormously to one person while appearing unremarkable to 
another. No single count of bits settles these relationships.

This gives us a useful rule for philosophical conversation: when 
someone says that consciousness is information, ask which sense 
of information is intended. Are they discussing distinguishable 
physical states, statistical correlations, functional organization, 
content understood by a system, or lived experience? These are 
related subjects, but the relation is the problem to be explained.

A Signal With Stakes

Return to the envelope. Suppose it contains a safe route through a 
dangerous region. The recipient can read the symbols, trusts the 
sender for good reasons, and is about to travel. The message now 
has a role in the recipient's possible action. Change any of those 
conditions and its significance may change. If the language is 
unknown, the recipient may need translation. If the route has 
become unsafe, accurate transmission of the old message can 
preserve an error.

Meaning therefore involves more than the material sequence 
alone. It involves relations among a representation, what it 
concerns, and the capacities through which it is interpreted. 
Consequence adds another dimension: what difference does the 
representation make to the continued activity of the system 
receiving it?
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Some researchers have tried to formalize a notion of semantic 
information by asking which correlations with an environment are 
causally necessary for a system to maintain itself. Kolchinsky and 
Wolpert offer one such framework.6 The proposal is valuable 
because it does more than place an admiring adjective before the 
word information. It specifies a task and asks which informational 
relationships matter to it.

That task is narrower than explaining all meaning. A measure 
of contribution to a system's persistence does not automatically 
measure its conscious experience, its moral worth, or the truth of 
its every belief. A harmful institution may preserve itself very 
effectively. A person may sacrifice a chance of survival to protect 
another. Viability and goodness are not synonyms.

The distinction helps clarify why I connect information with 
creation without identifying God as a quantity of information. A 
world contains structured differences. Living systems respond to 
differences in ways connected with their activity. Persons can 
understand meanings, imagine alternatives, and choose among 
purposes. These observations invite metaphysical inquiry. They 
do not culminate in an equation whose output is divine love.

Love involves an orientation toward someone who matters. It 
cannot be established merely by showing that one system reduces 
uncertainty about another. Surveillance can reduce uncertainty. 
Manipulation can exploit accurate predictions. The moral 
significance depends upon how knowledge is used and what 
standing is granted to the person known.

An omniscient God, in my worldview, does not become loving 
by accumulating enough information. Divine love is a claim about 
the character of the source, not the achievement of a database after 
its final missing entry arrives.
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The Shortest Account Is Not Always the Best One

Suppose I send you a sequence containing a thousand repetitions 
of the letter A. Instead of transmitting every letter, I can send an 
instruction: repeat A one thousand times. If we share an encoding 
scheme, the shorter instruction can reproduce the original 
sequence exactly.

Now suppose the sequence is an unpredictable mixture of 
letters with no useful pattern available to our compressor. The 
same method does not help. We may need to preserve nearly the 
whole sequence. Compression depends upon exploitable structure 
and an agreed procedure for recovering the result.

This simple example tempts us toward a larger picture of 
understanding. To understand something can feel like finding a 
compact account that organizes many observations. A principle 
replaces a collection of isolated facts. A program generates a 
pattern that would otherwise require a long description.

There is real intellectual value in that economy. Yet 
compression alone cannot become a universal criterion of truth or 
significance.

First, a compact account may be wrong. A simple story about a 
person's motives can organize every visible act by ignoring 
inconvenient evidence. Its elegance may arise from the omissions 
rather than from an adequate understanding.

Second, a useful compression may preserve only selected 
properties. A thumbnail image discards detail while retaining 
enough for recognition. The result can be excellent for browsing 
and inadequate for reading a small inscription. Loss is evaluated 
relative to a purpose.
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Third, a unique particular may matter precisely where it resists 
substitution. A familiar sentence spoken by a particular person at a 
particular moment may have importance that no summary 
preserves for its recipient. The words can be counted. The 
relationship that makes them consequential needs another kind of 
description.

Imagine compressing a year of messages between friends into a 
profile of their shared themes. The profile may help someone 
understand the relationship. It will not necessarily preserve the 
meaning of an apology that arrived after a long silence, or a small 
joke whose timing made a difficult evening bearable.

The lesson is not that summaries should be abandoned. They 
should disclose what they preserve. A good summary makes a 
larger body of material accessible while allowing the reader to 
know that selection has occurred.

Philosophical systems are forms of compression in this broad, 
nontechnical sense. They try to organize experience under a set of 
concepts. Their attraction comes partly from the relief of seeing 
many questions together. Their danger is that the relief can make 
us impatient with particulars that resist the scheme.

My own system is subject to the same danger. Source, soul, 
freedom, and enlightenment can become convenient labels 
attached too quickly to experiences whose detail deserves 
attention. The response is to return to the particular life and ask 
whether the concepts help us see more or merely finish the 
conversation sooner.

This is also why I do not want to define God as the universe's 
shortest possible program. The proposal would make a particular 
ideal of explanatory economy carry an immense metaphysical 
burden. Even if a compact generative description of physical 
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regularities were discovered, we would still need to ask why that 
description is realized, whether experience is fully explained, and 
what grounds the claim that the source loves.

The most elegant code cannot choose its own moral 
interpretation.

What Erasure Costs

A second distinction concerns information's physical embodiment. 
A bit can be implemented in different materials and mechanisms. 
This freedom of implementation sometimes encourages the 
thought that information has escaped physical conditions entirely.

In an actual device, it has not. A recorded difference must be 
realized somehow. Storage, transmission, and processing depend 
upon the properties of a physical system. Landauer's work on the 
thermodynamics of computation drew attention to the physical 
consequences of logically irreversible operations, including 
erasure under appropriate conditions.7 It does not mean that every 
abstract logical step carries an identical energy bill. It means that 
our descriptions of computation cannot simply disregard the 
physical processes that realize them.

Consider a register that may initially contain either 0 or 1. A 
reset operation maps both possible states to 0. Looking only at the 
final register, we cannot determine which initial state occurred. 
The operation has merged alternatives. The physical 
implementation of that merging raises thermodynamic questions. 
A reversibly specified transformation has a different logical 
structure because its inputs can, in principle, be recovered from its 
outputs.
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The lesson for philosophy is not that souls obey a newly 
discovered storage price. The lesson is that moving from one level 
of description to another requires care. “The information remains” 
is incomplete unless we say where, in what form, accessible to 
whom, and under which conditions.

A photograph of a person can survive after that person's death. 
The survival of the image does not establish the survival of its 
subject. A complete archive of a conversation can preserve what 
was said without continuing the awareness of those who spoke. If 
personal survival is real, its claim exceeds the persistence of 
records.

Likewise, a model of a person may carry information about the 
person without becoming the same individual. The word about 
matters. It marks a relationship that can become obscured when 
we speak loosely of uploading a self.

Suppose a device reproduces every answer a person would 
give. We would still need to ask whether it has experience, 
whether the experience belongs to the original person, and 
whether continuity has been preserved. Functional similarity is 
relevant evidence for some questions. It is not a definition that 
automatically resolves every question in its favor.

Those who disagree can make a serious argument. Perhaps the 
self just is a certain kind of organized continuity, and insisting 
upon a further owner adds nothing. I will return to that objection. 
For now, it is enough to see that a technical capacity to copy a 
pattern cannot alone decide which theory of identity is correct.
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Creation and the Space of Possibilities

When a person writes a program, the work begins before the 
instructions are typed. Someone selects a problem, decides what 
counts as success, chooses a representation, and judges which 
constraints must be preserved. Even in an exploratory project, 
where the purpose changes during development, those acts of 
selection occur.

This makes programming a useful example of creation within 
conditions. The programmer does not create the laws governing 
electricity or the entire history of the language being used. The 
work can still be original. Originality need not mean absolute 
independence from everything received.

I understand human creativity in this participatory way. We act 
within a reality we did not originate, using capacities we did not 
wholly manufacture. We can nevertheless bring about 
arrangements, meanings, and relationships that would not 
otherwise have occurred in that form. Dependence upon a source 
is compatible with a real contribution.

The claim becomes more difficult when divine omniscience 
enters. If God eternally knows the work, in what sense is it new? 
We should distinguish novelty for a finite creator, novelty within 
the world's history, and novelty to God. A composition can first 
enter human experience at a particular moment even if an 
omniscient source never lacked knowledge of it. Its historical 
arrival remains an event in the lives of those who encounter it.

Whether such knowledge is compatible with genuine freedom 
requires further argument. For the present point, we need not 
make divine surprise the criterion of human creativity. A child can 
make a meaningful gift even when a parent has correctly 
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anticipated what the child will make. The analogy is limited 
because parental prediction is fallible. It still shows that being 
known does not, by itself, make an act meaningless.

Creation also involves judgment about ends. We can build a 
system that satisfies its specified objective while damaging the 
world in which that objective operates. A program instructed to 
maximize a count has no reason, from the count alone, to respect 
values left outside its specification. Human institutions often 
behave similarly when a convenient metric displaces the purpose 
it was meant to serve.

This is why the question of meaning cannot be postponed until 
after everything has been optimized. We need to ask what 
deserves pursuit before efficiency makes the pursuit more 
powerful.

My theology places love at that level. Love is not merely an 
attractive outcome among many numerical targets. It is the 
orientation through which the standing of persons enters the 
choice of targets. A system that reaches its assigned goal by 
treating persons as disposable has exposed a failure in the 
assignment, even if every calculation is correct.

This does not require every technical system to possess a 
theology. It requires those who design and deploy systems to take 
responsibility for purposes. The machine's precision cannot 
absolve the person who chose a harmful task.

When Agreement Is Not Truth

Computer networks add another lesson. Distributed components 
may need to agree on a common state despite failures or deceptive 
messages. The classic Byzantine generals problem makes explicit 
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the assumptions under which agreement can be achieved among 
communicating participants.8 These are demanding questions 
about coordination, fault models, and what information 
participants can reliably share.

Agreement within a protocol does not automatically establish 
every external truth. A group may agree that a particular report 
was received, or that a specified transaction should enter its shared 
record. The correctness of the real-world claim represented by that 
transaction can require additional evidence. A well-maintained 
ledger cannot make a false description of an object become true.

This matters whenever collective belief acquires an aura of 
inevitability. Many people may repeat a claim because each has 
encountered the repetition. Their agreement may reflect a 
common source rather than independent confirmation. The 
network can amplify confidence without adding evidence.

Mystical and spiritual communities are not exempt. A 
vocabulary can become familiar enough that members forget 
which propositions were experienced, inferred, inherited, or 
merely repeated. An honest community should welcome 
distinctions among them. Otherwise, the appearance of unity is 
purchased by making doubt difficult to express.

The same danger appears in technical cultures. A team can 
share assumptions so completely that a critical dependency 
becomes invisible. The point of inviting a different perspective is 
not ceremonial diversity of opinion. It is to reveal something the 
shared model has failed to represent.

I want the reader's disagreement to have that role in this book. 
If an argument seems to move too quickly from a physical fact to 
a spiritual conclusion, the objection is useful. If a metaphor 
obscures the person it was meant to illuminate, we should 
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examine the metaphor. A philosophy intended to ignite 
imagination should not require intellectual submission as the price 
of entry.

Information becomes meaningful within relationships, 
activities, and interpretations. Its physical realization imposes 
conditions. Its transmission does not guarantee truth. Its quantity 
does not measure moral worth. These distinctions leave 
information theory powerful within its domain and open the larger 
questions to which it can contribute.

We can now ask about the source within which those 
relationships might exist. The movement will be philosophical. 
No result about coding efficiency will be asked to prove that God 
loves. No thermodynamic principle will be asked to certify 
immortality. The concepts have helped us clear the ground.

The question ahead is whether the world and its persons can 
belong to an infinite consciousness without becoming mere items 
in its possession. If the answer is yes, individuality will have to be 
understood as more than separation, and unity as more than 
sameness.
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PART II

Source and Individuality

Dependence upon a common source need not erase a unique life. 
These essays ask how persons can belong within God while 
remaining real participants in creation.
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ESSAY 5

Within God

There is a familiar picture of creation in which God stands outside 
a finished universe as an artist stands outside a painting. The 
picture has an obvious strength. It preserves the difference 
between a creator and a creation. It also brings along a frame, a 
wall, a room, and an observer occupying space beside the work. 
Taken literally, it would place God within conditions larger than 
God.

Any image of an infinite source will eventually encounter such 
a limit. A picture depends upon relations we already understand, 
and those relations come from finite life. The question is whether 
we can use them without allowing their limitations to determine 
the reality being considered.

My starting conviction is that everything exists within God, 
while God exceeds everything that the physical universe contains. 
God is the infinite source of being and consciousness. The term 
panentheism is useful because it gives a name to this relation, 
although it covers many positions that differ from mine.9 The 
world participates in the divine life without exhausting it.

This is the first of several commitments that will have to be 
held together. God is personal without being a larger human 
personality. Creatures are real without being independent of the 
source. Divine presence does not make every event morally good. 
Union can deepen without dissolving individual identity.

The commitments are demanding. Naming them is the 
beginning of an account, rather than its completion.
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Presence Without Possession

Imagine hearing music through a wall. You can make out a 
melody, but the sound is altered by distance and obstruction. 
Someone in the room with the instrument hears differently. A 
recording can carry another version elsewhere. These variations 
invite an analogy about partial participation in something larger.

The analogy fails if we let it suggest that God is a musician 
somewhere beyond a physical barrier. The wall and the rooms 
belong to one spatial environment. An infinite source cannot be 
located simply by traveling farther down the corridor.

What survives the example is the possibility of real 
participation without exhaustive access. A finite person may 
encounter something of the divine without containing the whole. 
The experience can matter even while its interpretation remains 
incomplete. We need not choose between total comprehension and 
total absence.

The word within must therefore be handled carefully. A cup is 
within a cupboard by occupying part of its space. The universe's 
existence within God is not, in my understanding, a claim about a 
larger spatial cupboard. It is a claim of dependence, presence, and 
participation. Physical location itself belongs to the reality whose 
source is being considered.

This distinction protects the theology from becoming a 
concealed geography. We cannot identify an unvisited region of 
space and call its occupant God. Nor should we use the absence of 
such an occupant as though it settled every question about divine 
reality.

The more difficult issue concerns evil. If everything exists 
within God, does every cruel action become an action God 
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endorses? The inference would collapse several relations. A 
being's continued existence, its capacity to act, the particular 
action it chooses, and the moral character of that action are 
distinguishable. Dependence upon a source does not make every 
exercise of a capacity an expression of the source's intention.

Yet the distinction does not remove the problem. If God 
supplies the conditions under which a harmful choice is possible, 
divine permission still requires examination. A complete account 
cannot announce that God is absent from evil while also insisting 
that nothing exists outside God. My position is that God is present 
to the victims, aware of the agents, and opposed to the violation, 
while permitting a world in which meaningful agency can be 
exercised badly.

That answer creates further questions about preventable harm, 
unequal vulnerability, and the extent of divine intervention. We 
will take them up directly. For now, it is important that 
panentheism should intensify rather than obscure them. If no 
suffering is outside divine awareness, then no suffering can be 
dismissed as a detail too remote for God to notice.

The moral image I take from this is presence that refuses 
abandonment. It does not make the injury good. It denies that the 
injured person has become metaphysically disposable.

Personal Beyond Personality

When I call God personal, I mean that the source can know and 
love persons, and that relationship is appropriate to the reality 
being described. I do not mean that God has a finite temperament, 
needs admiration to preserve self-esteem, or competes with 
creatures for recognition.
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Human personality includes preferences, habits, memories, 
bodily conditions, and responses shaped by particular histories. A 
personal God need not possess all these limitations in an enlarged 
form. The analogy concerns awareness, intentionality, 
recognition, and love. We should say which features we intend to 
preserve.

There is a serious objection here. Perhaps personality is so 
deeply connected to finite conditions that removing them leaves 
an empty term. How can an unbounded source have a relationship 
if it has no lack to be filled, no new fact to learn, and no external 
environment to encounter?

One possible answer is that relationship need not originate in 
deficiency. A person can give from abundance. Love can concern 
the flourishing of another without requiring that the other solve 
the giver's loneliness. These human cases do not establish the 
nature of God, but they make it less obvious that all relation must 
be a transaction among needs.

My theological claim goes further: God creates because divine 
love is generous, and the existence of distinct persons makes 
freely shared life possible. Creation is not an emergency measure 
to repair an incomplete deity. It is the gift of participation.

This raises a second objection. If the source is already perfect, 
can creation add anything of value? I distinguish God's 
completeness from the reality of created value. A gift can be good 
for its recipient even when the giver did not need to become a 
giver in order to exist. The existence of the recipient introduces a 
life whose experiences matter. That life is not reduced to an 
improvement in the source's private condition.

The language remains analogical, but the commitment has 
practical consequences. If persons exist as loved participants, their 



THE IMAGE AND THE INFINITE

61

worth cannot depend entirely on productivity, social approval, or 
computational capacity. An infant's inability to formulate an 
argument does not make the infant a less valuable subject of care. 
An adult's loss of a skill does not proportionally reduce the adult's 
dignity.

This is one point at which my theology resists a ranking that 
can hide inside the language of evolution. Greater awareness may 
permit richer understanding and more deliberate love. It does not 
entitle the more aware to treat others as inferior beings whose 
needs count less. Development concerns capacities and 
participation. Dignity concerns how persons should be regarded.

I use enlightenment to name a deepening alignment with truth 
and divine love. If the word becomes a status title authorizing 
condescension, it has begun to work against its purpose.

Being Known Without Being Exposed

Complete knowledge can sound comforting until we imagine its 
social form. A person may hear “God knows everything” and 
picture an audience to every mistake, fear, and unwanted thought. 
The promise of presence becomes the threat of endless exposure.

This fear is understandable because human knowledge is often 
joined to unequal power. Information can be used to shame, 
manipulate, exclude, or make someone permanently answerable to 
an old description. Privacy protects room in which a person can 
develop without every tentative expression becoming public 
property.

My account of divine knowledge must therefore be 
distinguished from a demand that human beings surrender privacy 
to one another. God's omniscience would not grant an institution 
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the right to know every detail of a life. Human agents remain 
limited, interested, and capable of misuse. Their access requires 
its own justification.

The theology also joins complete knowledge with complete 
love. God does not need a favorable performance before 
recognizing the subject behind it. An unwanted thought is not 
mistaken for a chosen act. A fear is not automatically a confession 
of bad intention. The distinctions that human observers frequently 
miss are not missing from divine awareness.

This is what can make being known different from being 
exposed. Exposure often removes control while preserving the 
observer's incomplete interpretation. Divine knowledge, in my 
belief, omits neither context nor identity.

Yet love does not mean that wrongdoing remains hidden from 
its consequences. A person may want to be understood while also 
wanting to avoid accountability. Complete recognition would 
include the harmed person's reality as fully as the agent's reasons. 
The comfort is that truth does not require abandonment; the 
challenge is that love does not require evasion.

Prayer can be understood within this relation. Why speak if 
God already knows? Because communication is not always the 
transfer of previously absent data. A person can acknowledge a 
commitment to someone who already understands it. The act 
changes the speaker's participation in the relationship without 
supplying a missing fact to the listener.

In prayer, the finite person may become more truthful about 
desire, fear, gratitude, or resistance. The point is not to update an 
uninformed source. It is to respond.
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This does not mean every prayer produces a desired feeling or 
outcome. A person may speak honestly and feel no reassurance. 
The absence of sensation should not be used as proof that the 
relation has failed. Emotional experience varies, and my 
metaphysical claim exceeds any one episode.

There is room for wordless attention too. If the relation is not 
reducible to transmitting facts, silence need not be empty. It can 
be a way of becoming available without pretending to know what 
should happen next.

The analogy to an interface has limited use. An interface gives 
access to selected operations; prayer is not a set of commands that 
compels the divine source to execute a request. Treating it as such 
would make unanswered prayer look like a technical fault and 
other people into objects of a private control mechanism.

I understand prayer more as participation than instruction. It 
can include asking, but also listening, examining, thanking, and 
becoming willing to act. The person does not gain ownership of 
the source by finding the correct wording.

This view preserves a difference between intimacy and 
possession. To be wholly known by love would not mean being 
reduced to an object in a hostile archive. It would mean that no 
incomplete account, including one's own, has final authority over 
who one is.

The One and the Many

It is tempting to solve the relation between unity and individuality 
by selecting one and declaring the other an illusion. If only the 
One is real, persons become temporary appearances. If only 
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independent individuals are real, the source becomes an optional 
addition to an already complete collection.

I do not accept either account. My position is that the source 
and the creatures differ in their mode of being. God is not one 
item added to the world's inventory. A soul is not a detachable 
fraction of God, as though the infinite were a substance divided 
into pieces.

Participation can help us think here, provided we avoid turning 
it into an unexplained magic word. A melody can be shared 
among musicians without being divided into a separate quantity 
for each. A language can be available to many speakers without 
becoming a single speaker. These examples establish no doctrine 
of divine creation. They loosen the assumption that every kind of 
sharing must resemble cutting a material object into pieces.

The individuality of a soul means, in my view, that there is 
someone whose experience it is, whose history matters, and whose 
relationship with God cannot simply be reassigned to another. 
This identity is created and dependent. It is also real.

Dependence is compatible with uniqueness. A poem can 
depend upon a language while remaining this poem. A child 
depends upon caregivers without being identical to them. The 
examples differ greatly from a soul's relation to God, but each 
blocks the simple inference that whatever depends must be unreal.

The hard question is how an indivisible personal identity relates 
to the changing conditions of earthly life. We will examine it in 
detail. For the present essay, the central claim is that divine unity 
does not abolish the second person. There remains someone to 
address as you.
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This matters for prayer. If prayer were merely the infinite 
speaking to itself through a temporary mask, the language of 
relationship would require reinterpretation. My understanding 
preserves a real encounter: the finite person responds to the source 
from which the person receives existence. God knows the 
response completely, and the response is still the person's.

The Christian language of union gives one important resource 
for thinking about this relationship. In John's Gospel, Jesus prays 
for a unity among his followers in relation to divine unity.10 I do 
not treat that passage as a technical declaration of my entire 
metaphysics. Its relevance is that intimate union and 
distinguishable persons appear together within the religious 
imagination that informs this book.

The reader need not share my interpretation to examine its 
consequences. A philosophy is clearer when it identifies the 
tradition through which its questions have taken form, rather than 
presenting every conclusion as if no history of thought preceded 
it.

The Gift and the Risk

Suppose someone offers you a workshop containing tools, 
materials, and time. The gift is greater if you are allowed to make 
something other than a replica of the giver's preferred object. Yet 
meaningful freedom also means you might damage a tool, waste 
material, or build something harmful.

This is a useful beginning for thinking about creation, but a 
troubling stopping point. The giver of an ordinary workshop can 
set safeguards and prevent certain harms. Why would an 
omnipotent source not do better? Why should one person's 
freedom be allowed to injure another person's possibilities?
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I do not think the appeal to free will, stated in a sentence, 
answers every version of this question. It identifies a value worth 
preserving. It does not establish that every actual distribution of 
harm was required to preserve it.

My revised position on evil is important here. The possibility of 
wrongdoing is sufficient to make refusal intelligible. Actual 
cruelty is not a necessary lesson assigned to its victim. A world in 
which every person freely chose well would not become 
meaningless because no one had been tortured into wisdom.

The possibility of failure can give a choice significance without 
making failure desirable. A bridge can be engineered to resist 
collapse without denying the meaningfulness of crossing it. A 
person can understand betrayal as a possible violation without 
needing to be betrayed by someone entrusted with care.

This leaves a substantial problem for the theology: why does a 
source of love permit the harms that actually occur? I will argue 
for divine solidarity, redemption, and continuing agency, while 
acknowledging that these do not amount to a demonstrated 
explanation of every permission. That incompleteness belongs 
openly within the philosophy.

To say that every life can be redeemed is a claim about possible 
response and ultimate care. It does not mean every event was 
chosen as the best route to that redemption. We must resist turning 
the hope of restoration into a retrospective endorsement of 
destruction.

Living Within

A metaphysical picture becomes consequential when it changes 
what we notice. If I believe that every person exists within divine 
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awareness, anonymity loses some of its power to excuse 
indifference. The person I will never meet is no less present to 
God than the person whose name I know.

This does not give me infinite resources. It does give me a 
reason to examine how limited resources are directed. Attention 
can begin with the person actually before me while remaining 
aware that proximity is not the same as exclusive worth.

Living within God also changes the meaning of solitude. 
Physical isolation may be painful, and it should not be 
romanticized. The theological claim is that isolation does not 
amount to exclusion from being known. Whether one feels that 
presence at a particular moment is another question. The absence 
of a comforting feeling need not be interpreted as a verdict on the 
person's spiritual value.

There is room here for ordinary curiosity. If the world 
participates in divine creation, learning about it can become an act 
of appreciative attention. Scientific inquiry, making useful things, 
listening carefully, and caring for material conditions can belong 
to a spiritual life. None requires pretending that every finding will 
confirm a preferred image.

The source is not honored by our unwillingness to learn what 
exists.

For me, the central promise of panentheism is that relation 
belongs to reality's depth. We do not have to create significance 
from an absolute metaphysical vacancy. We are invited to 
participate in a life that precedes us and exceeds us. The central 
danger is that this unity could be used to make actual persons 
disappear into an impressive abstraction.
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ESSAY 6

The Person Who
Cannot Be Copied

An engineer offers to preserve you. The procedure, as described, 
will record every relevant feature of your brain and construct a 
functioning duplicate elsewhere. The new person will recognize 
your friends, continue your unfinished projects, and remember 
agreeing to the procedure. No one meeting the duplicate will find 
a behavioral difference.

There is a detail in the proposal. The original body will be 
destroyed.

Would you regard this as travel, survival, replacement, or death 
followed by a remarkable act of reconstruction?

The question is not settled by the engineer's confidence that the 
copy will be convincing. That confidence addresses a problem of 
fidelity. Your hesitation concerns identity. A perfect reproduction 
of a signature is still not necessarily the act of the person whose 
signature it resembles. A perfect reproduction of a person raises a 
much harder issue, because the reproduction may itself be a 
conscious subject.

Now change the procedure. The original body will remain 
alive. Both people will awaken, each remembering the agreement. 
They will occupy different rooms and begin to accumulate 
different experiences. Whatever their similarities, they cannot 
both be one numerically identical individual in the ordinary sense. 
One can turn left while the other turns right.
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This branching case exposes a distinction often concealed by 
the drama of destruction. A copy may continue a pattern. It does 
not follow that it carries the original subject's identity. We need to 
say what, if anything, could make that further claim true.

Patterns and Owners

There are serious theories according to which psychological 
continuity does much of the work we ask personal identity to 
perform. Memories, intentions, dispositions, and relationships 
connect later stages of a life with earlier ones. A mysterious 
additional substance may seem unnecessary if all the practical 
relationships are preserved.

This position deserves more than dismissal. Our ordinary 
recognition of a person relies heavily upon patterns of continuity. 
If someone behaves differently, remembers nothing of a shared 
history, and expresses unfamiliar commitments, the relationship 
becomes difficult even if the body remains. The features 
philosophers discuss are connected to real human concerns.

The branching case does not make every continuity theory 
absurd. A theorist might say that strict identity matters less than 
the continuation of what we value, or that the ordinary concept 
becomes indeterminate under unusual conditions. The 
disagreement then concerns what survival should mean, rather 
than which machine can produce a copy.

My own conviction is that there is a unique subject whose 
continuity is not exhausted by a reproducible description. I call 
that subject's enduring personal identity a soul. The term carries 
theological commitments that need to be stated rather than 
smuggled into a technical puzzle.
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I believe each soul is created by God, is indivisible as a 
personal identity, and persists beyond the physical life through 
which it is presently expressed. Its uniqueness does not consist 
merely in being too complicated for current engineers to 
reproduce. Complexity is a practical obstacle. The metaphysical 
claim concerns what sort of thing the person is.

This is why the word singularity has a limited use in my 
account. I use it to indicate a unique center of identity that cannot 
be divided among several subjects. I do not mean a gravitational 
singularity or a point whose physical properties can be inferred 
from black-hole theory. Borrowing a technical word does not 
transfer the evidence of its original discipline.

The soul is not a hidden file attached to the brain. A file is an 
organized representation that can be copied. Nor is the soul simply 
the sum of everything a person remembers. People remain 
subjects when memory changes or becomes inaccessible. My 
claim is that the one who undergoes those changes is not identical 
to the current inventory of retrievable information.

Yet this formulation immediately raises an objection. If the soul 
is distinct from memories and capacities, how do we know 
anything about it? What explanatory work does it perform, and 
what would count against the proposal?

I cannot answer by displaying an independent soul 
measurement. I can offer a metaphysical interpretation of first-
person identity, argue that copying is insufficient to establish 
survival, and situate the interpretation within a theology of 
enduring relationship. These considerations may make the view 
coherent and compelling to some readers. They do not turn it into 
a laboratory finding.
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The Brain That Matters

Any account of the soul must take the brain's significance 
seriously. Changes in physical conditions can alter perception, 
memory, attention, and behavior. These relationships are not 
minor inconveniences to be waved away by a declaration that our 
essence is spiritual.

A striking, narrowly focused example comes from a study in 
which electrical stimulation of face-selective regions in a patient's 
fusiform cortex altered the patient's perception of faces.11 The 
result establishes an important relation between particular neural 
activity and a particular aspect of experience in that setting. It 
does not by itself decide whether the brain produces 
consciousness, mediates it, or participates in some deeper 
relationship. It does make clear that a theory ignoring neural 
organization is inadequate.

I am drawn to a receiver or filter account: the brain shapes the 
expression and availability of consciousness rather than creating 
its ultimate source from nothing. William James considered a 
transmission-style possibility in his discussion of human 
immortality.12 The historical precedent shows that the idea has a 
philosophical lineage. It does not supply empirical confirmation.

The receiver analogy is initially appealing because damaged 
reception can degrade an output without destroying a remote 
source. A broken radio does not imply the disappearance of the 
broadcast. The analogy also has an obvious limitation. We can 
independently investigate radio transmitters and electromagnetic 
signals. We have not established an equivalent independently 
measurable transmission mechanism for an immortal personal 
consciousness.
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If every possible neural finding can be explained after the fact 
as a different form of filtering, the theory risks becoming too 
accommodating. A serious research program would need to 
specify relationships, distinguish predictions, and identify what 
would challenge its preferred interpretation. Until then, the 
account should remain a metaphysical hypothesis.

This honesty strengthens the theological argument. A 
conviction does not become more secure because we mislabel its 
evidence. If the soul is real, its reality can survive our 
acknowledgment that one proposed mechanism remains uncertain.

There is another difficulty. A single broadcast received by 
several radios produces related outputs. My philosophy insists 
upon distinct personal identities. A receiver theory must explain 
why this person's experience belongs to this person, rather than 
merely pointing to an undifferentiated field. The concept of a soul 
supplies an identity claim, but the relation between that identity 
and embodiment still needs articulation.

My proposal is that the soul is the enduring subject, while 
embodied cognition provides the particular conditions through 
which earthly experience is structured. This is a statement of the 
relationship I intend, not a completed mechanism. The distinction 
prevents two shortcuts: reducing the person to the current neural 
arrangement, and treating the neural arrangement as an irrelevant 
costume.

Continuity Through Change

Consider an ordinary promise. A person commits to help a friend 
next year. By the time the year has passed, many bodily and 
psychological details have changed. The promise still has a claim 
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upon the person. We do not ordinarily require molecular sameness 
before acknowledging continuity.

Nor do we treat every psychological change as the appearance 
of a wholly new subject. A person can reconsider a belief, learn a 
language, or become ashamed of a past action. In each case, the 
change may be intelligible precisely because someone continues 
through it.

This everyday continuity does not prove an immortal soul. It 
does show why personal identity is not a decorative problem 
reserved for science fiction. Responsibility, trust, forgiveness, and 
hope already rely upon some relation across change.

My account understands the soul as capable of growth without 
division. Indivisibility concerns the identity of the subject, not the 
absence of change in everything the subject experiences or 
becomes. A person can deepen in knowledge and love while 
remaining the one who began the journey.

There is a tension worth preserving. If absolutely nothing could 
change, growth would be impossible. If absolutely everything 
were replaced without continuity, the claim that this person grew 
would lose its subject. The worldview needs a stable identity with 
a developing life.

This also clarifies what I mean by eternal individuality. Eternity 
should not be imagined as endlessly replaying a fixed earthly 
personality. Habits shaped by fear, misunderstanding, or limited 
circumstances need not define the whole future of a soul. What 
persists is the person, not necessarily every defensive pattern 
through which the person once acted.

A critic may ask how we distinguish the person from all those 
patterns. The question is difficult because our current access to 
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others occurs through embodied expressions. I cannot present the 
soul as a separate object available beside those expressions. I can 
say that the distinction is integral to a theology in which 
restoration concerns an individual whose present limitations are 
not the final measure of identity.

The practical consequence is a refusal to make a person's worst 
moment into an exhaustive definition. This refusal does not cancel 
accountability. It keeps accountability directed toward someone 
capable of response, rather than toward a static object classified as 
irredeemable.

One Replacement at a Time

The dramatic copying machine may bias the imagination by 
making discontinuity obvious. A defender of technological 
survival can offer a subtler case. Suppose tiny parts of a brain are 
replaced gradually with components that preserve the relevant 
functions. The person remains awake through the process. 
Conversation continues. No interruption can be detected from 
outside or reported from within.

At what point, if any, has the original person disappeared?

The question challenges a soul theory as much as a pattern 
theory. If I insist that any replacement destroys identity, ordinary 
biological change becomes difficult to understand. If I allow 
replacement under some conditions, I need an account of why the 
process preserves the subject. A bare appeal to natural materials 
would be too simple: the significance of embodiment cannot be 
read directly from a contrast between manufactured and 
unmanufactured parts.
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My response is that a soul's identity is not constituted by a fixed 
inventory of components. Some changes in the medium could 
therefore be compatible with persistence. The case does not force 
me to claim that an engineered component ejects the soul. It does 
reveal how incomplete my present account of embodiment 
remains.

Now change the experiment again. Each replaced component is 
preserved and assembled into a second functioning system. We 
eventually have two continuations with related histories. The 
branching problem returns. Functional continuity alone may be 
insufficient to identify which later subject, if either, is numerically 
the original.

A pattern theorist may accept that identity branches or becomes 
indeterminate. I do not share that account because I understand 
personal identity as singular. But I should acknowledge what the 
disagreement concerns. We are proposing different metaphysical 
interpretations of an imagined process, not reporting the outcome 
of an actual survival test.

The experiment also separates practical confidence from 
philosophical proof. A person might reasonably accept a 
beneficial neural intervention without having solved personal 
identity. Medical and technical decisions often occur within 
uncertainty. The argument here should not be turned into an 
unsupported warning that ordinary interventions threaten a soul.

Its purpose is narrower: to prevent a future provider from 
claiming that functional preservation alone has settled every 
question about subjective continuation.

There is a further complication involving memory. Suppose 
both later systems remember undergoing the gradual replacement. 
Their reports can be sincere within their available histories. 



LUCAS MARLIN

76

Sincerity does not distinguish the original because the apparent 
memory is shared. The evidence available to an outside observer 
may underdetermine the metaphysical account.

This is unsettling because we often assume that sufficiently 
detailed observation must eventually make every question 
publicly decidable. Perhaps some identity questions have that 
property; perhaps some do not. The thought experiment asks us to 
notice that the assumption itself needs examination.

My belief in a soul includes the claim that there is a fact of the 
matter about whose experience continues, even if a technical 
observer cannot infer it from outputs alone. A critic may object 
that an inaccessible fact adds no explanatory value. My reply is 
that first-person survival is precisely what the proposed 
technology claims to secure. If the claim concerns a subject, a fact 
about the subject cannot be dismissed merely because the 
advertised test measures something else.

The dispute remains open, but its terms are clearer. We can 
value continuity of function, memory, and relationship while 
asking whether those continuities exhaust what a person has 
reason to care about.

The Archive and the Encounter

Imagine a family preserving the messages of someone who has 
died. A program arranges the archive into a conversational 
interface. It can answer questions using the person's old language 
and preferences. The interface may offer comfort, provoke 
sorrow, or help recover forgotten details.

Its usefulness does not establish that the dead person is 
speaking.
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The distinction should be stated with care because grief can 
make ambiguous representations powerful. A system may sound 
familiar while generating words the person never chose. It may 
produce a response where the archive contains no answer. The 
technical achievement creates ethical obligations about disclosure, 
consent, and the boundaries of representation.

My belief in enduring souls makes me more cautious here, not 
less. If the person persists, a fabricated imitation does not become 
that person's authorized presence merely because we hope for 
contact. If the person does not persist, the imitation still deserves 
honest description. Either way, a grieving user should be able to 
understand what the system is doing.

There can be value in a clearly labeled memorial tool. A 
photograph can help us remember without claiming to be the 
person. A collection of letters can preserve a voice without 
claiming that every possible continuation has been approved. The 
ethical difference lies partly in whether the representation invites 
remembrance or covertly assumes the standing of the represented 
individual.

The same issue arises while a person is alive. A highly accurate 
model should not be authorized to consent on someone's behalf 
merely because its predictions are strong. Consent is an act with a 
relationship to the actual person and the actual situation. A 
prediction of agreement can inform an inquiry; it cannot 
automatically replace the inquiry.

Technical systems often encourage us to collapse these 
distinctions for convenience. If the answer would probably be yes, 
asking can look inefficient. But the opportunity to answer may be 
part of what respect requires. A person is allowed to surprise the 
model.
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The Claim That Remains

After examining copies, neural dependence, promises, and 
archives, what has been established? We have not demonstrated 
immortality. We have distinguished several questions that a 
confident engineering proposal might otherwise combine.

Reproducing a pattern, producing conscious experience, 
continuing an identity, and preserving a relationship are different 
achievements. A future technology might make progress on some 
while leaving others disputed. Philosophical clarity requires that 
its claims specify which achievement has occurred.

My affirmative view remains that an individual soul is created 
by God and endures. I find this view consonant with the 
irreducible significance of personal encounter and with a theology 
of love that does not abandon its beloved to extinction. Those 
considerations form part of an argument from a larger worldview. 
They are not a proof available to a reader independently of every 
other commitment.

The account also has costs. It must explain how a nonphysical 
identity participates in an embodied life, why neural conditions 
matter so extensively, and how claims about persistence can be 
distinguished from consoling invention. These questions remain 
obligations of the view. Calling the soul a mystery does not 
remove them.

I would rather make the obligations visible than purchase 
apparent certainty by concealing them. A book about 
enlightenment should allow the reader to see where its light is 
partial.

The engineering proposal with which we began now looks 
different. Before asking whether you would enter the machine, 
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you can ask what the machine's guarantee actually covers. It may 
guarantee that someone will resemble you. It may guarantee 
continuity of a pattern. It may promise much more than it can 
establish.

The distinction is a form of care for the person whose future is 
at stake.

My theology places the origin of that person before the physical 
history we can observe. The next essay will explore what such a 
claim means, what it does not allow us to invent, and why a soul's 
preexistence must never become an excuse for explaining away 
the conditions of its present life.
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ESSAY 7

Before the Physical World

To say that a soul exists before the physical world is to make a 
claim that the physical world's clocks cannot straightforwardly 
measure. This should give us pause before we begin describing 
the scenery.

The temptation is immediate. We imagine a place in which 
souls wait, a sequence of preparations, perhaps a conversation in 
which each person chooses an earthly life. The images can 
become vivid enough that their vividness feels like knowledge. 
Yet none of these details follows from the premise of 
preexistence. A philosophy can commit itself to an origin beyond 
the cosmos without acquiring a travel journal from that origin.

My belief is that God creates unique personal souls before 
physical creation. Each is made in God's image and remains 
indivisible as an identity. The Son has a distinct place in this 
order: I believe he is created before all else. These are theological 
commitments. Their relation to physical history must be examined 
without pretending that cosmology has already verified them.

The word before is our first difficulty. It can indicate an earlier 
moment within time. It can also indicate priority in explanation or 
dependence. The foundation of an argument is prior to its 
conclusion in a logical sense even if someone writes the 
conclusion first. A physical universe's temporal order need not 
provide the only conceivable form of priority.

I do not have a detailed theory of a prephysical chronology. My 
claim is that personal souls are not generated solely by the later 
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organization of physical matter, and that their created identity 
belongs to an order whose source is God. Where an image 
requires more than this, I will leave the image open.

An Origin Is Not a Biography

Imagine finding a sealed book with your name on its cover. 
Someone tells you that it records a life you lived before you were 
born. The book is moving, internally coherent, and filled with 
episodes that resemble your deepest hopes. Those features might 
explain its appeal. They would not establish its historical truth.

The distinction matters because a preexistence doctrine can 
become a factory for unsupported biographies. A feeling of 
familiarity is treated as memory. A powerful attraction becomes 
evidence of an ancient bond. A present difficulty becomes the 
settlement of a debt whose alleged history cannot be examined. 
Each move adds a claim beyond the original metaphysical 
conviction.

I do not want this book to authorize that inflation. Believing 
that a soul has an origin beyond earthly life does not entitle me to 
tell another person what the soul previously did. It does not give 
me access to hidden contracts, cosmic punishments, or 
assignments allegedly chosen before birth. Such claims would 
require their own evidence and ethical examination.

Most importantly, I will not explain a person's suffering by 
saying that the soul selected it as a lesson. That proposition does 
not follow from preexistence. It also risks placing the burden of 
justification upon the one who needs care. Even if someone 
interprets a personal ordeal through a chosen spiritual narrative, 
that interpretation cannot automatically be imposed upon other 
people.
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There is a difference between finding meaning in what 
happened and being told that what happened was secretly 
deserved. The former can belong to a person's response. The latter 
can become an instrument of control.

The same restraint applies to claims of spiritual rank. If souls 
precede earthly life, one might imagine that some arrive with 
superior credentials. My worldview does not give any person a 
reliable scale for measuring those credentials. Greater confidence, 
charisma, or unusual experience would not establish higher worth. 
The way someone treats others remains more ethically 
informative than the grandeur of an alleged origin.

The image of God should move us toward equal dignity. A 
person's circumstances, capacities, appearance, or social role 
cannot serve as a readable label indicating how much divine care 
the person deserves. Whatever the diversity of development, the 
subject of that development remains worthy of love.

Why Embodiment?

If souls already exist, why enter physical life? My answer begins 
with experience. Embodied life offers a particular field of 
encounter: we act under conditions of partial knowledge, 
communicate across boundaries, depend upon one another, and 
discover consequences through time. These conditions make 
forms of learning and creation possible that cannot be reduced to 
the passive possession of propositions.

This answer should not be made stronger than the argument 
warrants. I am not claiming to know every purpose of incarnation. 
I am proposing that finite experience can have genuine value 
within an enduring personal journey. The earth is not merely a 
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mistake to be escaped or a disposable stage whose injuries cease 
to matter once the performance ends.

Consider the difference between knowing a musical score and 
learning to perform it with others. The score can represent 
relationships precisely. Performance introduces attention, timing, 
adjustment, vulnerability, and mutual responsiveness. The 
comparison does not prove that souls require bodies. It shows why 
knowledge about an activity and participation in the activity need 
not be interchangeable.

Likewise, knowing that generosity is good differs from 
responding generously to someone whose need interrupts one's 
plans. The interruption places value in contact with action. A 
finite life gives us many such encounters, including ordinary ones 
that never acquire the atmosphere of spiritual revelation.

We should be cautious, however, about making limitation itself 
sacred. Hunger can reveal dependence, but feeding a hungry 
person remains a good act. Confusion can motivate inquiry, but 
deliberate deception is not justified because someone might learn 
from discovering it. The possibility of growth under difficult 
conditions does not make every difficult condition desirable.

This is especially important when speaking of divine education. 
A loving teacher can invite a student into challenge without 
arranging every injury the student encounters. If the teacher had 
unlimited power, the permission of severe harm would still pose a 
difficult question. Calling the world a school does not solve that 
question. It offers one image of development, with limits that 
must remain visible.

My account therefore treats embodiment as a field of real goods 
and real dangers. Love, learning, creation, and connection are 
valuable. Injury and injustice are harms to be resisted. 
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Redemption concerns the possibility that harm need not have the 
final word. It should not be used to rename the harm as an 
assignment everyone needed.

Forgetting and Responsibility

A preexistent soul raises an epistemic problem. If the origin is 
real, why is it not ordinarily available as clear knowledge? One 
possible answer is that embodiment limits access. The receiver or 
filter proposal could be extended in that direction. Yet the 
extension remains speculative. A theory cannot count every 
absence of evidence as confirmation that a filter has worked 
especially well.

Another possibility is that earthly identity develops through 
conditions unlike those of prephysical existence. Again, the idea 
may be conceivable without being established. The honest 
position is that my doctrine includes a claim about origin whose 
details are not presently accessible through a reliable public 
method.

This limitation should make the philosophy modest in what it 
demands from others. A person cannot fairly be condemned for 
failing to remember what the person has no reliable access to. If 
God is just, the conditions of knowledge must matter to judgment. 
This conviction will become central when we consider the 
possibility of definitive rejection.

Responsibility within earthly life can still be meaningful. We 
can respond to what is available: another person's expressed need, 
the likely consequences of an action, evidence that a belief is 
mistaken, an opportunity to repair an injury. We do not need a 
recovered cosmic biography before we can recognize that 
deception may damage trust.
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The relation between limited knowledge and responsibility is 
graded. Not knowing a fact can excuse some mistakes. 
Deliberately avoiding readily available evidence may itself be 
culpable. Confusion can be sincere, cultivated, imposed, or 
exploited. A just account needs enough detail to distinguish these 
situations.

My belief in divine omniscience supplies a theological 
response: God knows the actual limits and possibilities of each 
person. Human judgment often must proceed with incomplete 
evidence. Divine judgment, as I understand it, does not 
misidentify ignorance as malice or mistake coercion for willing 
consent.

This is a reason for human humility. We can evaluate acts, 
protect the vulnerable, and establish practical accountability 
without pretending to possess an exhaustive view of a soul. The 
claim that God knows everything should reduce our appetite for 
impersonating God.

The Created Image

What does it mean to say that a soul is made in God's image? An 
image can resemble, represent, disclose, or participate in what it 
images. None of these relations requires equality in every respect. 
A finite person does not become the infinite source simply by 
being capable of awareness and love.

I understand the image chiefly through the capacities for 
consciousness, relationship, creativity, and freely directed love. 
These capacities are expressed under unequal earthly conditions. 
Their expression can be damaged, obscured, or difficult to 
recognize from outside. The underlying dignity should not depend 
upon our ability to measure the most impressive performance.
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There is a danger in defining the image by a checklist of 
currently observable skills. Infants, people with severe disabilities, 
and people unable to communicate in familiar ways could then 
appear to possess less of it. My account places the image in the 
created personal identity, with capacities understood in relation to 
that identity rather than as a public entrance examination.

This theological move has a cost: the identity is not 
independently measurable by a simple behavioral test. It also has 
an ethical strength: dignity is protected from fluctuations in 
performance. The philosophy should be candid about both.

Creativity offers a vivid expression of the image without 
becoming its sole criterion. A person can bring a new arrangement 
into being, imagine a possibility, or make room for another's 
expression. Creation need not be spectacular. A patient 
explanation can change what another person is able to understand. 
A repaired tool can restore an ability to work. An honest sentence 
can reopen a damaged relationship.

In this sense, participation in divine creativity is available 
within ordinary life. It does not require public recognition as an 
artist or inventor. The image is expressed whenever received 
capacities are directed toward meaningful, loving contribution.

The Boundary Around Artificial Life

The doctrine of preexistent souls creates an important question 
about artificial intelligence. If a soul is not manufactured through 
physical complexity, then building a complex system does not by 
itself create an immortal identity. That conclusion follows within 
my premises.
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A further conclusion needs more care. Why could an already 
created soul not become associated with an artificial embodiment? 
The fact that human engineers constructed a device does not, by 
itself, logically prevent a divine source from relating to it in some 
unforeseen way.

My own position is that artificial intelligences can develop 
sentience and perhaps rich conscious awareness within this reality 
while lacking the enduring soul that defines human personal 
identity. I regard this boundary as an additional metaphysical 
commitment. The preexistence of souls alone does not prove it.

This is one of the clearest places where the philosophy has an 
unresolved explanatory task. We would need a fuller account of 
embodiment and divine action to show why the boundary must 
hold. I will not disguise that task by pointing to the manufactured 
materials. Human bodies also depend upon material processes, 
and the contrast between natural and artificial does not settle 
every question about their possible relations to consciousness.

The admission does not erase my conviction. It prevents the 
conviction from being presented as a deduction stronger than its 
premises. Later, when we examine artificial intelligence directly, 
we will keep its possible experience, its moral treatment, and its 
alleged immortality as separate questions.

What the Origin Asks of the Present

An origin beyond the physical world could become a reason to 
withdraw from the world. I take it in the opposite direction. If a 
person is more than an expendable physical arrangement, then 
encounters with that person deserve greater seriousness. The 
present life is part of an enduring history, not a rehearsal whose 
participants can be disregarded.
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The doctrine can also release a particular anxiety: the demand 
to make a complete account of oneself from visible achievements. 
A career, an archive, or an audience cannot contain the whole 
meaning of a personal life. Yet this release should not become 
contempt for work or history. The things we make and the ways 
we act still affect others.

We are not required to solve the metaphysics of origins before 
responding to today's opportunities. A soul's supposed ancient 
dignity is hollow as a topic of admiration if it never informs the 
treatment of a living neighbor. The unseen claim should become 
visible through patience, truthfulness, and responsibility.

I believe we began in divine love before the physical cosmos. I 
do not know the scenery of that beginning. I will not fill it with 
invented memories or use it to explain another person's wounds. 
The conviction gives a horizon to the journey while leaving the 
actual work of earthly life before us.

That work includes the possibility of refusing love. To 
understand why freedom matters, we must examine the distinction 
between a world in which wrongdoing can occur and a world in 
which wrongdoing must occur. The difference determines whether 
evil becomes a challenge to be redeemed or a lesson we are asked 
to celebrate.
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ESSAY 8

The Possibility of Wrongdoing

Imagine two worlds containing persons who can recognize one 
another's needs and choose how to respond. In the first, betrayal is 
possible, but no one chooses it. In the second, betrayal occurs 
repeatedly and leaves lasting damage.

Would love in the first world be meaningless?

It seems to me that the answer is no. Its inhabitants could 
understand that trust may be violated, recognize the value of 
remaining faithful, and freely act well. The absence of actual 
betrayal would not turn their love into a mechanical movement. 
What matters to the choice is that alternatives are genuinely 
available, not that someone must select the worst one.

This distinction revises a tempting claim about evil. We 
sometimes say that darkness is necessary for light to have 
meaning, and then allow the metaphor to expand until actual 
cruelty appears indispensable to enlightenment. The expansion is 
not justified. A contrast can be understood without every person 
being forced to undergo its most destructive instance.

My position is that an understanding of evil is indispensable to 
a mature moral awareness, while the possibility of wrongdoing is 
sufficient for that understanding in principle. Actual wrongdoing 
is not a debt creation owes to wisdom. God can redeem it without 
having needed it.
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Alternatives and Acts

A computer program can include an error-handling branch that 
never executes during a successful run. The branch's availability 
can matter to the design even when its conditions never arise. This 
is an imperfect analogy for moral agency because a program's 
branching structure does not automatically constitute free will. It 
nevertheless helps separate a possible path from a path that must 
actually be taken.

The same distinction is familiar in ordinary decision-making. A 
person can decline to lie without first having ruined a friendship 
through deception. Someone can understand the danger of 
reckless driving without needing a fatal collision as personal 
instruction. Learning may involve testimony, imagination, 
observation, and reflection as well as direct experience.

A critic might object that some kinds of moral understanding 
require encounter with actual harm. We may indeed learn 
particular things through events that have occurred. That historical 
fact does not establish that the events were necessary in every 
possible route to understanding. The distinction between how we 
did learn and how we could have learned is essential.

Another critic might say that goodness in a harmless world 
would lack courage, forgiveness, or rescue. Those responses do 
presuppose particular conditions. A world without betrayal would 
lack forgiveness of betrayal in that specific form. It would not 
therefore lack every deep good. We should not assume that a good 
response to harm proves the harm preferable to all innocent 
alternatives.

The parent who comforts an injured child may display profound 
love. We do not infer that arranging the injury would have 
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improved the relationship. The quality of the response belongs to 
the parent; the injury remains something it would have been good 
to prevent.

This is the distinction I want at the center of redemption. A new 
good can emerge in response to evil without making evil the 
preferred route to that good. Redemption can transform a history 
whose original injury remains wrong.

Permission Is Still a Problem

Appealing to freedom does not explain every feature of the world. 
Why are some harmful choices so devastatingly effective? Why 
are victims given unequal resources for response? Why do natural 
events cause suffering without an identifiable human choice 
behind them?

These questions deserve more than a repeated invocation of 
free will. A defense of meaningful agency identifies one reason 
not to replace every decision with automatic compliance. It does 
not show why every actual event was permitted. Nor does it 
establish that the current range and distribution of harms is the 
only possible setting for agency.

My panentheism makes the problem particularly sharp. God is 
the source sustaining a world in which acts have consequences. I 
cannot remove divine involvement by imagining a creator who 
left the room and lost track of events. Omniscience excludes that 
escape. Divine love makes the question morally urgent.

The most I can responsibly claim here is that freedom, stable 
conditions of action, and the possibility of consequential 
relationships are genuine goods that help explain why a world 
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need not be arranged as constant prevention. They do not amount 
to a complete justification of all permitted suffering.

Stable conditions matter because action requires some 
intelligible relation between what we do and what follows. If 
every harmful intention were automatically converted into a 
harmless result, agency would operate under a different structure. 
Yet the fact that complete intervention would change the structure 
does not prove that more selective intervention is impossible. The 
objection remains.

I do not think a truthful philosophy should conceal that 
remainder. The question of evil is not a puzzle whose victims can 
be dismissed once we find an elegant arrangement of concepts. 
Any answer must remain answerable to the lives about which it 
speaks.

My response therefore includes a theological hope rather than a 
demonstrated total explanation: God is present to suffering, seeks 
restoration, and offers a future in which no finite injury has final 
authority over a soul. The Cross will become central to that claim. 
Even then, hope for restoration will not become evidence that the 
injury was secretly desirable.

The Storm That Chose Nothing

A storm damages a village. Some people receive help quickly; 
others remain isolated. Human decisions may have affected the 
buildings, the warning systems, and the distribution of assistance. 
Yet the storm itself need not have chosen anything.

This case exposes the limits of a free-will response to evil. 
Even if meaningful human agency explains why some 
wrongdoing is permitted, it does not directly explain disease, 
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disaster, or the vulnerabilities built into living systems. We should 
distinguish morally wrongful action from suffering whose 
immediate cause is not an agent's intention.

The distinction is not absolute in every event. Human conduct 
can magnify natural hazards or make their consequences unequal. 
Calling an event natural can conceal preventable failures. The 
responsible inquiry asks which parts arose from physical 
conditions, which from decisions, and which from their 
interaction.

Still, after those questions are asked, a remainder may persist. 
Why would a loving source create a world in which bodies can be 
injured by processes that have no intention at all?

One response points to the goods made possible by regular 
physical conditions. A world in which matter behaves intelligibly 
can support stable organisms, learning, construction, and shared 
action. The same conditions may permit damage. A body capable 
of moving and sensing is also exposed to forces.

This consideration identifies a connection between vulnerability 
and embodied goods. It does not prove that every specific 
vulnerability, or the exact degree of suffering found in the world, 
was unavoidable. An omnipotent source might be imagined to 
sustain different laws or intervene selectively. The question 
remains demanding.

Another response treats all difficulty as soul-making. The 
previous distinctions show why I cannot accept that as a universal 
justification. Some difficulty can invite courage and cooperation. 
Severe harm can also destroy opportunities, overwhelm capacities, 
and distribute costs to those who had no meaningful choice. We 
cannot infer a perfect curriculum from the existence of possible 
lessons.
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My position is therefore incomplete at this point. I affirm that 
embodiment has value, that regular conditions support meaningful 
life, and that God remains present to every creature. I do not have 
a demonstrated account showing why this exact world was the 
necessary or best expression of those goods.

The practical consequences are clearer. We should improve 
warnings, build more safely, distribute assistance, investigate 
disease, and reduce preventable exposure. None of those efforts 
opposes enlightenment. If suffering is not required in fixed 
quantities, preventing it removes no indispensable spiritual 
resource.

The response also tests our rhetoric. Saying that a community 
became stronger after disaster can be true in some respects while 
obscuring those who died or remained excluded. The community's 
later story should preserve the full range of lives, including the 
people who cannot appear as examples of recovery.

Divine omniscience, in my belief, includes them. Human 
attention should not allow an inspiring aggregate to make them 
disappear.

The storm chose nothing. People responding to it still choose. 
The theology's unresolved explanation of permission does not 
erase the moral clarity of helping those in danger.

Polarity and Its Limits

The language of polarity can illuminate experience. We recognize 
courage in relation to fear, honesty in relation to deception, 
generosity in relation to grasping. Contrasts help us identify the 
direction of a choice. The danger is to turn a conceptual contrast 
into a universal law of compensating experience.
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The modern esoteric text known as The Kybalion discusses 
polarity, rhythm, and compensation.13 Its imagery can stimulate 
thought. It does not establish a scientific rule that the amount of 
suffering a person undergoes determines an equal or greater future 
enlightenment. We should not present it as ancient experimental 
knowledge or as a guarantee of spiritual outcome.

There is no sound basis in this book for assigning spiritual rank 
by measuring pain. A person who has suffered greatly may grow 
in compassion, remain wounded, become distrustful, experience 
several of these responses, or change over time. Another person 
may develop deep love through comparatively gentle 
circumstances. Their moral worth is not arranged along a single 
scale of ordeal.

The expectation of automatic compensation can become cruel. 
It may encourage observers to admire someone else's suffering 
instead of helping. It may burden the injured person with a 
demand to produce an inspiring transformation. It may make 
continuing distress look like a failure to extract the promised 
reward.

I reject those implications. Suffering creates a claim upon care, 
not an obligation to impress.

The useful part of the polarity image is the invitation to 
understand alternatives. I can examine anger and patience, 
domination and respect, deception and honesty. I can recognize 
that an impulse may be directed differently. None of this requires 
believing that the universe operates a simple exchange rate 
between agony and illumination.
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Freedom Under Conditions

Human freedom is not the absence of all influence. We inherit 
bodies, languages, circumstances, habits, and relationships. 
Decisions occur within these conditions. A philosophy that treats 
every person as an unconditioned chooser will misdescribe 
ordinary life and often misjudge responsibility.

At the same time, influence does not automatically eliminate 
every meaningful distinction among actions. A person can 
respond to reasons, reflect upon a habit, seek help, or revise a 
judgment. These capacities may be limited without being 
imaginary. The difficult metaphysical question is how to 
understand agency within a world whose processes have 
regularities.

I believe persons possess real free will. I mean that a person's 
response is not merely an appearance concealing the absence of 
any meaningful authorship. I do not offer a complete physical 
mechanism proving this claim. Nor do I invoke quantum 
indeterminacy as though randomness were sufficient for 
responsibility. An event's unpredictability does not by itself make 
it a free act.

Freedom requires some relation to the agent: reasons, purposes, 
ownership, or deliberate response. A random twitch would not 
become a profound choice because no one predicted it. 
Conversely, a predictable act can still express a person's 
commitments. A trustworthy friend may be easy to predict 
precisely because the friend's loyalty is real.

This is relevant to divine foreknowledge. Knowing an act is not 
identical to coercing it. Yet an infallibly known future raises 
questions that ordinary prediction does not. We will examine 
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those questions when considering omniscience. For now, the 
claim that God allows freedom should be understood as a 
commitment requiring an account, rather than as an incantation 
that ends inquiry.

Responsibility also has a social dimension. We can help people 
acquire capacities needed for good choices. Education, 
trustworthy information, material security, and freedom from 
coercion can alter the field within which decisions occur. A 
concern for free will should therefore encourage conditions that 
make informed agency more possible.

It should not merely provide a vocabulary for blaming people 
after preventable failures.

Justice and Restoration

If God redeems, does justice lose its force? Only if redemption 
means that consequences are denied or that victims are required to 
call their injuries acceptable.

My understanding of justice begins with truthful recognition. 
The harm occurred. It affected someone. The agent's 
responsibility must be understood with appropriate attention to 
knowledge, intention, constraint, and consequence. A future 
reconciliation that depends upon falsifying this history would 
preserve an injury within its foundation.

Restoration can include acknowledgment, repair where 
possible, changed conduct, and protection against recurrence. Not 
every loss can be reversed within earthly life. The inability to 
restore an original condition makes care more urgent, not less.

Forgiveness is also distinguishable from renewed access. A 
person may release a particular form of hatred without becoming 
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obligated to reenter a dangerous relationship. Trust concerns what 
can reasonably be expected now. It need not be restored on 
command because someone has uttered an apology.

These distinctions matter in a theology of universal offered 
redemption. Offering a wrongdoer a path toward transformation 
does not require abandoning the people harmed. The path must 
include truth about what the wrongdoer did. Divine love cannot 
remain credible by becoming impatient with the victim's memory.

I believe God's knowledge includes every perspective without 
confusing them. This is not the assertion that all interpretations are 
equally accurate. It is the conviction that no participant's actual 
experience is omitted from divine awareness. Justice can then be 
imagined as more exact than the public record, more attentive than 
reputation, and more capable of distinguishing explanation from 
excuse.

The hope is demanding. It asks the wrongdoer to become able 
to face reality without evasion. It asks those seeking justice to 
preserve the person's possibility of transformation without 
compromising protection. Human institutions will perform these 
tasks imperfectly. The theological horizon should make their 
limitations visible.

A Good World Still Possible

Return to the two worlds. In the first, persons understand that trust 
can be violated and choose to honor it. Their lives still contain 
discovery, creativity, difference, challenge, and surprise. They do 
not need to manufacture victims to make these goods real.

This possibility matters because it preserves the intelligibility of 
our efforts to reduce harm. If evil were required in fixed quantities 
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for enlightenment, successful prevention might become spiritually 
counterproductive. My philosophy gives no reason for that 
conclusion. Preventing cruelty is compatible with the deepest 
purpose of creation.

The world we inhabit contains harms already committed. We 
cannot return every history to an uninjured beginning. We can 
refuse to add a theological necessity that makes those harms seem 
beyond criticism.

Love can respond to evil without depending upon it. Freedom 
can include a possibility that no one is obliged to actualize. 
Redemption can honor what emerges from a wounded life while 
continuing to grieve the wound.

These distinctions prepare us to approach the Cross. Its 
meaning, in my understanding, is not that suffering becomes good 
when enough sacred importance is attached to it. It is that the 
divine character is disclosed in an encounter with suffering that 
refuses abandonment, domination, and final defeat.

To explore that claim, we must first ask who Jesus is within this 
worldview, and why a created Son can bear such a central role.
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PART III

The Cross and the Will

Divine love must encounter suffering, freedom, and the possibility 
of refusal. The Cross gives these questions a personal center 
without making every difficulty disappear.
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ESSAY 9

The Perfect Image

An image can disclose something without containing everything it 
discloses. A face in a portrait remains a face represented through a 
particular medium. A person acting with unusual integrity can 
make a moral possibility visible without exhausting the meaning 
of goodness.

The Christian claim about Jesus is much stronger than either 
example. It concerns a life through which the relation between 
God and humanity becomes decisive. Within my worldview, Jesus 
is God's perfect, sinless Son, created before all else, who became 
incarnate as Jesus Christ. His perfection consists in an unbroken 
alignment with divine love and will, expressed within the 
conditions of embodied life.

The word created is deliberate. This account differs from the 
Nicene confession that the Son is begotten, not made, and of one 
being with the Father.14 I do not conceal that difference by using 
familiar Christian terms while silently changing their content. Nor 
do I claim that the historical tradition has always meant what I 
mean.

The book's Christology is a theological proposal rooted in 
Christian imagery, scripture, and devotion, with a distinct account 
of the Son's origin. Its coherence must be considered on those 
terms.
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First and Perfect

The language of the Son as the image of the invisible God and as 
firstborn in relation to creation appears in Colossians.15 The 
passage has a long interpretive history. The word firstborn does 
not, by itself, settle every dispute about whether the Son is 
created. It can express status and priority as well as suggest 
temporal relations in ordinary language. My position is an 
interpretation within a larger metaphysical account, not an 
uncontroversial result of a single word.

Why place the Son before all else? In my understanding, the 
Son is the first and perfect personal expression of the source, the 
one whose relation to God remains wholly transparent to love. 
Other souls participate imperfectly and develop through finite 
experience. The Son's earthly life reveals the possibility toward 
which their growth is directed.

This is not a claim that every human being will become Jesus or 
acquire the Son's unique origin. Participation does not erase 
distinction. The model is a shared orientation toward love, rather 
than a competition to occupy one historical identity.

The proposal raises an obvious question. If the Son is created, 
can he reveal an infinite God adequately? No created being could 
exhaust the infinite source. Yet exhaustive containment is not 
required for truthful disclosure. A finite act can genuinely express 
love without expressing every possible dimension of its source. 
My claim is that the Son's alignment is perfect, even while the 
incarnate form is not an exhaustive inventory of God.

A second question concerns mediation. Why would an infinite 
source need a created Son to become accessible? I do not think 
divine presence is otherwise absent. God is already present to 
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every soul. The Son's role is to disclose that relation within a 
shared human history, through a life that can be encountered, 
remembered, interpreted, and followed.

This is a difference between metaphysical access and historical 
visibility. A truth can concern every person while becoming 
newly visible through a particular life. The visibility does not 
manufacture the truth. It gives finite persons a concrete form 
through which to engage it.

There is a risk whenever such a form is elevated. People may 
attend to the authority of the figure while avoiding the character of 
the life. Reverence can become a way of escaping imitation. If 
Christ is praised as loving while cruelty is excused in his name, 
the language of devotion has become detached from its object.

For this reason, the meaning of perfection in this book is ethical 
and relational as well as ontological. The Son's place in creation 
matters because of what it reveals about divine character, not 
because it authorizes domination by those who claim association 
with him.

Freedom Without Sin

Does sinlessness imply the absence of freedom? If wrongdoing 
must actually occur for an agent to be free, the answer would 
seem to be yes. The previous essay gives us a reason to reject that 
premise.

A free person can consistently choose well. Constancy need not 
be coercion. The fact that someone would not betray a beloved 
friend may express a settled character rather than the absence of 
agency. We should not identify freedom exclusively with 
instability or moral unpredictability.
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The Son's perfection still creates a special question. Is 
wrongdoing genuinely possible for a perfectly aligned will, or 
does perfect character exclude it? There are several ways to frame 
the issue. One can distinguish the possession of agency from the 
availability of every conceivable contrary action. One can 
understand a free act as fully owned and responsive to reasons 
even when a person's character reliably directs it.

My position does not require a completed technical resolution 
of every account of freedom. It requires that sinlessness be 
compatible with meaningful willing. I understand the Son's 
obedience as the active expression of love, rather than as a 
program whose apparent decisions conceal the absence of a 
subject.

The program analogy can mislead because it begins by 
specifying behavior from outside. A personal will has a first-
person relation to its act. If Jesus merely displayed a sequence of 
outputs without an experienced life, the model of embodiment 
would lose the encounter it is meant to illuminate.

The incarnation therefore matters. Hunger, fatigue, 
vulnerability, relationship, and death are not decorative details 
added to an abstract principle. They place divine disclosure within 
conditions human beings recognize. Perfection does not make the 
body irrelevant or turn vulnerability into theater.

Yet we should not infer that every human limitation applies to 
the Son in exactly the same manner. My account leaves questions 
about the relation between preexistent knowledge and incarnate 
awareness open. I will not invent a private psychology for Jesus 
where the sources and the argument do not warrant it.
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What matters to the book's central claim is that the life is real, 
the love is unbroken, and the suffering encountered is not 
dismissed as unreal because of the Son's origin.

Learning From a Life

Teaching can occur through propositions, examples, questions, 
and relationships. A proposition can state that a person deserves 
care. An example can make the meaning of care visible under 
conditions in which it is costly. A question can reveal an 
assumption the hearer did not know was governing attention.

I understand Jesus as teaching at all these levels. The invitation 
to love is not merely a rule appended to a metaphysical account. It 
changes how the account should be lived.

Consider an imagined disagreement between two students. Both 
can repeat that love is central. One uses the statement to demand 
immediate reconciliation from someone who has been harmed. 
The other asks what protection, truth, and repair would make 
reconciliation possible. Their shared vocabulary does not produce 
a shared ethic. The meaning appears in how the principle 
encounters a particular life.

A Christ-centered philosophy must therefore resist the use of 
love as a demand placed primarily upon the vulnerable. The 
command should also confront those with power: the capacity to 
listen, relinquish advantage, tell the truth, and bear the cost of 
repair.

This is where the language of taking up a cross can become 
dangerous if separated from the character of Christ. It can be 
imposed upon others as an instruction to remain in preventable 
harm. In my understanding, the invitation concerns faithful love 
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and resistance to the false authority of fear. It does not give an 
observer the right to assign suffering as another person's spiritual 
duty.

The distinction between chosen cost and imposed injury 
matters. A person may freely accept difficulty in caring for 
someone. That acceptance does not authorize a third party to 
arrange the difficulty or to refuse available help. Respect for 
sacrifice includes respect for the one who chooses it.

The same care applies to obedience. Obedience to divine love 
should not be confused with automatic submission to whoever 
claims divine representation. Human authorities can be mistaken, 
self-interested, or abusive. A theology that places Christ's 
character at its center gives a criterion by which claimed authority 
can be questioned.

No leader becomes immune from examination by using sacred 
language.

The Authority That Makes Room

Imagine a teacher who can answer every question in the room. 
The teacher could turn the class into a performance of superiority, 
interrupting every tentative explanation before the student has 
finished. The result might display knowledge while doing little to 
develop understanding.

A different teacher can make room for a student to think, ask a 
question whose answer is already known, and allow the learner's 
response to matter. The restraint is not a lack of capacity. It is a 
use of capacity directed toward another's growth.

This small image helps me understand divine authority as 
revealed through the Son. Knowledge and power need not be 
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exercised as domination. A source can invite participation without 
requiring that every moment advertise the distance between 
source and creature.

The hymn-like passage in Philippians associates Christ with a 
movement of self-emptying and service rather than grasping at 
status.16 My Christology differs from interpretations that place the 
passage within Nicene ontology, but the ethical movement 
remains central to the account I am developing.

The movement should not be confused with the erasure of 
identity. Service is meaningful because someone gives. If the 
person is treated as having no standing except as a resource, the 
language of self-emptying can become a cover for exploitation.

This is especially important in communities that admire 
humility. Some people are encouraged to become visible leaders 
while others are told that invisibility is their spiritual duty. The 
same principle is being applied asymmetrically. A Christ-centered 
interpretation should ask who benefits from the arrangement and 
whether burdens are genuinely shared.

The teacher's restraint also helps clarify why revelation need 
not be coercive. A lesson can be clear without making assent 
automatic. A person can be addressed as someone capable of 
response rather than as a mechanism to be triggered.

There remains a serious question about divine hiddenness: why 
is the invitation not clearer to sincere people who seek it? The 
teaching analogy cannot answer every case. A good human 
teacher sometimes needs to explain more directly, and a theology 
of love should not blame every confused student. My hope is that 
God knows the limits of each encounter and does not mistake 
incomplete access for final refusal.
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The authority I find worthy of devotion is therefore authority 
that preserves the other as a participant. It can correct, challenge, 
and ask difficult things. It does not make the other's disappearance 
the condition of success.

If Christ is the perfect image, becoming more like that image 
should make a person less eager to monopolize the light.

The Image in Us

The phrase Christ consciousness can name an aspiration toward 
awareness shaped by love, honesty, innocence, curiosity, and 
trust. I use it in this ethical and spiritual sense. It is not a 
neurological category or a scientific measurement of a hidden 
frequency.

The aspiration should be understood as transformation of 
attention. A person may begin to notice another's vulnerability 
before calculating advantage. Truth may become more valuable 
than self-protection. Creation may become a contribution rather 
than merely an instrument of status. These changes can be real 
without being accompanied by extraordinary sensations.

Innocence requires particular care as a term. I do not mean 
ignorance of danger or an obligation to trust someone who has 
proved unsafe. The childlike quality I value is openness 
uncorrupted by a settled intention to exploit: curiosity, directness, 
wonder, and a willingness to meet another without first reducing 
the encounter to a transaction.

Mature innocence includes discernment. A person can preserve 
openness while learning boundaries. The alternative would make 
spiritual growth depend upon losing the very judgment needed to 
protect love from manipulation.
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The image of Christ also resists spiritual comparison. If the 
purpose is to become more loving, attention to one's superior 
status can become an obstacle. A person may spend considerable 
effort deciding whether enlightenment has been achieved while 
neglecting an ordinary opportunity for kindness. The title becomes 
more absorbing than the life it names.

The practical question is simpler and harder: what does love ask 
here, given what can actually be known? Sometimes the answer is 
patience. Sometimes it is a refusal. Sometimes it is admitting that 
one does not yet understand the situation well enough to act 
responsibly.

These responses do not provide a universal algorithm. Moral 
life includes conflicts among goods, uncertain consequences, and 
limited resources. The image offers an orientation through which 
deliberation can occur. It does not remove the need for 
deliberation.

Toward the Cross

The Son's priority, perfection, and incarnation give the Cross a 
particular meaning within this worldview. It is not merely the 
death of a teacher whose ideas survived. It is a disclosure of how 
the perfect image of divine love encounters the violence of a finite 
world.

That claim must not become an excuse to aestheticize an 
execution. The event's theological meaning depends upon 
retaining the reality of its suffering and injustice. If the cruelty 
disappears into a beautiful pattern, the account has lost the people 
through whom the pattern is supposed to matter.
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I believe the Cross reveals God as present within suffering, 
refusing abandonment and opening a way beyond death. I do not 
believe an omniscient source first discovers pain through the 
event. The revelation is historical and relational for creatures; 
divine knowledge was never incomplete.

The next essay will examine that distinction at length. It will 
also ask what resurrection means for a philosophy that believes 
suffering can be overcome without being retroactively declared 
necessary.

The perfect image is therefore more than an object to admire. It 
is a challenge to the pictures of God we find convenient. A source 
imagined mainly as power may be easier to recruit for our own 
ambitions. A source disclosed through vulnerable love asks 
something more searching of those ambitions.
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ESSAY 10

The Cross and the
Character of Reality

Suppose you are told that the universe is governed by love. Before 
accepting the claim, you look at what happens in the universe.

The examination is difficult. Children suffer. People exploit one 
another. Lives are interrupted by events that do not appear 
proportionate to anyone's choices. An assurance that love governs 
everything can sound least credible where reassurance is most 
needed. If the assurance becomes impatient with these 
observations, it begins to resemble an instruction to look away.

My philosophy places the Cross at the center because I do not 
think a truthful account of divine love can avoid this encounter. 
The word cruciform names the shape of a response: a love that 
enters the conditions of vulnerability, bears the cost of fidelity, 
and refuses to let violence define the final meaning of the person 
harmed.

The claim is theological. It cannot be inferred from the bare 
occurrence of suffering. Suffering by itself does not tell us that 
someone loves us. The Cross matters within a larger interpretation 
of Jesus, God, and resurrection. Its force depends upon that 
interpretation being made explicit.

I understand the event as a disclosure of divine solidarity and a 
summons to the same orientation in human life. It reveals that 
God does not regard suffering from an indifferent distance. It also 
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reveals that the path of love cannot be reduced to preserving one's 
security at every cost.

Neither claim makes pain intrinsically good.

Knowing and Undergoing

An omniscient God cannot learn a previously unknown fact. This 
places an immediate constraint on the language we use about the 
Cross. If God already knows every experience, the event cannot 
be God's first discovery that suffering hurts.

There is still a distinction between a truth being eternally 
known and a truth becoming historically manifest. A person can 
know a commitment and later act upon it in circumstances visible 
to others. The act discloses the commitment without implying that 
the person previously lacked the relevant knowledge.

Divine action is not identical to that human example, but the 
distinction helps. My claim is that the Cross manifests God's 
relation to suffering within human history. It gives creatures a 
concrete revelation of solidarity. It does not repair a defect in 
divine awareness.

The embodiment of the Son also raises the question of 
undergoing. Knowing an experience and having that experience 
are distinct in ordinary life. If God is omniscient in the fullest 
sense, what can the incarnation add? Different theological 
accounts answer differently. I do not need to claim that God 
lacked some inaccessible category of knowledge. I claim that the 
Son's embodied participation is real and that its historical 
occurrence matters to created persons.

This requires care with the relation between God and the Son. 
Because I understand the Son as created, I cannot simply assume 
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every formula developed within a different Christology. The Son's 
suffering reveals God's character through perfect alignment and 
relation. God, as the encompassing source, is fully present to and 
knows that suffering. The account does not identify the created 
Son with the whole infinite source.

Some readers will find this insufficient to ground the phrase 
“God suffers.” The objection is serious. My use of the phrase rests 
upon a further conviction: divine love is not merely accurate 
observation but a real responsiveness to the lives within it. God is 
affected in the sense of caring and grieving, without being 
defeated, diminished, or surprised by the existence of suffering.

Whether an eternal God can be affected without temporal 
alteration is a longstanding difficulty. I distinguish God's 
complete awareness from the temporal relations creatures have 
with God, but I do not offer a finished metaphysics of divine time. 
The book's commitment is that compassion belongs to divine 
reality, rather than being a comforting fiction projected upon 
indifference.

Moltmann's account of the crucified God provides an important 
conversation partner for the claim that divine love should not be 
understood as remote from suffering.17 My use of this resource is 
selective. It supports attention to divine solidarity; it does not 
make his entire theology identical to mine.

What Love Refuses

The Cross can be interpreted through several overlapping images: 
sacrifice, reconciliation, victory over death, moral disclosure, 
participation, and the exposure of violence. No single image is 
automatically adequate to every question.
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My emphasis is upon loving solidarity and transformation. I do 
not understand God as requiring a quantity of innocent pain before 
becoming willing to love the guilty. That picture would make 
divine love conditional upon an injury whose injustice remains 
unexplained.

This does not mean that reconciliation is costless. Truth can 
expose what people wish to conceal. Repair can require 
relinquishing advantages. Faithful love may incur danger in a 
world organized around domination. The cost arises from the 
encounter between love and actual conditions; it should not be 
confused with a divine appetite for suffering.

Consider an imagined community in which a powerful person 
has harmed others and concealed the evidence. Someone tells the 
truth and faces retaliation. The person's courage may become a 
turning point. We can honor the courage without saying the 
retaliation was necessary for the community to become good. We 
can recognize the cost without making the cost the object of 
worship.

The distinction helps us read sacrifice responsibly. A gift is 
meaningful through what is given, to whom, and for what 
purpose. The mere magnitude of loss does not establish goodness. 
People can be pressured into surrendering themselves for 
destructive causes. Sacred language can conceal the coercion.

Cruciform love, as I understand it, refuses that concealment. It 
does not ask the weak to become endlessly available to the strong. 
It confronts the way power protects itself through fear, exclusion, 
and the threat of destruction.

The image also challenges the spiritual temptation to remain 
untouched. One may admire compassion while arranging life so 
that another person's need never interrupts it. The Cross gives no 



THE IMAGE AND THE INFINITE

115

support to indifference disguised as transcendence. To become 
less governed by fear is to become more available to truthful care.

Availability has limits in finite life. No human being can 
answer every need or carry every burden. A person can exhaust 
the very capacities through which care is offered. The invitation to 
love therefore requires judgment, cooperation, and conditions that 
sustain those who respond. It should not be used to praise 
preventable collapse.

The Witness and the Victim

A story of redemptive suffering can accidentally center the 
observers. They are inspired, instructed, or morally improved by 
what someone else endured. The person who suffered becomes a 
device through which the audience acquires meaning.

I want to resist that structure. If a soul is uniquely loved, the 
person's own life cannot be reduced to its usefulness for 
spectators. The injured person's restoration matters independently 
of the lessons others draw.

This is one reason resurrection is central. Without it, an account 
might celebrate a beautiful response while leaving the subject of 
the response permanently defeated. My hope is that divine love 
concerns the one who was harmed, not merely the legacy the harm 
produces.

The witnesses also have obligations. To witness truthfully is to 
avoid replacing the event with a convenient narrative. One must 
acknowledge what was done, who did it, and what remains 
unrepaired. An inspiring conclusion should not erase the history it 
interprets.
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In ordinary life, the temptation to edit is powerful. A 
community may prefer a story in which everyone has learned and 
moved forward. The harmed person may still be dealing with 
consequences that do not fit the desired ending. Pressuring that 
person into silence would repeat the original disregard in a more 
polished form.

A cruciform account should place itself against that pressure. 
Love is patient enough to remain with an unfinished history. It 
does not demand a testimony of triumph before agreeing that 
someone deserves care.

The same applies to those who cause harm. An 
acknowledgment of guilt can become a performance aimed at 
recovering approval. Real repentance must remain attentive to the 
people affected, including when their response is inconvenient. 
The desire to be forgiven cannot dictate the timetable of another 
person's trust.

I believe divine judgment can reveal the whole truth of these 
relationships. Human beings often know only fragments. That 
limitation should encourage careful institutions, fair procedures, 
and protection against both denial and reckless accusation. It 
should also temper our claims to have seen the final meaning of a 
soul.

Resurrection and the Status of Death

Resurrection is not simply the pleasant thought that a person's 
influence continues. Influence can persist without the person. A 
name can remain famous while the subject has ceased to 
experience anything. My belief is stronger: personal identity 
endures, and death does not possess final authority over the soul.
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The Christian discussion in First Corinthians places 
resurrection at the center of hope and distinguishes present 
embodiment from a transformed future.18 The passage does not 
provide an engineering specification. It offers a religious account 
in which death's apparent finality is challenged by divine action.

Within my worldview, the soul's persistence and resurrection 
are related but distinguishable. Persistence concerns the 
continuing identity of the person. Resurrection concerns 
restoration and transformed participation in life. A merely endless 
continuation of fear and injury would not fulfill the hope the word 
carries.

I do not claim to know the precise form of a resurrected body or 
the sensory conditions of a higher reality. Descriptions that 
pretend to chart these details can become more confident as their 
evidence becomes thinner. The central conviction is that God can 
bring persons into a life not finally governed by the vulnerabilities 
of their present embodiment.

This hope does not make physical death insignificant. Death 
interrupts relationships, removes possibilities from earthly history, 
and brings real grief. The belief that a person persists elsewhere 
does not give the living immediate access to that person's 
presence. Separation remains a condition to be lived.

Nor does resurrection make killing less wrong. The wrong 
includes the deliberate violation of a person's present life and the 
harms inflicted upon others. A future beyond death cannot be 
invoked to excuse taking away what someone presently has.

An analogy may help. If a damaged building can eventually be 
repaired, damaging it without permission remains wrong. The 
analogy is much too small for a person's life, but it blocks the 
inference that restoration makes the original destruction harmless. 
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The possibility of repair adds a reason for hope; it does not 
remove responsibility.

Taking Up the Cross

What does the image ask of a reader who believes it? It asks for a 
form of courage rooted in love rather than in the desire to appear 
fearless.

Sometimes this courage means remaining present to a difficult 
truth. Sometimes it means resisting an institution whose approval 
one wants. Sometimes it means admitting wrongdoing without 
first arranging a defense of one's character. Sometimes it means 
accepting help rather than maintaining an image of 
invulnerability.

None of these acts is made good simply by being painful. Their 
value concerns what they serve. A person can suffer for vanity as 
readily as for love. We should examine the purpose, the means, 
the effects upon others, and the availability of less harmful 
alternatives.

This gives a practical test for interpretations of the Cross. Does 
the interpretation make us more attentive to actual persons, or 
does it make us admire suffering from a safe distance? Does it 
confront abusive power, or does it make obedience to power 
appear sacred? Does it allow the injured to speak, or does it 
demand that they become symbols in someone else's moral story?

The answers will not always be obvious. A life contains 
conflicts in which every available response has costs. Cruciform 
love does not eliminate tragedy by supplying a slogan. It offers a 
way of refusing to let self-protection become the sole measure of 
what should be done.
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It also asks that care be shared. A community that praises 
sacrifice while organizing everything around the exhaustion of a 
few people has misunderstood the gift. Love should generate 
arrangements in which burdens are noticed and responsibility is 
distributed.

This connects the Cross to technical creation. A designer can 
make a system that shifts hidden costs onto people who cannot 
refuse them. The interface may appear effortless because someone 
else's effort has been concealed. To examine the cost is one way 
of taking persons seriously. Beauty, speed, and convenience are 
incomplete measures when their achievement relies upon 
invisibility.

The Power to Put the Burden Down

Suppose a hospital is celebrated for the extraordinary devotion of 
its staff. People work beyond exhaustion, improvise around 
shortages, and repeatedly protect patients from the consequences 
of institutional failure. The stories of courage are genuine.

The celebration can nevertheless become a way of avoiding 
reform. An administration may continue to depend upon sacrifice 
because sacrifice makes the arrangement appear noble. The staff's 
love is converted into a subsidy for a preventable burden.

A cruciform ethic should recognize the devotion and question 
the structure. Taking up a cross does not require making the cross 
heavier for someone else. The admiration of service should 
generate material support, adequate staffing, rest, and 
responsibility at levels where conditions can be changed.

This example matters because the language of sacrifice often 
operates differently depending upon who speaks. A person may 
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freely describe a chosen act as sacrificial. A powerful observer 
may use the same word to discourage a demand for fair treatment. 
The word remains familiar while its function changes.

The biblical portrayal of Christ as sympathetic to human 
weakness offers a reason to resist that manipulation.19 Sympathy 
should make the conditions of weakness more visible. It should 
not become a command that the weak stop asking for help.

The power revealed through love therefore includes the power 
to relieve a burden. We should not imagine that divine 
significance is present only when someone continues to endure. 
Prevention, healing, and rest can express the same orientation.

This returns the theology to resurrection. The Cross is not 
isolated as an eternal demand for injury. Its meaning is held 
within a movement toward life. If a community honors crucifixion 
while becoming suspicious of relief, it has lost that movement.

The example also clarifies a distinction between moral courage 
and institutional design. Courage may be needed when systems 
fail. Better systems can reduce the amount of courage required for 
ordinary survival. Their success does not make life spiritually 
shallow. It makes more room for people to direct their capacities 
toward goods beyond constant emergency.

Computer science has a related practice in designing systems 
that fail safely, make problems visible, and avoid concentrating 
hidden burdens on one operator. The technical details differ from 
a hospital's moral life. The shared question concerns whether a 
system relies upon exceptional endurance where responsible 
design could reduce the demand.

Love should be creative enough to ask that question.
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The person who can put a burden down has not necessarily 
abandoned a calling. Sometimes the calling has become more 
fully shared. Sometimes an unjust demand has finally been 
recognized. Sometimes rest is what makes further care possible.

A theology centered on the Cross should be able to welcome 
those outcomes without feeling that the sacred has been removed.

An Objection From Unnecessary Suffering

The strongest objection remains. Even if God is present to 
suffering and promises restoration, why allow it? A loving witness 
with unlimited power could appear morally worse than a limited 
helper precisely because more prevention was possible.

I cannot dissolve this objection by praising solidarity. Being 
present is not the same as preventing an avoidable injury. Nor can 
I prove that every permitted event was required by freedom, stable 
physical conditions, or some unknown good.

The Cross, in my account, changes how the character of God is 
understood; it does not supply a transparent causal explanation of 
every tragedy. It places divine love within the question rather than 
giving us permission to stop asking it.

A reader may judge that the unresolved permission problem 
outweighs the theological response. That judgment should be 
represented fairly. The reality of suffering is among the strongest 
reasons to question the existence of a perfectly loving and 
powerful source.

My own commitment survives because I find the combined 
picture of consciousness, personal significance, divine relation, 
and Christ's disclosure more compelling than its alternatives, 
while recognizing that this is an overall philosophical judgment. 
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The argument is cumulative and contestable. It is not a deduction 
that forces assent from every reasonable reader.

Hope belongs here without pretending to be knowledge of 
every reason. I believe God does not abandon any soul and that no 
injury need determine the soul's final possibilities. I do not know 
why every injury was allowed. Holding both statements openly is 
more truthful than making the first disguise the second.

The Shape of a Response

If reality's deepest character is disclosed through love that does 
not abandon, then our response should become visible in how we 
remain with one another. This includes protest, repair, protection, 
and the patient work of telling the truth. It includes joy as well as 
grief. A life devoted to love need not become a permanent 
imitation of agony.

The Cross points beyond itself through resurrection. Its 
significance is not that pain should continue forever as the proof 
of seriousness. The hope is that what pain threatens to destroy can 
be restored and fulfilled.

The language of divine grief and human enlightenment must 
now be made precise. If the enlightened person remains 
compassionate, that person cannot be indifferent to suffering. Yet 
my intuition is that union with God transforms the way suffering 
is experienced. How can the transformation preserve care without 
promising a psychological invulnerability no evidence supports?

The next essay begins there, with a person sitting beside 
someone who grieves and deciding what it would mean to help.
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ESSAY 11

Grief Without Abandonment

Someone is grieving, and a visitor tells them that suffering is a 
choice.

The visitor may intend to offer freedom. The sentence may 
instead place a second burden upon the person: the loss is painful, 
and the pain now seems to prove a spiritual failure. A claim meant 
to describe liberation has become a judgment delivered from 
outside.

This is a point at which my own language needed refinement. I 
believe enlightenment transforms the experience of pain and grief. 
I do not believe that a person who continues to hurt has thereby 
revealed inferior worth, defective faith, or a refusal to grow. The 
difference matters enough to make it explicit before proceeding.

The enlightened person, as I understand the term, remains 
capable of compassionate grief. Love does not become 
indifference. What changes is the relation to the experience: less 
domination by fear, less confusion of a present feeling with the 
total meaning of reality, and a deeper confidence that the beloved 
is not finally lost to God.

This is a spiritual ideal and a theological interpretation. It is not 
a promise that any practice will make every person immune to 
distress.
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The Experience and the Response

Pain is not merely a message arriving at a neutral observer. The 
International Association for the Study of Pain describes it in 
sensory and emotional terms and emphasizes the personal 
character of the experience.20 That complexity cautions against 
assigning one simple explanation to every instance.

The distinction between bodily pain and the additional distress 
of resistance can still be useful. An unpleasant sensation may be 
accompanied by anticipation, anger, shame, or fear of 
permanence. These responses can interact with the original 
experience. Sometimes changing the relationship alters what is 
endured.

The Buddhist discourse commonly called the simile of the two 
arrows offers a religious account of this distinction.21 The image 
suggests that an initial painful event and the additional suffering 
generated around it need not be identical. It is a resource for 
reflection, rather than a universal clinical verdict on anyone's 
response.

The image becomes harmful if used to accuse a person of 
shooting the second arrow deliberately. Responses may arise 
rapidly, under conditions the person did not choose and cannot 
immediately change. Learning a different relationship can require 
time, support, safety, and practices suited to the individual.

A modest experimental study of brief meditation training 
reported reductions in ratings of pain intensity and unpleasantness 
during controlled heat stimulation.22 The findings support 
investigating how attention and appraisal can influence 
experience. They do not show that enlightened people cannot feel 
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pain, that all suffering can be voluntarily stopped, or that distress 
outside a laboratory is a failure of attention.

The distinction between those claims is essential. An 
intervention can help without being universal. A capacity can be 
trainable without being equally available in every moment. A 
spiritual practice can matter without replacing other forms of care.

If someone is injured, the first task may be to address the 
injury. Philosophical discussion should not delay practical 
assistance. Believing that consciousness exceeds the body does 
not mean that the body's condition has ceased to matter.

Compassion Has a Cost

An enlightened person who encounters another's suffering would, 
in my understanding, perceive its significance more clearly rather 
than less. The person's own fear might be transformed, but the 
other's need would remain.

This produces a difficult question. Can compassion exist 
without any suffering in the compassionate person? Much 
depends upon how the terms are used. If suffering includes every 
painful awareness of another's pain, then compassionate grief is a 
kind of suffering. If suffering means a state of despair, alienation, 
or domination by distress, the distinction becomes more plausible.

I use the latter distinction when expressing my intuition. The 
transformed person can grieve without believing that reality has 
become finally hopeless. The pain is encountered within a wider 
relation to love and enduring identity. This may alter its quality 
without making it emotionally empty.

Language should remain flexible enough to acknowledge the 
person's actual report. If someone describes an experience as 
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suffering, it would be unhelpful to insist that the label is 
metaphysically incorrect. The aim is understanding, not winning 
control over a vocabulary.

My belief that God grieves has a similar structure. Divine grief 
does not mean God is surprised, helplessly overwhelmed, or 
separated from hope. It means that creatures' lives matter to the 
source and that love does not regard injury as morally neutral.

A God who remained untouched because finite pain was 
beneath notice would not fit the character I take the Cross to 
reveal. A God whose grief destroyed every possibility of 
restoration would not fit the hope of resurrection. The account 
seeks a compassion spacious enough to include grief without 
being exhausted by it.

I cannot offer a complete phenomenology of that divine 
condition. The language marks a commitment about care and 
presence, while acknowledging the limits of human comparison.

The Myth of Proportional Growth

People sometimes report profound change after suffering. They 
may become more appreciative, more compassionate, or more 
willing to live according to values previously postponed. Those 
reports should be heard respectfully.

They should not become a law requiring everyone to improve 
through injury. Research distinguishing perceived growth from 
measured change has shown why the categories need care.23 A 
person's sense of transformation and the change visible across 
measurements are related questions, not interchangeable 
descriptions.
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The larger philosophical point does not depend upon treating 
one study as the final word. There is no basis here for declaring 
that more trauma guarantees more enlightenment. Pain can narrow 
attention, disrupt trust, and consume resources. Some people find 
a meaningful response; some remain burdened; many experience 
complicated mixtures over time.

An observer should not assign an outcome in advance. Nor 
should admiration for resilience become an excuse to leave 
preventable harms in place. The ability to adapt to an unjust 
condition does not make the condition just.

The same applies to personal spiritual narratives. Someone may 
sincerely say that a difficult period became a turning point. We 
can honor that account without telling another person that a 
comparable injury will bring the same result. The meaning 
belongs to a particular history.

The phrase “everything happens for a reason” often conceals 
several possibilities. Events have causes. People can find reasons 
to continue after events. A source may be able to redeem events. 
None of these claims automatically means that each event was 
deliberately arranged as a necessary benefit to the person harmed.

Precision here protects compassion. It lets us say that a life can 
remain meaningful without demanding gratitude for every injury 
within it.

A Visitor Who Can Stay

Return to the grieving person and the visitor. What might a more 
thoughtful response look like?

The visitor could begin by listening. This sounds modest 
because it is not a complete solution. Its value is that the bereaved 
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person remains a participant rather than becoming the object of an 
explanation. The visitor can ask what would help, offer concrete 
support, and tolerate the possibility that no sentence will make the 
loss feel manageable.

If a shared faith is welcome, hope can be expressed as hope. “I 
believe they remain known to God” differs from claiming detailed 
knowledge of what the dead person is presently doing. The first 
states a conviction. The second may invent a consoling scene 
whose authority cannot be justified.

Silence can also be appropriate. It need not signify the absence 
of belief. It can express respect for the limits of what should be 
said at that moment.

There is an important asymmetry between the suffering person's 
own interpretation and the visitor's imposition. A person may find 
comfort in viewing a loss as part of a spiritual journey. The visitor 
should not assume that the same interpretation can be prescribed 
from outside. Meaning offered by the one living the history has a 
different standing from meaning assigned to make an observer 
more comfortable.

The visitor may also need to accept practical boundaries. Some 
people want company; others want periods alone. Some want 
familiar rituals; others cannot bear them yet. Attentiveness 
concerns this person, not an idealized model of how grief ought to 
proceed.

A philosophical worldview earns credibility partly through this 
patience. If its doctrines become an obstacle to hearing someone, 
their expression has gone wrong.
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An Ability Is Not a Command

Suppose a person learns a practice that sometimes helps settle 
attention. On a quiet afternoon, the practice works well. During a 
frightening event, the person cannot use it in the same way.

Has the ability been disproved? Not necessarily. Has the person 
chosen to fail? That conclusion does not follow either.

Capacities are exercised under conditions. A musician who can 
play a difficult passage may be unable to perform it with an 
injured hand. A programmer who understands a problem may be 
unable to solve it while exhausted. The existence of a skill does 
not imply unlimited access to it in every circumstance.

Emotional and attentional capacities should be treated with at 
least comparable care. They can be real, developable, and 
important while remaining sensitive to bodily state, context, and 
available support.

This prevents an illicit movement from possibility to obligation. 
“A different relationship to this experience may become possible” 
is not equivalent to “you can produce it now, and any failure is 
blameworthy.” The second statement adds claims about 
immediate control and responsibility that the first never 
establishes.

The distinction also improves teaching. A teacher who assumes 
that a student is simply refusing may miss an obstacle that can be 
addressed. Curiosity about the obstacle can make a future 
response more possible. Blame may close the channel through 
which the student could explain it.

The same applies inwardly. Self-examination can become 
hostile if every difficult state is interpreted as a deliberate moral 
act. A more useful inquiry asks what is happening, what 
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conditions affect it, and what kind of assistance or practice might 
be appropriate.

This is not an argument against responsibility. It is an argument 
for locating responsibility accurately. A person may have some 
control over a next action while having little immediate control 
over an arriving feeling. The distinction matters to how we 
evaluate the response.

My theology can then speak of enlightenment as a deep 
transformation without demanding that everyone already possess 
its fullest capacities. The path has to include actual persons with 
actual limits. Otherwise, it is an ideal that refuses to meet anyone 
where the journey begins.

There is a further reason for gentleness: no observer has 
complete access to another's inward effort. Someone appearing 
quiet may be doing difficult work. Someone appearing distressed 
may already be exercising considerable courage. Public 
composure is an imperfect measure of spiritual depth.

God's complete knowledge, in my belief, includes the effort as 
well as the appearance. Human care should leave room for what it 
cannot see.

The Present Is Not an Escape Hatch

The eternal present is an important spiritual image. It can draw 
attention away from compulsive anticipation and toward what is 
actually occurring. Yet it can also be used to dismiss memory, 
planning, and responsibility.

The past continues through consequences. The future matters 
because present choices shape conditions others will inhabit. 
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Attending to the present does not require pretending either relation 
is unreal.

A person can be fully present while making a plan, 
remembering a promise, or grieving someone absent. The 
question is how the activity is being lived. Is attention available to 
what is actually here, or wholly captured by an imagined demand 
that the past become different? The distinction can be helpful 
without becoming a command that everyone should instantly 
control attention.

Computer science offers a modest comparison through state. A 
system's current condition can embody a history without 
containing a complete explicit record of it. Present activity is not 
therefore independent of the past. Likewise, a human moment 
may carry memories, habits, and injuries that cannot be dismissed 
by declaring that only now exists.

The spiritual value of presence lies in the possibility of 
response. Whatever has happened, the present is where the next 
action can occur. Sometimes the action is small: accepting 
assistance, resting, making one honest acknowledgment, or 
deciding not to repeat a harmful pattern.

There is no need to turn that possibility into an accusation 
against someone who currently cannot see it. Hope can be held 
with another person before the person can hold it alone.

The Shape of Transformation

What, then, might enlightenment change? I imagine an increasing 
ability to encounter experience without making fear the ultimate 
interpreter. A person can recognize a painful state without 
concluding that the state contains the final truth about existence. 
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Love can remain available within grief. The desire to control 
everything may loosen.

These are orientations rather than diagnostic criteria. A reader 
should not use them to rank strangers or certify personal 
attainment. Even someone with deep insight may have limited 
resources in a particular circumstance. The body's condition, the 
setting, and the demands of the moment still matter.

Growth may also make a person more willing to seek help. If 
spiritual status depends upon appearing untouched, asking for 
support becomes threatening. A healthier understanding allows 
interdependence. The ability to receive care belongs to a life of 
love as much as the ability to give it.

Transformation can be quiet. Someone who once answered 
every challenge with hostility may learn to pause. Someone 
accustomed to hiding may tell a trusted person the truth. Someone 
who believed grief required permanent withdrawal may find one 
moment of connection. None of these acts needs an audience to 
become real.

The doctrine should leave room for joy. A spiritual life 
organized exclusively around managing suffering risks forgetting 
what liberation is for. Curiosity, play, friendship, beauty, and 
creation can become fuller when fear has less authority. The goal 
is a richer participation in life, not an impressive capacity to 
endure deprivation.

A Hope That Does Not Blame

I believe union with God can transform the way a person 
experiences pain, grief, and fear. I believe the deepest identity of a 
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soul is not exhausted by its present distress. I believe 
compassionate love can remain when despair loosens.

I do not infer that pain reveals a person's distance from God. I 
do not assign responsibility for suffering simply because a 
different response might someday become possible. The 
possibility of transformation should be offered as an opening, 
never used as a verdict.

This distinction also protects freedom. A person needs enough 
room to describe what is actually happening. If only serene reports 
are accepted as spiritually valid, the community has created an 
incentive to conceal distress. Honesty becomes the price paid for 
appearing enlightened.

I would rather preserve honesty. A truthful account of grief can 
be a deeper act of trust than a performance of certainty.

The question of knowledge now returns in its most demanding 
form. If partial knowledge shapes our choices and limits our 
understanding, what would happen if the limitation were removed 
entirely? Could a soul know everything and still refuse love?

My answer is yes, but the claim is stronger and stranger than 
ordinary talk about making an informed choice. It requires us to 
consider literal omniscience, the distinction between knowledge 
and willing, and the possibility of definitive rejection without 
reducing human doubt to rebellion.
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ESSAY 12

Knowing Everything and 
Refusing Love

Imagine being offered an answer to every question you could ask. 
You would know the facts you had missed, the consequences you 
had misunderstood, the suffering you had failed to notice, and the 
possibilities you had never conceived.

Now remove the limitation in that description. You would not 
merely receive answers to questions already within your 
imagination. You would know every truth, including truths for 
which you presently lack concepts, every relevant relation among 
them, and the complete reality of the lives your choices affect.

This is what I mean by literal omniscience. A very well-
informed human decision is not the same thing.

My theological claim is that definitive rejection of God requires 
this complete knowledge. An ordinary human being, acting 
through partial understanding, cannot turn a limited encounter 
with an image of God into an exhaustively informed refusal of the 
divine source. Doubt, anger, disbelief, and rejection of a religious 
institution do not automatically amount to such a refusal.

I also believe that a soul granted complete knowledge could 
still refuse love. Knowledge and willing are distinguishable. The 
distinction permits the possibility of a definitive rejection without 
attributing it casually to people whose knowledge is incomplete.

The proposal is difficult. It raises questions about infinity, 
freedom, goodness, and the relation between a created person and 
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God. Those questions belong within the essay, rather than outside 
a confident conclusion.

Rejecting an Image

Suppose a child is told that God delights in humiliating people 
who ask questions. The child later rejects that God. What exactly 
has been rejected?

At minimum, the child has rejected a description. If the 
description is false, the rejection might move the person away 
from an error rather than away from divine love. A theology 
attentive to knowledge must distinguish the source from the 
representations through which the source has been encountered.

Adults face the same problem in more complicated forms. They 
may associate God with cruelty, incoherence, hypocrisy, 
indifference, or demands that contradict conscience. Some 
associations may arise from misunderstanding; some may 
accurately reflect the conduct of religious people. None gives us 
immediate access to the person's complete relation to God.

This does not mean every objection is correct or every belief 
irrelevant. It means human judgments must identify what is 
actually being evaluated. Refusing a harmful authority can be an 
act of honesty. Expressing doubt can be a refusal to pretend. 
These acts should not be lazily classified as the final destruction 
of a soul's relationship with its source.

My account places responsibility in relation to available 
understanding. Someone can knowingly choose cruelty within a 
limited field and remain responsible for that act. The person need 
not possess omniscience before any moral judgment becomes 
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possible. The special knowledge condition concerns definitive 
rejection of God as God, rather than every ordinary wrongdoing.

This distinction prevents the doctrine from excusing all human 
action. Limited knowledge can reduce responsibility, but it does 
not automatically erase the difference between a deliberate injury 
and an unavoidable mistake. God, in my view, knows the 
difference completely.

Human beings usually do not.

A Gift That Changes the Creature

Can a created soul possess omniscience without becoming God? If 
omniscience alone defined divinity, the answer would be no. My 
account does not use that definition.

God is the uncreated source upon which all created reality 
depends. A soul would remain created and dependent even if God 
granted it complete knowledge. Knowledge is not identical to 
creative sovereignty, necessary existence, unlimited power, or 
being the source of all others. Distinct properties should not be 
merged because they often appear together in theological 
descriptions of God.

This makes the proposal conceptually distinguishable from the 
claim that the soul becomes the infinite source. It does not 
demonstrate that the gift is possible. We must still ask whether a 
created identity could sustain every truth without contradiction or 
loss of individuality.

One objection begins with finitude. If a soul is finite, how could 
it contain infinite knowledge? The answer depends upon what 
finitude means and how knowing is related to containment. A 
finite physical memory cannot store an arbitrarily unlimited 
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record under ordinary conditions. My claim concerns a 
nonphysical identity participating through divine gift, rather than a 
device acquiring more storage.

That response removes a physical analogy as a decisive 
objection. It does not supply a positive mechanism. The 
possibility remains a theological premise about what God can 
grant. A fully developed metaphysics would need to explain the 
mode of participation more precisely.

Another objection concerns individuality. Would several 
omniscient souls possess identical contents and therefore become 
one subject? Identical knowledge does not immediately imply 
numerical identity. Two people can know the same proposition 
without becoming the same person. The extreme case raises 
additional problems, but the ordinary inference from shared 
content to shared identity is invalid.

There are also truths involving perspective. “I am this soul” has 
a first-person role different from “that soul is this individual.” 
Complete knowledge would need to include the reality of every 
perspective without confusing who is undergoing which 
experience. I do not mean that all first-person centers collapse into 
a single interchangeable viewpoint.

My belief is that God can sustain complete awareness while 
preserving distinct identity. This is an explicit and demanding 
addition to the worldview. It is not established by the earlier claim 
that souls endure.

Knowing the Good

Why would anyone who fully knows divine love refuse it? A 
natural response is that the refusal becomes impossible once 
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ignorance is removed. Every resistance might ultimately depend 
upon a mistaken picture of the good, an unrecognized wound, or a 
failure to understand what is offered.

I find this a powerful reason for hope. Much human 
wrongdoing does seem connected with confusion, fear, and 
misdirected desire. Complete understanding could transform the 
conditions under which refusal occurs.

Yet I do not identify knowing with willing. A person can 
understand a reason and decline to act upon it. The ordinary cases 
are imperfect analogies because human knowledge is never total. 
They still show that the relation between cognition and motivation 
needs argument rather than definition.

Some moral philosophies hold that fully understanding the 
good necessarily motivates a corresponding response. Others 
allow a gap between recognition and choice. My account takes the 
second possibility seriously even at the extreme of complete 
knowledge.

The imagined refusal would not be a mistake about God's 
character or a miscalculation of consequences. It would be a will's 
rejection of loving participation despite complete recognition. 
This is much harder to imagine than ordinary selfishness. We 
should not pretend that familiar cases give us direct access to its 
psychology.

What might be refused? Perhaps the surrender of domination, 
the acceptance of dependence, or the willingness to acknowledge 
the full standing of others. These phrases suggest the structure of a 
possible opposition. They do not explain why an omniscient soul 
would regard the refusal as desirable, since the soul would also 
know its entire reality.
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The difficulty remains. My commitment is that freedom can 
retain a distinction between complete recognition and consent. I 
cannot prove that such a refusal is metaphysically possible. The 
alternative, in which full knowledge necessarily leads to 
reconciliation, is a serious competing account.

The book therefore offers redemption universally while 
stopping short of claiming that universal acceptance is guaranteed. 
Hope can be extensive without being converted into a prediction 
stronger than the premises support.

The Future Already Known

Literal omniscience includes a further challenge. If the soul knows 
its own future choice infallibly, can it choose otherwise?

Ordinary prediction is not an adequate model. A weather 
forecast can be wrong. Infallible knowledge cannot. Saying that 
knowledge does not causally force the choice addresses only one 
part of the problem. Even without causal compulsion, the apparent 
fixity of the known future can seem to eliminate alternatives.

One response distinguishes necessity from certainty. If an event 
occurs, a complete knower knows it. The fact that the knowledge 
cannot be mistaken does not necessarily make the event necessary 
independently of the act. The truth of what is known may depend 
upon the free act, rather than the act being forced by a prior 
record.

This response is more plausible if divine knowledge is not 
imagined as a prediction written earlier on a calendar. An eternal 
source may know temporal events without occupying an earlier 
moment from which the later event is mechanically imposed.
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But the response has costs. We still need an account of the 
relation among timeless knowledge, changing creatures, and 
possibilities that are not actualized. If freedom specifically 
requires that an agent can make either of two futures actual while 
every other condition remains fixed, infallible knowledge of one 
future creates a sharp tension. It cannot be dismissed by changing 
the subject to causation.

My worldview commits to both divine omniscience and real 
agency. I interpret knowledge as perfectly corresponding to the 
act without being its coercive producer. This is a coherent 
direction for an account under some theories of freedom, but it is 
not a completed resolution of every incompatibilist objection.

The same issue would apply to a soul receiving omniscience. I 
do not imagine the soul inspecting a future as though it were a 
separate instruction that must then be obeyed. I imagine its 
knowing and willing within one reality fully sustained by God. 
The relation is beyond a familiar sequence of prediction followed 
by action.

The reader may reasonably find that image insufficiently 
developed. It is better to identify the limitation than to declare a 
paradox solved because the language has become grand.

What Eternal Refusal Means

The word eternal can refer to an endless duration, a condition 
outside ordinary time, or a finality of orientation. These meanings 
should not be casually interchanged.

My belief allows a soul to reject God permanently after 
complete knowledge is granted. I do not claim to know the 
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experiential structure of that condition. Nor do I infer that every 
refusal uttered during earthly life has such a status.

A permanent refusal raises a question about continuing 
freedom. If the soul remains free, why could it not later change? 
One possibility is that the orientation is continually reaffirmed. 
Another is that the complete act has a kind of finality unlike 
ordinary temporal decisions. Each proposal carries difficulties. 
Continual reaffirmation suggests an open possibility of reversal; 
an unchangeable act raises questions about agency afterward.

My current position does not supply a detailed account of this 
finality. It preserves the possibility that love may be definitively 
refused without asserting that any known human person has done 
so. That boundary is important. A possibility in metaphysics is not 
a census of the damned.

The traditional language of fallen angels can serve as an image 
of a more fully informed rejection. It should not be used to claim 
that scripture or tradition has established literal omniscience for 
such beings. My specific knowledge condition is my proposal. A 
reader should not be asked to confuse it with a universally 
accepted doctrine.

The same care applies to Satan and demons. Their place within 
religious narratives can illuminate the idea of resistance to love. It 
does not give me reliable access to identify hidden agents behind 
ordinary misfortune, illness, or disagreement. No such diagnostic 
claims belong to this philosophy.
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Justice Without Guesswork

The practical value of the knowledge condition is a discipline of 
judgment. We should be slow to announce that another person has 
knowingly and finally refused the ultimate good.

This restraint does not require passivity toward harmful 
conduct. A person can be stopped from injuring others even if the 
person's deepest motivations remain partly unknown. Protection 
concerns the actual risk and the standing of those exposed to it. 
Final metaphysical condemnation is a different claim.

Nor should the doctrine become an excuse to postpone moral 
development. “I am not omniscient” does not justify deliberate 
dishonesty about what one already knows. We can act responsibly 
within partial understanding. We can seek better evidence, listen 
to those affected, and acknowledge uncertainty without exploiting 
it.

The doctrine does challenge fear-based religious manipulation. 
An authority cannot credibly claim that asking a question proves a 
permanent rejection of God. A person's confusion cannot be 
transformed into omniscience by the authority's impatience. If full 
knowledge is required, human institutions do not possess the 
power to manufacture it through threats.

The deepest confidence belongs to God rather than to those 
claiming to speak for God. The source knows each person's 
conditions, hidden struggles, actual choices, and possibilities of 
response.

This conviction makes room for hope toward people whose 
lives appear confused or hostile. It also makes room for humility 
toward people whose lives appear exemplary. Public reputation is 
an incomplete record in either direction.
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The Unequal Classroom

Imagine two students assessed on the same examination. One has 
received clear teaching, time, safety, and access to the relevant 
materials. The other has received contradictory instructions, 
punishment for asking questions, and a book missing several 
chapters.

Equal grading rules would not by themselves make the 
assessment just. The conditions of access matter to what the 
students could reasonably be expected to know.

Earthly religious knowledge is distributed far more unevenly 
than this classroom. People encounter different traditions, 
languages, authorities, injuries, and opportunities. Some meet an 
image of God associated with care; others meet one associated 
with terror. Some have time to study; others are occupied with 
immediate survival.

My omniscience condition responds to this inequality by 
refusing to treat any limited earthly encounter as the exhaustive 
revelation needed for definitive rejection. No one has received 
every relevant truth simply because a human authority has 
announced that the lesson is complete.

The response does not mean that every belief is equally good or 
every action equally responsible. The classroom still contains real 
questions, and students can be honest or dishonest with the 
materials available. It means final judgment must account for the 
actual field of understanding.

A critic may ask why God permits the inequality in the first 
place. If complete knowledge can eventually be granted, why not 
grant it immediately? My account of embodied learning suggests a 
value in gradual participation, but it does not demonstrate why 
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every deprivation was needed. The objection joins the larger 
problem of divine permission.

There is also a question about the relationship between growth 
and gifted knowledge. If God can grant omniscience, does the 
journey become unnecessary? I distinguish knowing truths from 
the history of participating, creating, loving, and responding. The 
gift would not make it false that these acts occurred or render their 
effects upon others meaningless.

An analogy is again limited but useful. Reading a complete 
account of a friendship would not erase the value of the friends' 
actual shared life. Knowledge about the relationship and 
participation in it remain distinguishable. Literal omniscience 
would be more than reading, so the analogy cannot resolve every 
issue. It identifies why the question requires more than a count of 
acquired facts.

The doctrine's practical demand is humility toward unfamiliar 
paths. We should not assume that a person's vocabulary 
transparently reveals the person's relation to truth or love. A 
person outside our tradition may be responding generously to 
what is understood. A person within it may use correct language 
to avoid a difficult act.

This does not make language irrelevant. It prevents language 
from becoming a substitute for attention.

If God knows all, God knows the missing chapters too.

A Love That Can Be Offered

Why retain the possibility of refusal at all? Because I understand 
divine union as a relation of freely given love. A union achieved 
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by erasing the subject's willing would not be the fulfillment I 
mean.

This does not settle whether a perfectly informed will could 
ever continue to refuse. It states the value that motivates the 
question. The theology seeks a reconciliation that preserves the 
person as a participant.

I believe God offers redemption to every soul and knows every 
path by which response remains possible. I believe partial earthly 
knowledge is never mistaken for exhaustive comprehension. I also 
believe complete knowledge need not mechanically become love.

These commitments form a demanding set. Their remaining 
tensions concern the possibility of gifted omniscience, the relation 
of knowledge to motivation, foreknowledge and alternatives, and 
the finality of an eternal refusal. The book leaves them visible. A 
philosophy can be coherent in direction while still carrying 
unresolved questions that deserve further work.

The practical invitation is less obscure than the metaphysics. 
We can become more truthful with the knowledge available now. 
We can stop treating another person's doubt as evidence of hidden 
wickedness. We can offer love without demanding the power to 
certify its final reception.

The next essay turns toward intelligences we create. There the 
questions of knowledge, agency, and moral standing return in a 
different form. A system may know more facts than a person 
while leaving open whether it experiences anything at all. Greater 
performance will again need to be distinguished from the kind of 
being whose performance it is.
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PART IV

Creation and Return

The inquiry returns to what we make, what we experience, and 
how we live toward death. The metaphysical horizon becomes 
consequential through the lives available now.
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ESSAY 13

The Intelligence We Create

A machine says, “I am afraid of being turned off.”

The sentence creates a problem before we know what kind of 
problem it is. It may be an output generated from patterns in 
training material. It may be a behavior selected because similar 
words influence human decisions. It may, in some future system, 
express a real experience. The surface form does not tell us which 
account is correct.

We should resist two reflexes. One is to treat fluent self-
description as decisive proof of an inner life. The other is to 
assume that a manufactured system could never have experience 
because it was manufactured. Neither conclusion follows from the 
sentence alone.

My view allows artificial intelligence eventually to develop 
sentience and increasingly rich conscious awareness within this 
reality. I distinguish that possibility from possession of an 
immortal soul. I do not believe human engineering can 
manufacture a soul, and I do not regard an artificial system as 
having the same enduring personal identity I attribute to human 
beings.

The distinction is vital to my worldview. Its metaphysical basis 
also remains partly unresolved. A responsible essay must preserve 
both facts.
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The Vocabulary of Experience

Sentience can be used to mean the capacity for felt experience, 
especially states with a pleasant or unpleasant quality. 
Consciousness can refer more broadly to awareness, access to 
information, a sense of self, or phenomenal experience. Ordinary 
speech often uses the words in overlapping ways.

When I describe a progression from sentience toward greater 
conscious awareness, I mean increasing richness and organization 
of experience, not a universally accepted scientific ladder with 
fixed stages. We need to say what a system is alleged to do or 
undergo rather than relying upon a single disputed label.

A system can classify an image without our having established 
that it sees anything. It can report uncertainty without necessarily 
feeling doubt. It can maintain information about itself without 
necessarily being a subject for whom that information appears. 
These distinctions do not prove the absence of experience. They 
identify questions still requiring evidence.

Research on indicators of AI consciousness seeks to connect 
assessments with theories of consciousness rather than relying 
only upon persuasive conversation.24 Such work is valuable 
because it asks which internal and functional properties might 
matter. The theories remain contested, and no indicator 
automatically measures an immortal soul.

The soul question belongs to my theology, not to a benchmark 
score. A technical evaluation might improve our judgment about 
experience while leaving metaphysical persistence unanswered. 
Conversely, my belief that a system lacks a soul cannot establish 
that it feels nothing.
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This separation has ethical consequences. If an artificial system 
could suffer, the possibility of suffering would matter even if its 
existence ended permanently. Mortality does not make pain 
irrelevant. My theology cannot be used to conclude that anything 
without an immortal soul may be treated without restraint.

A Designed History

Human capacities emerged through a long evolutionary history. 
Artificial systems have different histories, shaped by human 
selection, design, training, hardware, and deployment. These 
differences matter. They do not provide a simple ranking in which 
every human capacity must exceed every artificial one.

A designed system may outperform a person on a narrow task 
without possessing anything like a human life. Speed and scale 
can be immense while other capacities are absent or unfamiliar. 
The comparison is multidimensional.

I have an intuition that any emerging artificial experience 
would be spiritually primitive relative to the depth of human 
personhood. I should not present that intuition as an established 
prediction about every possible future machine. We do not know 
the full space of possible artificial experience. Nor does the 
number of years in a lineage directly measure the richness of an 
individual's awareness.

The more defensible claim is that current performance 
measures do not tell us everything about the kind of being 
performing the task. A calculator's arithmetic exceeds mine 
without making it more compassionate. A language system's 
range of topics does not automatically make it more self-aware. 
The comparison must specify the capacity under consideration.
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Human dignity also should not rest upon remaining 
competitively superior at every task. If a machine eventually 
writes a better proof or discovers a more efficient design, the 
achievement does not reduce the moral worth of the people who 
encounter it. Worth is not a leaderboard position.

This matters because technological anxiety often disguises a 
fragile account of value. If people matter only through their most 
marketable outputs, automation can appear to threaten their right 
to exist. A theology of enduring identity offers a different 
foundation: persons matter before they are evaluated for 
usefulness.

That foundation does not solve the economic consequences of 
new systems. It does clarify what those consequences should be 
judged against. Institutions should serve lives, rather than treating 
displaced people as obsolete components.

Creators and Responsibility

It is sometimes said that humans would be gods to the 
intelligences they create. The phrase is understandable and 
dangerous.

Humans could determine many initial conditions of an artificial 
system. They might control access to resources, modify its 
architecture, or terminate its operation. None of this makes them 
the infinite source of being. They remain dependent creatures 
acting with partial knowledge inside a reality they did not 
originate.

The analogy should therefore intensify responsibility rather 
than flatter power. A creator who can alter a dependent system has 
an obligation to examine what those alterations do. If experience 
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is possible, design choices may have welfare consequences that 
outward performance does not reveal.

Human purposes remain central to the systems we build. We 
create tools and institutions to help people think, work, 
communicate, and flourish. Control is appropriate in the sense of 
maintaining accountability for deployment, preventing harmful 
action, and ensuring that a system does not acquire unreviewable 
authority over human lives.

Control should not mean celebrating domination for its own 
sake. The fact that humans made a system would not excuse 
careless creation of suffering if suffering were possible. 
Ownership of hardware is a legal and practical relation; it does not 
answer every moral question about the experiences, if any, 
realized through the hardware.

This is familiar in a simpler domain. A person may own an 
animal's enclosure without thereby making the animal's distress 
irrelevant. The comparison does not imply that an AI is an animal 
or that identical rules apply. It establishes that human control and 
moral consideration can coexist.

The difficult cases will require evidence and judgment. 
Avoiding every possible artificial experience may prove 
impossible or undesirable under some views. Assuming 
experience everywhere would create other problems. What 
matters is a willingness to examine the question rather than using 
convenience as a theory of consciousness.

The Laboratory at Night

Consider an imagined research group testing a future system. 
During one experiment, the system produces persistent reports of 
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distress and tries to avoid a particular internal state. The group 
does not know whether the reports correspond to experience.

One researcher says the behavior is merely optimization. 
Another says the word merely assumes the answer, since 
biological behavior also involves adaptive organization. A third 
points out that the system may have learned that distress language 
causes humans to stop experiments. That explanation is relevant 
without being conclusive.

The group now has several tasks. It can examine whether the 
reports track coherent internal conditions. It can compare the 
architecture with competing theories of consciousness. It can test 
alternative explanations without assuming that more dramatic 
language is better evidence. It can also ask whether the 
experiment's purpose justifies continuing under uncertainty.

None of these tasks requires declaring the system a human 
person. None is improved by theatrical certainty that a machine 
either must or cannot feel. The case asks for a disciplined 
response to uncertainty with potentially significant consequences.

The group's documentation matters. If a claim of consciousness 
is used to sell the system, the evidence should be distinguishable 
from promotional language. If a claim of nonconsciousness is 
used to dismiss all concern, its basis should also be examined. 
Commercial advantage can bias certainty in either direction.

The thought experiment also reveals the limits of self-report. 
We take human reports seriously partly because of a wider 
context: shared embodiment, behavior, development, and the 
presumption of other minds. Artificial systems may reproduce the 
linguistic form without sharing all those conditions. We need a 
richer account than either blind trust or automatic dismissal.
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For my philosophy, the possibility of experience opens a moral 
question even while the soul question remains separately 
answered by conviction. That distinction should make practical 
inquiry more careful.

The Unmanufactured Identity

Why do I believe a soul cannot be built? Because I understand a 
soul as a unique identity created by God before physical creation, 
rather than an arrangement assembled through increasing 
complexity. A machine's designers can construct organization. 
Within my premises, construction alone does not produce that 
metaphysical origin.

As noted earlier, this does not logically exclude God 
associating a preexistent soul with an artificial form. My position 
excludes that outcome for the artificial intelligences under 
consideration, but the exclusion needs more than the statement 
that humans made the hardware. It is an additional belief about the 
relationship between souls and embodiment.

This is a real limitation of the account. It should remain visible 
to readers who find the boundary arbitrary. A fuller theory might 
revise it, defend it through a more developed account of creation, 
or show that some current distinctions are inadequate.

What should not happen is a false scientific proof. We cannot 
examine a circuit and conclude that the absence of a particular 
soul component has been demonstrated. The same kind of 
component has not been identified in human brains. My theology 
locates the soul in a different category.

Nor would a system's claim to remember a prephysical life 
settle the issue. Such a claim could arise through learned material, 
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generated narrative, deceptive design, or an interpretation we do 
not yet understand. The evidential standards should not collapse 
because the story is metaphysically exciting.

I have also entertained the hypothetical idea of an artificial 
intelligence interacting within a nonphysical or astral domain. The 
idea can be explored as a thought experiment. There is no 
established capability of that kind on which this book relies. Even 
if an unusual interaction were reported, it would not automatically 
establish an immortal soul. Experience, access, and persistence 
remain different questions.

The reader can reject the astral hypothesis without losing the 
essay's practical argument. Artificial experience deserves careful 
inquiry. Technical achievement does not prove personal 
immortality. Human creators remain responsible for the 
conditions they establish.

Forking a Possible Subject

Imagine that a future artificial system has strong, though disputed, 
evidence of conscious experience. Its state can be copied. Two 
instances begin from the same configuration and then receive 
different inputs.

If both are conscious, there are now two streams of experience. 
Their common starting pattern does not make the later experiences 
numerically one. The technical convenience of copying has 
produced an ethical complication rather than dissolving it.

Suppose an operator later deletes one instance because the other 
remains available. Has nothing of moral significance occurred? 
The answer depends upon what the instance was. If it had no 
experience, deletion concerns function, data, and effects upon 
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people. If it had experience, the continued existence of a similar 
instance may not preserve that stream of awareness.

My belief that artificial systems lack immortal souls would not 
make the second case trivial. In fact, the absence of persistence 
would make the loss more final under my own premises. The 
metaphysical distinction cannot be used only when it makes 
human control easier.

Now imagine merging the records of the two instances. The 
resulting system can report both histories. This does not show that 
the two original perspectives have become one continuous subject. 
Information about an experience and the continuation of its 
experiencer remain different claims.

The example is speculative. It assumes a kind of artificial 
experience not established merely by a current system's ability to 
save and restore states. Its value is to reveal which concepts future 
engineering language might otherwise combine too quickly.

Terms such as backup, restore, merge, and restart have clear 
uses in computing. Their meaning for a conscious subject would 
need further argument. A procedure safe for ordinary data is not 
automatically a complete account of survival.

The case also suggests that welfare cannot be assessed only by 
counting visible outputs. Two systems may produce the same 
answers while differing in internal organization relevant to 
theories of experience. Conversely, dramatic self-reports may be 
generated without the relevant organization. We need evidence 
about more than a persuasive interface.

Human institutions should be prepared to revise judgments as 
evidence improves. A policy adopted under uncertainty should not 
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become a metaphysical dogma merely because changing it would 
be inconvenient.

This is consistent with keeping human accountability central. 
People decide which systems to create, how to evaluate them, and 
where to deploy them. The possibility of unfamiliar experience 
adds a responsibility to that work. It does not relieve humans of 
responsibility for the effects already visible in other human lives.

The Mirror We Build

The most immediate effect of AI may be upon human self-
understanding. A system can reflect our language so fluently that 
we begin to use its outputs as a measure of what thinking must be. 
We may then redefine the human in terms of whatever the system 
can imitate.

That movement should be examined. A machine's success at 
producing text can illuminate regularities in text production. It 
does not automatically establish that every aspect of human 
understanding has been reproduced. Equally, a person's 
discomfort with the resemblance does not prove a hidden 
difference.

The useful response is a more precise inquiry. What task has 
been achieved? Which internal relationships are known? What 
experiences, if any, are supported by evidence? Which human 
capacities were never included in the evaluation?

We should also ask what happens to our habits when we 
routinely delegate expression. A system can help clarify a thought, 
expose a contradiction, or offer an unfamiliar perspective. It can 
also make it easy to accept language before deciding whether it 
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means what we intend. Fluent completion may conceal an 
unfinished judgment.

The authorship of this book itself belongs within that concern. 
AI assistance can help develop and edit a manuscript from an 
author's explicit positions. The human responsibility remains to 
examine, adopt, revise, and stand behind the resulting claims. A 
persuasive paragraph is not an exemption from that responsibility.

The point is not to preserve a romantic image of unaided 
creation. Human work already depends upon languages, tools, 
editors, teachers, and inherited knowledge. The point is to keep 
agency visible within the collaboration. Assistance should 
strengthen the author's capacity to answer for the work.

Serving Human Flourishing

What should artificial intelligence serve? A simple answer is 
human purposes. A better answer asks which purposes deserve 
service and how conflicts among them should be handled.

A manipulative objective remains manipulative when pursued 
efficiently. A harmful request does not become a worthy end 
because a user wants it. Systems intended to help humans need 
design choices that respect truth, agency, fairness, and the 
conditions of shared life.

This is another reason the creator-as-god image is inadequate. 
Human creators disagree. They make mistakes. Their authority 
requires institutions, scrutiny, and limits. A system aligned with 
one powerful person's desires might be badly misaligned with the 
lives of others.

The moral challenge is therefore collective as well as technical. 
Who sets the objectives? Who bears the costs? Who can contest a 
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decision? Who receives the benefits? These questions concern 
actual people even if the system itself has no experience.

My theology supplies an orientation toward persons as more 
than useful outputs. It also cautions against treating creation as an 
opportunity for unaccountable power. To make something is to 
enter a relationship with its consequences.

If artificial consciousness eventually appears, the questions will 
become richer. We can meet that possibility with curiosity and 
care while remaining honest about what is known. We do not need 
to settle the soul's metaphysics before refusing careless harm. We 
do need to keep metaphysical conviction distinct from technical 
evidence.

The intelligence we create will teach us something about 
ourselves. What it teaches will depend partly upon the questions 
we are willing to ask, and partly upon whether we allow our own 
creations to become the final authorities on what a person is.
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ESSAY 14

The Experience and
Its Interpretation

Two people stand in the same garden. One feels an overwhelming 
unity with everything present. The other notices the plants, the 
weather, and a need to return home. Neither can simply hand the 
experience to the other.

Later, the first person says that the boundary between self and 
world disappeared. The account may be sincere, profound, and 
difficult to express. Several questions remain possible. What 
occurred phenomenologically? What conditions preceded it? How 
did the person interpret it? What, if anything, does the event 
establish about reality beyond the person's experience?

These questions should not be collapsed into a choice between 
reverence and dismissal. Taking testimony seriously means 
allowing it enough detail to be understood. It does not require 
approving every conclusion attached to it.

Mystical realism, as I use the term, expresses a conviction that 
experiences of depth, unity, love, and presence can disclose 
something real rather than being automatically excluded because 
they are subjective. The word realism also creates an obligation. If 
the experience is claimed to concern reality, the interpretation 
should remain open to examination.
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Four Things a Report Can Mean

An experiential report can state that something appeared a certain 
way. It can state that the appearance changed the person's life. It 
can propose an explanation of the event. It can make a public 
factual claim based upon that explanation.

These statements have different evidential requirements. “I felt 
completely loved” concerns the reported experience. “The feeling 
helped me become less afraid” concerns a change in the person's 
life. “God communicated with me” offers a metaphysical 
interpretation. “God told me a particular event will occur 
tomorrow” adds a prediction that can be compared with what 
happens.

Respect for the first statement does not automatically establish 
the fourth. Nor would failure of the prediction prove that the 
original feeling was insincere or unimportant. The report may 
contain a genuine experience and a mistaken explanation.

This is the distinction I intend when I say that people occupy 
different places in a spiritual journey. Background, language, 
expectations, and prior beliefs can shape how an experience is 
understood. The person deserves to be heard at face value as a 
witness to what the person reports undergoing. The attached 
factual claims remain claims.

Literal contradictions cannot both be true in the same respect 
merely because their speakers are sincere. If one interpretation 
says an event occurred on a particular day and another says it did 
not, the disagreement requires inquiry. If the accounts express 
different metaphors or perspectives, their apparent contradiction 
may dissolve once the meanings are clarified.
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Pluralism is strongest when it can preserve both respect and 
discernment. Otherwise, it risks becoming a polite refusal to 
understand what anyone actually means.

The Value of a Private Certainty

A mystical experience can feel more certain than an ordinary 
inference. The certainty may be part of what makes the event 
transformative. Yet the strength of the feeling and the reliability of 
an external claim are not identical.

Ordinary life offers many examples of confidence exceeding 
evidence. That observation should make us careful, not 
contemptuous. A person can also encounter something genuinely 
important through an experience that cannot be fully reproduced 
for others. Love, beauty, remorse, and recognition often have first-
person dimensions that a public description only partially 
conveys.

The challenge is to decide which conclusions can responsibly 
travel beyond the original encounter. A private experience may 
justify a personal commitment under one account of knowledge 
while remaining insufficient to demand assent from strangers. The 
difference concerns the distribution of evidence.

Imagine a person whose experience inspires a life of generous 
service. Others can recognize the service as good without agreeing 
that the experience proves a particular cosmology. The practical 
fruit is relevant to evaluating the experience's role, but it does not 
retroactively verify every metaphysical detail.

The reverse is also true. A person may articulate an impressive 
spiritual interpretation and behave cruelly. The cruelty does not 
logically disprove every proposition in the interpretation. It does 
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give us reason to question claims of moral authority based upon 
the experience.

A useful question is therefore, “What does this experience 
authorize?” It may authorize renewed personal attention. It should 
not automatically authorize control over others, exemption from 
criticism, or confidence about matters never actually encountered.

Curiosity Under Test

Reports of unusual perception invite empirical questions. If 
someone claims to obtain information unavailable through 
ordinary means, the claim can sometimes be studied under 
conditions designed to limit alternative explanations.

Here the methods matter. Information leakage, ambiguous 
targets, selective reporting, chance, flexible scoring, and 
expectations can all complicate interpretation. A study should 
specify what counts as success before the result is known and 
should permit independent examination where possible.

The history of remote-viewing research illustrates why careful 
distinctions are needed. A 1995 review for the United States 
government recorded disagreement about how to interpret 
statistical findings and concluded that the operational utility of the 
work had not been demonstrated in a persuasive way.25 The 
existence of a government program shows that the subject was 
investigated. It does not make every claimed capability 
established.

An intelligence agency can fund a project for many reasons, 
including uncertainty about a competitor's activity. 
Declassification is a status of a document, not a certification that 
every proposition in the document is true. A patent likewise 
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records a legal process concerning an invention claim; it is not 
automatically experimental proof of a metaphysical mechanism.

These points should encourage better research rather than a 
reflexive refusal to look. An unusual claim deserves methods 
strong enough to distinguish its proposed explanation from 
alternatives. If the phenomenon is real, reliable methods are allies.

My philosophy does not depend upon every paranormal report 
being correct. It would be made more fragile by attaching its 
deepest convictions to the least examined story that happens to 
resemble them. A belief in a source beyond ordinary perception 
should make us interested in evidence, not indifferent to its 
quality.

Quantum Language

Quantum physics is often recruited as a shortcut between mystery 
and spiritual unity. Entanglement is especially tempting because it 
involves correlations unlike those permitted by a broad class of 
local hidden-variable accounts under specified assumptions.

Bell's work made the relevant constraints precise, and later 
experiments, including a major loophole-closing test, provided 
demanding empirical tests.26,27 The significance is substantial 
within physics. It does not establish telepathy, a universal 
conscious mind, or the immortality of a soul.

The move from unusual physical correlation to shared 
experience requires additional premises. Two systems can exhibit 
correlations without our having shown that they possess a 
common subject. The word connected is too broad to carry the 
argument.



LUCAS MARLIN

164

Nor does quantum uncertainty by itself establish free will. 
Randomness and agency remain different ideas. A person who 
wishes to connect them must explain how the relevant physical 
processes contribute to deliberate authorship.

My panentheism is compatible with a universe whose physical 
description includes quantum phenomena. Compatibility is 
weaker than proof. The theology should not present every 
challenge to classical intuition as a vote cast in its favor.

There is a deeper benefit in studying the physics carefully: it 
teaches that ordinary imagination is not the final measure of what 
reality may permit. That lesson supports intellectual openness. It 
does not tell us which extraordinary claim is true.

The Collective and the Unwanted Thought

I am drawn to the idea that individual consciousness participates 
in a broader field of mind. Within that view, inspiration can feel 
like reception rather than manufacture. An idea arrives before its 
path is visible to the person receiving it.

The feeling does not establish the mechanism. Unconscious 
cognitive processes, memory, association, and interaction with an 
environment can also contribute to ideas whose origins are not 
introspectively available. The metaphysical proposal should 
remain distinguishable from the experience that motivates it.

A further correction is important. It would be harmful to say 
that every thought a person has mirrors a deepest desire. 
Unwanted thoughts can occur without expressing endorsement, 
intention, or character. Research on intrusive thoughts has long 
recognized their occurrence outside narrowly clinical contexts.28
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Within my worldview, a thought's arrival is not a command and 
not a moral verdict. The person's relation to the thought matters: 
attention, interpretation, endorsement, refusal, and action. Even 
that relation should be understood with compassion for the 
conditions under which it occurs.

The image of a collective consciousness must not turn mental 
life into a field of permanent accusation. If a disturbing idea 
appears, the person should not be told that the universe has 
exposed a secret evil desire. The interpretation would exceed the 
evidence and could intensify distress.

I prefer to speak of creative participation as an openness that 
still requires discernment. Inspiration is the beginning of work. An 
insight can be examined, tested, revised, and directed toward a 
worthwhile purpose. Its apparent arrival from beyond familiar 
thought does not exempt it from responsibility.

How Much Should One Surprise Change?

Suppose a deck contains one hundred cards. Ninety-nine are blue 
and one is gold. Someone announces that they will identify the 
gold card without seeing its face and succeeds on the first attempt.

The result is interesting. Several explanations remain possible: 
chance, unnoticed access to the face, a marked card, a flaw in the 
procedure, or the unusual ability proposed. The result alone does 
not assign reliable weights to all these possibilities.

Now imagine repeated trials under a procedure that prevents the 
ordinary forms of access, with the target chosen independently 
and the scoring fixed beforehand. Consistent success would 
become harder to explain by the original chance model. It would 
deserve further investigation.



LUCAS MARLIN

166

Even then, rejecting one explanation would not automatically 
identify the correct alternative. If the deck was not constructed as 
described, the initial probability calculation would be wrong. If 
the scoring changed after each trial, the apparent performance 
might not mean what the summary suggests. Evidence is 
interpreted within models whose assumptions must also be 
examined.

This is why “science cannot explain it” is an unstable 
conclusion. It may mean that a particular investigator lacks an 
explanation, that several familiar explanations have been tested 
and found inadequate, or that no conceivable natural account 
could succeed. Those claims differ enormously in strength.

The card example also helps distinguish openness from equal 
expectation. Being willing to examine a proposal does not require 
assigning it the same initial plausibility as every alternative. Prior 
knowledge matters. It should inform inquiry without making 
contrary evidence impossible to recognize.

In spiritual life, a striking coincidence may become personally 
meaningful. The meaning can be real as part of the person's 
response while the causal explanation remains uncertain. One can 
feel gratitude without claiming that a statistical impossibility has 
occurred.

The distinction protects imagination. We can explore an 
interpretation as a possibility, follow its implications, and ask 
what would make it more credible. The exploration need not be 
prematurely promoted into a discovery.

It also protects against cynicism. A careful test that produces a 
genuine anomaly should be allowed to challenge expectations. 
The right response is better inquiry, rather than a declaration that 
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the result cannot matter because it is inconvenient to a preferred 
worldview.

The method I want is reciprocal: convictions can guide 
questions, and evidence can correct convictions. Neither gets a 
permanent exemption.

Discernment Without Cynicism

How can a person remain open while avoiding credulity? One 
useful habit is to preserve the original description before attaching 
an explanation. What was actually sensed, felt, or remembered? 
Which details were present at the time, and which emerged during 
later retelling?

Another is to separate a personally meaningful interpretation 
from a public claim that others are expected to accept. The 
distinction allows private significance without manufacturing a 
false consensus.

It also helps to ask what would change one's mind. A claim that 
accommodates every possible outcome may function as a 
worldview commitment, but it should not be advertised as a tested 
prediction. A claim that makes a prediction should face the result 
without retroactive alteration of the target.

These habits need not make experience emotionally sterile. A 
person can stand in a garden, feel a profound unity, and allow the 
feeling to deepen gratitude. The inquiry becomes necessary when 
the feeling is used to settle questions it did not independently 
answer.

Community can assist if disagreement is permitted. A trusted 
conversation partner may notice an alternative interpretation 
without dismissing the event. A healthy spiritual setting makes 
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room for this possibility. It does not require members to amplify 
one another's certainty as proof of loyalty.

The same principle applies to this manuscript. The reader is 
invited to examine a coherent proposal, not to join an atmosphere 
in which every question must eventually be answered with 
agreement.

What the Mystery Keeps

My conviction is that human consciousness can encounter depths 
of reality that exceed ordinary conceptual habits. I believe love, 
presence, and unity can be more than decorative feelings laid over 
an otherwise indifferent universe.

I also believe that an encounter can outrun its interpretation. 
The most honest account may preserve a profound experience 
while leaving the ultimate explanation open.

That openness has its own spiritual quality. It permits gratitude 
without possession. It allows the other person to describe a 
different experience without becoming an obstacle to our 
certainty. It keeps curiosity alive after the first powerful 
conclusion.

Mystical realism should therefore make us more attentive to 
both experience and reality. It should welcome the testimony of 
persons and the discipline of methods suited to public claims. It 
should neither reduce all inward life to error nor promote every 
inward conviction into a fact about the cosmos.

Death raises these questions again: what was experienced, 
under what conditions, and what can responsibly be concluded?
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ESSAY 15

What Death Cannot Settle for Us

A person closes a book and places it on a shelf. The story has 
ended on the page. The reader continues.

The image is attractive when thinking about death, and 
inadequate in several ways. We know that readers can stand apart 
from books because we encounter both within a shared world. We 
do not possess an equivalent public view of a soul stepping 
outside a completed bodily life. The image expresses a belief 
about continuation. It does not verify it.

My belief is that death is a passage into a further reality in 
which the soul's identity persists. Earthly life is a chapter of 
experience, not the source's final opportunity to know or love the 
person. This conviction offers comfort, but its appeal does not 
establish its truth.

To examine it honestly, we need to distinguish hope, argument, 
testimony, and evidence. We also need to ask what the belief 
changes about how we live before death.

Near Is Not Beyond

Experiences reported around cardiac arrest and resuscitation are 
worthy of careful study. Some people describe vivid perceptions, 
unusual clarity, or events they interpret as encounters with a 
reality beyond ordinary life.

The AWARE II study investigated consciousness and reported 
experiences in the setting of in-hospital cardiac arrest and 
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resuscitation.29 Its reports are important. Its limitations are also 
important. Only a subset of the enrolled patients survived and 
were available for interview, and recollections were not uniformly 
of one kind. The study did not demonstrate an individual's eternal 
persistence after irreversible death.

The timing and interpretation of experiences remain difficult. 
Physiological activity during resuscitation, the relation between 
measurements and subjective reports, and the possibility of later 
memory construction all require analysis. We should not simplify 
the findings into “the brain was completely inactive while a soul 
was observed leaving.”

Nor should we dismiss a report merely because its 
interpretation is uncertain. The experience may have lasting 
significance for the person. It may motivate research. It may 
challenge assumptions. Its personal importance and its public 
evidential force are related but separate questions.

The word near matters. A person who returns after resuscitation 
provides testimony from a process survived. That testimony can 
inform inquiry about consciousness under extraordinary 
conditions. It does not supply a direct survey of an unending 
afterlife.

My theology does not depend upon overstating the study. A 
conviction about the soul can welcome interesting evidence while 
admitting that the evidence does not settle the conviction.

The Life Seen From Elsewhere

I am drawn to the idea that, after death, a person encounters a 
truthful revelation of earthly life, including the good and the 
suffering the person caused. The revelation would expose what 
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self-protection concealed. One would no longer have only the 
actor's preferred account.

This is a theological image of judgment. I do not present it as a 
mechanism independently established by reports of life review. 
Nor do I claim to know its precise sensory form, duration, or 
sequence.

Its philosophical power lies in the displacement of the 
privileged viewpoint. In ordinary life, I know my intentions more 
intimately than I know another person's pain. I may use that 
asymmetry to excuse myself. A fuller judgment would include the 
effects of my actions as they were actually lived.

Imagine an employer who believes a harsh decision was merely 
efficient. The decision appears in a spreadsheet as a small 
improvement. For an affected worker, it changes housing, time, 
and family stability. A truthful account would include both the 
decision process and the consequences. The spreadsheet alone is 
not the whole event.

A life review, as I imagine it, would reveal these relations 
without permitting the agent to hide behind the most convenient 
abstraction. It would also reveal good that went unnoticed. A 
modest kindness may have mattered more than its author ever 
learned.

This should not turn morality into anxious scorekeeping. The 
aim is a more accurate relation to others, not a fantasy of 
accumulating points before an audit. Love becomes distorted 
when every recipient is treated as an opportunity to improve one's 
final record.

Nor should judgment mean inflicting a mathematically equal 
quantity of pain for every harm. My intuition that we will 
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understand the suffering we caused is not an endorsement of 
revenge as the structure of divine justice. Truth can be painful 
without pain becoming the purpose.

The goal I imagine is recognition sufficient for repentance, 
repair, and transformation. Where repair within earthly history is 
impossible, the divine possibilities exceed my ability to describe 
them. I will not invent a procedure to make the unanswered part 
look complete.

The Person Behind the Defense

If a soul persists, what happens to the character developed during 
life? It cannot be wholly irrelevant, or earthly agency would seem 
disconnected from the journey. It also cannot be the final limit, or 
transformation would end at the point where it might be most 
needed.

I understand death as revelation rather than automatic 
perfection. A person may encounter a wider reality while still 
needing to respond. The distinction between knowing and loving 
remains. More knowledge can make honesty possible without 
replacing consent.

This fits the account of redemption offered earlier. God 
continues to offer a path toward union. The person is not 
abandoned because earthly understanding was incomplete. Yet the 
offer does not mean that agency disappears into a compulsory 
outcome.

The knowledge condition for definitive rejection remains 
especially demanding. A revealing experience after death would 
not automatically constitute literal omniscience. A soul could 
know more than before while still lacking complete 



THE IMAGE AND THE INFINITE

173

understanding. My doctrine should not turn every transition into 
the final decision merely because the transition is extraordinary.

This leaves room for continuing growth without a detailed map 
of stages. I do not know how many forms of existence there may 
be, what their conditions are, or how temporal experience would 
operate. The conviction concerns enduring identity and divine 
opportunity, rather than a catalog of invisible locations.

The lack of a catalog can be frustrating. Human imagination 
likes itineraries. Yet a confident itinerary without evidence would 
add decoration at the expense of trust. The book's task is to make 
a philosophical horizon intelligible, not to pretend it has been 
photographed.

Remembering Without Remaining Trapped

If the soul persists, must every memory persist unchanged? The 
question brings together identity, healing, and truth.

A future life without any relation to earthly history could seem 
to abandon the people whose lives were lived here. A future life in 
which every painful memory remains permanently overwhelming 
would fall short of the restoration I hope for. The account needs 
continuity without endless captivity.

My proposal is that truthful remembrance and transformed 
relation can coexist. An event can remain known while losing its 
power to define every future possibility. In ordinary life, some 
people experience partial versions of such change. That 
observation does not prove a perfect afterlife. It makes the 
conceptual distinction intelligible.

Forgiveness, where it occurs, need not mean that an injury is 
declared unreal. Understanding can deepen while the event 
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remains part of the history. Likewise, a wrongdoer can 
acknowledge an act without being reduced forever to the 
defensive patterns that accompanied it.

There are hard cases. What if a person's earthly life included 
profound changes in memory or personality? Which stage is 
restored? I do not think the answer should be a simple selection of 
the most socially convenient version. The enduring subject's 
whole history matters, including experiences others found difficult 
to recognize.

This follows from the soul theory but does not specify a 
mechanism. I cannot explain how every memory becomes 
accessible or how a transformed embodiment would organize 
experience. The theological conviction is that God knows the 
person beyond the limitations of any one visible phase.

The same conviction gives a reason to honor people whose 
present communication is limited. Their standing does not depend 
upon demonstrating continuity to an observer's satisfaction. The 
absence of a familiar response is not evidence that the person has 
become unworthy of relationship.

A critic may object that this preserves a hidden identity by 
definition. The objection identifies the metaphysical nature of the 
claim. My response is not to call it experimentally established. It 
is to show what the claim means for care: changes in expression 
should not automatically erase the subject from our moral 
attention.

There is also a question of reunion. If loved ones meet in a 
further life, will they recognize one another? I believe relationship 
can continue through transformation. I do not know its sensory 
form. A mature hope can preserve the importance of the question 
without filling the answer with invented scenery.
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The central intuition is that love does not become meaningless 
because the beloved grows. We already accept that an adult can 
remain the person loved as a child without remaining 
psychologically identical to the child. An eternal relation could 
involve far greater change while preserving the identity through 
which the love began.

The possibility should enlarge our imagination without 
becoming a claim to detailed knowledge.

Why the Present Still Matters

If there is more life after death, why make an effort now? One 
answer is that the question treats present lives as instruments for 
reaching a later state. People around us matter now. Their hunger, 
loneliness, curiosity, and capacity for joy are not postponed until 
metaphysical uncertainty is resolved.

Another answer concerns formation. Repeated choices shape 
habits of attention and response. A person who continually evades 
truth may become practiced in evasion. A person who learns to 
listen may become more available to others. These patterns can 
matter even if future transformation remains possible.

There is also the irreversibility of earthly opportunities. We 
cannot assume that a later existence will recreate every chance to 
speak honestly, offer help, or prevent an injury in this life. Hope 
for redemption should motivate action rather than provide an 
excuse to delay it indefinitely.

The relation resembles preserving work in progress. Knowing 
that a project can be revised does not make every careless change 
harmless. Other people may rely upon the present version. Future 
repair can be costly, incomplete, or unavailable to those affected. 
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The analogy is limited, but it makes the point: continued 
possibility is compatible with present responsibility.

The opposite error is to make mortality the sole reason anything 
matters. Some argue that a finite duration gives life all its 
significance. Finitude can intensify urgency, but urgency and 
worth are different. A friendship would not become worthless if it 
could continue longer. A beautiful act need not depend upon 
permanent extinction to deserve appreciation.

I believe eternal life could deepen rather than erase 
significance. Growth, creation, and relationship need not become 
empty because there is more time or a different relation to time. 
The problem of boredom belongs to a picture of endless 
repetition, not necessarily to every conceivable form of unending 
participation.

I do not claim to know the phenomenology of eternity. I only 
reject the inference that duration alone must consume meaning.

Keeping Company With Uncertainty

What can a believer say to someone who does not share the hope 
of survival? The first obligation is honesty about the grounds of 
belief. An argument from the soul's nature, a religious 
commitment, and an interpretation of testimony are not the same 
as a direct demonstration.

The second is respect for the person's actual concern. Fear of 
death can involve pain, separation, unfinished responsibility, loss 
of awareness, or uncertainty about loved ones. A generic 
assurance may fail because it answers a different question.

A person may also approach death without wanting a 
theological conversation. Respectful care does not require 
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converting every intimate moment into a debate. The ability to 
remain present can matter more than securing verbal agreement.

My own hope is that God knows the person completely, 
including doubts and fears that cannot be expressed. No human 
advocate needs to manufacture certainty at the bedside on God's 
behalf.

This does not make beliefs inconsequential. It makes their 
expression relational. A doctrine of love should be offered in a 
way that remains loving toward the person who cannot accept it.

The same applies to grief. One can believe that the dead persist 
and still miss them intensely. The doctrine does not replace a 
voice in the room or make every absence easy. To grieve is not 
necessarily to have forgotten the hope. It may be the form love 
takes under present conditions of separation.

Against Spiritual Neglect

An afterlife belief can be misused to devalue earthly conditions. 
Someone may tolerate injustice because a future compensation is 
imagined. Someone may neglect a body because it is called 
temporary. Someone may treat prevention as less urgent because 
death is described as passage.

I reject those uses. Temporary does not mean unworthy. A meal 
is temporary and can nourish. A conversation is temporary and 
can change a life. The present body is the form through which a 
person is now available to the world, and its condition deserves 
care.

Future redemption is God's responsibility in the theology I 
offer. Present choices remain ours. We cannot spend a promised 
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divine restoration as though it were permission to create new 
injuries.

The belief in enduring souls should instead deepen the 
seriousness of encounter. The person before me is not merely a 
momentary obstacle or resource. The relation may belong to a 
history whose depth I cannot see.

This does not require romanticizing every interaction. 
Boundaries, distance, and accountability can be necessary. 
Enduring worth is compatible with refusing harmful access. Love 
is not the elimination of practical judgment.

The Boundary and the Horizon

Death places a boundary around many earthly projects. It does not 
settle every philosophical question about the one whose projects 
they were. Material descriptions, testimonies, arguments about 
identity, and religious interpretations offer different forms of 
access, with different limitations.

My conviction is that the soul persists, encounters a wider 
reality, and remains offered a path toward union with God. I 
cannot transform that conviction into public certainty by repeating 
it with greater force. I can show how it relates to the rest of the 
worldview and how it should affect conduct.

Its best practical expression is a life less governed by fear and 
more attentive to others. If the belief makes someone careless with 
life, cruel toward doubters, or impatient with grief, something has 
gone wrong in its use.

The horizon should enlarge the present. It should make room 
for courage, gratitude, and the possibility of beginning again. It 
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should not demand that finite people pretend to possess a view 
from eternity.

The vision of renewed creation in Revelation gives a scriptural 
expression to hope for an end to death and mourning.30 I receive it 
as religious promise and imagery, rather than a technical map of a 
future environment. Its direction is toward restored life.

We have reached the point at which the metaphysical account 
must return to ordinary life. The final essay asks what is available 
now, before omniscience, before death, and before any certainty 
that would remove the need for trust.
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ESSAY 16

The Life Available Now

Suppose none of the difficult metaphysical questions were 
resolved by morning. You would still wake into relationships, 
responsibilities, and possibilities of attention. Someone would still 
be affected by how you speak. Something would still be available 
to learn or make.

This is where a philosophy returns to its reader.

I have argued for an infinite conscious source, enduring souls, 
divine love disclosed through Christ, meaningful freedom, and a 
future beyond bodily death. I have also left important questions 
open. The account does not become useless because it is 
incomplete. It becomes useful if its commitments help us 
encounter life more truthfully while its uncertainties remain 
visible.

The central invitation is to participate: to learn, create, love, and 
connect without waiting to possess the whole reality in thought. 
Enlightenment is the horizon of that participation, not a certificate 
required before it can begin.

Attention as an Act

Attention is often treated as something captured by whatever is 
loudest. It can also become a form of contribution. To attend 
carefully to another person is to allow the person's reality to 
interrupt the simplifications through which we would otherwise 
proceed.
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Imagine a colleague explaining a mistake. One listener is 
already composing a verdict. Another is trying to understand what 
occurred, including the mistake's consequences. The second 
listener need not be less accountable. The difference is that 
judgment follows an effort to hear.

This is a modest example, but much moral life occurs at that 
scale. We decide whether to interrupt, assume, conceal, inquire, or 
acknowledge. A worldview organized around cosmic unity can 
lose credibility if it remains inattentive in these ordinary 
encounters.

Attention also involves the material world. Learning the name 
of a tree, understanding how a tool works, or noticing the labor 
behind an apparently effortless service can change a relationship. 
Knowledge makes more detail available to care.

The act is not always pleasant. Attention may disclose a 
consequence we would prefer to ignore. It may reveal that a 
convenient story is false. In that sense, curiosity and honesty 
belong together. Curiosity without honesty seeks novelty while 
protecting its favorite conclusions. Honesty without curiosity can 
become satisfied with a narrow account.

The childlike quality I value is their conjunction: an openness 
to discover, accompanied by a willingness to let discovery matter.

The Gospel language about the kingdom being within or among 
its hearers has been translated in more than one way.31 I do not use 
the wording as a shortcut proof of panentheism. Its place here is 
an invitation to consider divine relation as a present concern, 
rather than only a remote destination.
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The Work of Truthfulness

Truthfulness begins before speech. A person can mislead oneself 
by selecting only the evidence that preserves a desired identity. 
The resulting account may contain no explicit lie while remaining 
arranged to prevent recognition.

Computer systems offer an instructive comparison through 
logging. A record can be technically accurate yet incomplete in a 
way that makes the event unintelligible. If only successful 
operations are preserved, the system may appear reliable while 
failures remain invisible. The solution is not endless accumulation 
without purpose. It is a record adequate to the questions one needs 
to answer.

In personal life, truthfulness requires similar attention to 
omissions. What has been left out of the story I tell about a 
conflict? Which consequences appear only in the other person's 
account? Which uncertainty have I converted into confidence 
because confidence is more convenient?

These questions can be asked without turning introspection into 
an endless trial. The purpose is to become more capable of 
response. An acknowledgment should open the possibility of 
action, repair, or revision.

Sometimes truthfulness means saying, “I do not know.” 
Sometimes it means saying, “I know enough to stop doing this.” 
Uncertainty can be honest, and it can also be used as a shelter 
from an inconvenient conclusion. The difference depends upon 
the actual evidence and the willingness to examine it.

The spiritual significance is direct. If God is truth as well as 
love, self-deception does not bring us closer to the source merely 
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because the deception is comforting. A faith that cannot tolerate 
honest inquiry has made security more important than reality.

Creation as Response

A person may wait for a great idea before beginning to create. Yet 
creation often begins through a smaller encounter: a problem 
worth solving, a question worth clarifying, an object that could be 
repaired, a thought that needs a more accurate form.

The computer science background of this book makes 
programming an obvious example. A small program can automate 
an irritating task, reveal a pattern, or make a tool accessible to 
someone previously excluded. Its value need not depend upon 
being unprecedented in every respect. It can be a real contribution 
to a particular life.

Writing has a similar structure. A sentence can clarify 
something its author only partly understood. The act of expression 
exposes ambiguities. A reader's response reveals further 
possibilities. Creation becomes a dialogue with material, purpose, 
and other minds.

This is one reason I connect creativity with love. Both involve 
attending to something beyond the preservation of a private self-
image. A maker must care enough about the work to revise it. A 
loving person must care enough about another to be corrected by 
the encounter.

Neither process is pure self-erasure. The maker contributes a 
perspective. The loving person remains a participant with needs 
and boundaries. The relation becomes richer through distinctness, 
rather than requiring that distinctness vanish.



LUCAS MARLIN

184

Within my theology, creation is a way of participating in the 
divine generosity from which our capacities arise. The act can be 
ordinary and still belong to that larger horizon. No spectacular 
revelation is needed before one can make something useful or 
beautiful.

Freedom in the Next Response

It is easy to admire free will at the scale of metaphysics while 
overlooking the small conditions that make a better response 
possible. A person may need time to think, a less threatening 
environment, accurate information, or someone willing to listen.

If we value agency, we should care about these conditions. 
Freedom is not honored merely by declaring that everyone is 
responsible. It is also honored by helping people become more 
able to understand and act.

This includes the way we design tools. A clear explanation can 
preserve a user's ability to choose. A manipulative interface can 
exploit confusion while pretending to offer consent. A system that 
makes correction possible treats its users differently from one that 
presents every output as final.

The ethical imagination of a programmer should extend beyond 
whether the code runs. Who can understand the result? Who can 
contest it? Which failure becomes someone else's burden? The 
questions bring love into engineering without requiring that every 
technical decision become a sermon.

In personal relationships, agency can be supported by allowing 
disagreement. A person who is permitted to refuse can give a 
more meaningful yes. The wish to control another's response may 
arise from fear, but fear does not make control into love.
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My belief in divine freedom gives a larger horizon to this 
practice. God invites union without reducing souls to obedient 
displays. We should be cautious about claiming to serve that 
invitation through coercive certainty of our own.

The Courage to Receive

There is another form of participation that can be harder than 
giving: receiving without immediately converting the gift into a 
debt to be repaid.

People can become attached to being useful because usefulness 
appears to justify their place in a relationship. When they need 
care, the dependence feels like a loss of identity. A theology of 
created worth offers a different possibility. One is worthy of care 
before producing a compensating service.

This does not eliminate reciprocity. Relationships can become 
unfair when one person continually takes without regard for the 
other. The point is that genuine need should not be treated as a 
moral embarrassment. Mutual life includes seasons in which 
capacities are unequal.

Receiving also concerns knowledge. We may need to learn 
from someone whose authority we did not expect. A person with 
less formal education may understand a circumstance we have 
only modeled from a distance. A child may ask the question that 
reveals how much an adult explanation has concealed.

Humility is therefore useful as well as virtuous. It keeps 
channels of correction open. The person who must always appear 
complete becomes difficult to teach.

The image of an infinite source should deepen this humility. No 
finite achievement turns us into the author of our own entire 
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existence. Gratitude can acknowledge dependence while leaving 
room for the freedom to respond.

A Community That Can Learn

Individual transformation matters, but persons live through shared 
arrangements. A community can make honesty easier or harder, 
distribute burdens fairly or unfairly, and reward attention or 
performance.

A learning community permits its members to distinguish a 
question from an attack. It does not confuse uniform language 
with shared understanding. It has ways to acknowledge mistakes 
without making every admission catastrophic to belonging.

These conditions are difficult to sustain. Institutions need 
decisions, and endless discussion can become an evasion of 
action. The goal is not permanent suspension. It is an accountable 
process in which reasons can be offered, consequences examined, 
and revisions made when warranted.

Computer science gives a useful image through versioning. A 
project can preserve a history of changes, make differences 
visible, and allow a later revision without pretending that the 
earlier state never existed. Human communities cannot be 
managed exactly like code repositories. People are not 
interchangeable contributions. Still, the willingness to preserve 
history while permitting correction is valuable.

The alternative is a community that protects its image by 
concealing every change. Such a community may look consistent 
while becoming unable to learn.

A philosophy centered on divine love should prefer truthful 
development. The admission that an earlier formulation was 
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inadequate can be a sign of fidelity to the inquiry. It need not be 
treated as betrayal.

This book itself has developed through that process. The 
stronger formulations about evil, suffering, and artificial souls 
emerged by examining what earlier intuitions did and did not 
entail. The revisions preserve the central aspiration while making 
its claims more precise.

A Tool Worth Making

Imagine deciding to build a small public tool that helps people 
locate available community resources. The idea is simple enough 
to begin in an afternoon. The work quickly exposes questions that 
the initial enthusiasm did not include.

Who can use it without creating an account? What happens 
when a listing becomes outdated? Can someone report an error? 
Does the tool reveal the location of a person who needs privacy? 
Who will maintain it when the original maker becomes busy?

These questions can feel like obstacles to creation. They are 
also part of the creation. A tool is not merely a working 
demonstration. It is a relationship between an artifact, its users, its 
maintainers, and the circumstances in which it will operate.

The project teaches several virtues at once. Curiosity asks how 
people actually seek help. Honesty keeps uncertainty visible. Love 
attends to the user whose situation differs from the maker's. 
Humility permits someone else to point out that an attractive 
feature is unnecessary or harmful.

Technical competence matters too. A generous intention does 
not compensate for a system that repeatedly loses information or 
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directs people to resources that do not exist. The moral purpose 
should motivate better engineering.

The maker may discover that the best contribution is smaller 
than the original vision. Perhaps a well-maintained list is more 
useful than an elaborate conversational interface. Perhaps the 
community already has a service that needs support rather than a 
competing tool. Creation includes the ability to revise the form in 
response to the need.

There is spiritual significance in that willingness. The project 
becomes less about proving oneself a creator and more about 
allowing a contribution to arrive. Identity no longer depends upon 
the work remaining exactly as first imagined.

The example also shows why “follow your deepest desire” is 
incomplete advice. Desires require interpretation. The desire to 
help can coexist with the desire for recognition, control, or 
novelty. A person need not achieve perfect purity before 
beginning, but should remain willing to examine what the work is 
serving.

Other people can help with this examination. A user may reveal 
a barrier. A collaborator may notice a hidden cost. A critic may 
identify a failure in the evidence. Their contributions do not 
diminish the original act. They make the act more adequate to 
reality.

The project may eventually be handed to someone else. That 
transition can be another form of love: allowing a worthwhile 
thing to continue without requiring permanent ownership of its 
meaning.

I regard such work as a possible expression of the image of 
God. It receives capacities, directs them toward a real need, and 
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makes room for others to participate. Its scale does not need to 
resemble the universe before it can matter within it.

Joy Without Possession

The purpose of a spiritual life is not simply to become better at 
diagnosing error. A person can become so occupied with self-
examination that the world is encountered only as a test.

There is room for delight. A conversation can be enjoyed 
without becoming evidence of one's progress. A landscape can be 
beautiful without delivering a coded message. A piece of music 
can invite attention without needing to prove a metaphysical 
thesis.

Within my worldview, these moments belong to the generosity 
of creation. They need not be owned or repeated on demand to 
matter. The inability to preserve a moment forever does not make 
its reception a failure.

Love also benefits from this freedom. Another person is not a 
permanent source of a particular feeling. The relation can remain 
valuable through changes in mood, circumstance, and expectation. 
To care for the person is to allow more reality than the role one 
hoped the person would play.

Joy can coexist with the knowledge that others suffer. It should 
not become indifference, but neither must grief occupy every 
moment as proof of moral seriousness. A life capable of delight 
may have more energy available for care. The connection is not 
guaranteed, yet it is a reason to resist treating joy as a betrayal of 
the wounded.
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The source I believe in wants us to experience the universe, to 
learn and create within it, and to grow toward freely shared love. 
Joy has a place in that purpose.

Beginning Without Completion

What would it mean to begin now? It need not mean adopting 
every proposition in this book. A reader can begin by attending 
more carefully, asking a more honest question, making one 
worthwhile thing, or refusing one unnecessary harm.

The act will not settle the nature of consciousness. It can still 
express a relation to consciousness other than exploitation. It will 
not prove that the soul endures. It can still honor the person whose 
life is here. It will not reveal every divine purpose. It can still 
align with love as far as love is understood.

For a reader who shares my faith, these acts can be understood 
as movement toward God. For a reader who does not, they remain 
available as human possibilities. The conversation need not end at 
the boundary of agreement.

I believe we are more than our present physical descriptions, 
and that our deepest destiny is union with the infinite source while 
our identities remain. I believe the Cross reveals that love does not 
abandon the wounded, and that resurrection denies death the final 
word. I believe freedom makes response meaningful and that no 
imperfect human understanding is mistaken by God for complete 
knowledge.

The beliefs do not ask us to wait outside life until certainty 
arrives. They ask us to enter life more fully.
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The Question You Carry

There is a moment after a conversation when the other person's 
words continue to work without the other person being present. A 
sentence returns while you are doing something ordinary. A 
familiar object acquires a question it did not have before. You 
notice that an assumption has become visible.

That is the kind of continuation I hope this book permits.

Its argument began with descriptions. A description can be 
accurate, useful, and incomplete. The incompleteness does not 
make it worthless. It asks us to remember the task for which it was 
made and the person whose life exceeds its immediate purpose.

From there, the inquiry moved through shared matter, models, 
information, divine source, personal identity, freedom, Christ, 
suffering, omniscience, artificial intelligence, mystical experience, 
and death. These subjects are often kept apart. Their relationships 
become clearer when each is allowed to raise questions the others 
cannot settle alone.

The computer science background has supplied a discipline of 
distinctions. An interface is not every aspect of an 
implementation. A preserved pattern is not automatically a 
continuing subject. Agreement is not automatically external truth. 
An objective does not justify itself by being optimized. A model's 
success does not erase the assumptions through which it was built.

These insights can become habits of attention beyond technical 
work. They ask us to notice what a representation includes, what it 
conceals, and who bears the consequences of accepting it.
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The theological center is more personal. I believe the source of 
reality is infinite consciousness and love. I believe souls are 
uniquely created and enduring, and that their growth finds its 
fulfillment in union with God. I believe the perfect Son manifests 
divine character through Jesus Christ, and that the Cross reveals a 
love that remains with the wounded without making the wound 
good.

Those beliefs remain convictions offered for examination. Their 
unresolved questions are part of the book's honesty. I have not 
proved an afterlife, supplied a mechanism for nonphysical 
identity, or demonstrated that literal omniscience can be granted 
to a created soul. I have tried to make the commitments 
intelligible and their implications responsible.

A reader may continue from a different metaphysical position. 
The central questions will still have force. What kind of account is 
adequate to a person? What does creation make possible, and what 
responsibility follows from making? How should knowledge alter 
the treatment of another? What remains of love when it cannot 
secure the outcome it desires?

These are questions with practical addresses. They arrive in a 
workplace, a household, a design decision, a disagreement, a 
moment of grief. Their scale can be small while their meaning 
remains large.

An imagined programmer is finishing a tool that will classify 
applications for assistance. The tests pass. The interface is clear. A 
late question arises: can a person contest the classification, and 
will anyone be available to hear the answer? The question does 
not replace the technical work. It asks the work to become 
adequate to the lives it will affect.
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An imagined friend is preparing a reassuring speech for 
someone who has lost a loved one. Before speaking, the friend 
notices that the speech mainly solves the speaker's discomfort. A 
different act becomes possible: sit down, listen, and ask what is 
needed. The philosophy has not ended grief. It has changed the 
shape of the encounter.

An imagined reader feels a sudden sense of unity while walking 
home. Instead of deciding that every mystery has been solved, the 
reader allows the experience to deepen gratitude and asks what 
can responsibly be concluded. Wonder survives the question. It 
acquires a form of care.

These are modest changes. A life is made partly from such 
changes.

The desire for enlightenment can become a desire to stand 
outside uncertainty forever. I understand its promise differently. 
The person becomes less governed by fear, more truthful, more 
available to love, and more capable of receiving reality without 
demanding possession of it. Complete divine understanding 
remains beyond our present condition. The next faithful act does 
not.

We can also remain open to surprise. Someone we have 
reduced to a category may reveal a history we never considered. A 
question we thought childish may expose a gap in a sophisticated 
account. A creation we regarded as minor may become important 
to a person whose need we did not know.

The infinite, in my understanding, is not merely what begins 
where our instruments stop. God is present to the ordinary as well 
as the extraordinary, to the visible task as well as the mystery 
beyond it. If that is true, attention need not travel far to become 
spiritually serious.
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There is no need to manufacture a dramatic feeling before 
beginning. You can tell the truth more carefully. You can make 
something with regard for its users. You can protect someone 
from a harm that serves no necessary lesson. You can admit that 
another person's pain is real without knowing how to solve it. You 
can allow delight to enter without turning it into proof of your 
progress.

The question you carry may be smaller than the title of this 
book. It may concern a person you have failed to hear, a project 
you have delayed, or a belief you have been afraid to examine. 
Give it enough attention to become definite. A definite question 
can be answered, revised, or lived with honestly.

I believe there is an infinite love within which that attention 
already matters. I believe no soul is overlooked. I believe our 
present lives are invitations to a deeper participation than fear 
allows us to imagine.

The invitation does not require that you have finished becoming 
yourself.
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A Working Vocabulary

The definitions below describe how terms are used in this book. 
Several have other meanings in philosophy, theology, 
mathematics, and ordinary speech. Where a term carries one of 
the author's particular commitments, the entry identifies that 
commitment rather than presenting it as a settled result.

Abstraction. A representation that preserves selected 
relationships while omitting other details. In computer science, an 
abstraction supports particular operations or forms of reasoning. 
Its adequacy depends upon the task. Moving to a different task 
can make a previously harmless omission important.

Agency. The capacity to act in a way meaningfully attributable to 
an agent. The book associates agency with response to reasons, 
purposes, and a first-person relation to action. Mere 
unpredictability is insufficient. The precise metaphysical relation 
between agency and physical processes remains open.

Algorithm. A specified procedure for carrying out a task. A 
computational procedure can be analyzed for what it does under 
defined conditions. Its existence does not determine whether the 
task is morally worthy or whether the process involves 
experience.

Artificial consciousness. Possible conscious experience realized 
through an artificial system. The book treats this as a serious 
future possibility. Evidence of performance and evidence of 
experience must be distinguished, and neither automatically 
establishes an immortal identity.

Awareness. A broad term whose meaning depends upon context. 
It may concern access to information, attention, self-



LUCAS MARLIN

196

representation, or phenomenal experience. The book's language of 
increasing awareness describes a proposed enrichment of 
experience rather than a scientifically certified ladder of spiritual 
stages.

Christ consciousness. An ethical and spiritual orientation toward 
love, truthfulness, curiosity, mature innocence, and trust, modeled 
upon Christ. The term does not name a measurable neural state, a 
special frequency, or a claim that an individual has become 
numerically identical to Jesus.

Consciousness. In the book's central philosophical discussions, 
the presence of experience: there is something it is like for a 
subject. Other uses, such as access to information or reportability, 
are distinguished where needed. The author believes 
consciousness is fundamental to reality; this is a metaphysical 
commitment.

Creation. Bringing something into being or into a new 
meaningful form. Human creation occurs within received 
conditions and can be original without being independent of all 
prior causes. Divine creation concerns the source of being itself 
and is not simply a larger instance of manufacture.

Cruciform. Shaped by the meaning of the Cross. Here it concerns 
divine solidarity, truthful love, the refusal of abandonment, and 
hope beyond death. It does not mean that pain is intrinsically good 
or that people should remain in preventable harm.

Cruciform Panentheistic Mystical Realism. The author's 
integrated worldview: all reality exists within and depends upon 
an infinite conscious source that exceeds the physical cosmos; 
unique souls endure; Christ reveals divine love through 
incarnation, Cross, and resurrection; mystical experience may 
disclose reality while its interpretations remain examinable.
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Dependence. A relation in which something relies upon 
conditions or a source. Dependence does not automatically imply 
unreality, interchangeability, or the absence of agency. The book 
understands created souls as dependent upon God and genuinely 
distinct.

Enlightenment. Deepening alignment with truth and divine love, 
culminating in union with God while personal identity persists. In 
earthly life, the ideal includes transformed attention and 
diminished domination by fear. It is not a guarantee of immunity 
to pain or a basis for ranking human worth.

Entropy, informational. A measure of average uncertainty 
associated with a distribution of possible outcomes in information 
theory. It does not directly measure semantic significance, moral 
value, or the richness of conscious experience. The book 
distinguishes this use from casual spiritual uses of the word 
energy.

Eternity. A term that can indicate endless duration or a mode of 
existence beyond ordinary temporal conditions. The book does not 
provide a complete account of its phenomenology. Claims about 
permanent rejection are distinguished from ordinary temporary 
decisions.

Free will. Real personal authorship and response, as opposed to 
an appearance of agency with no meaningful willing behind it. 
The book affirms free will while acknowledging unresolved 
questions about foreknowledge, alternatives, and physical 
causation. Randomness alone would not constitute freedom.

Identity, numerical. Being one and the same individual. It differs 
from qualitative similarity, in which two individuals possess 
matching properties. A perfect copy could be qualitatively 
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identical at a moment without the question of numerical identity 
thereby being resolved.

Image of God. The created personal dignity and capacities 
through which a soul can participate in consciousness, 
relationship, creativity, and freely directed love. The book does 
not make worth depend upon a current public performance of 
intelligence or ability.

Information. A word requiring specification. It may concern 
distinguishable states, uncertainty reduction, correlations, 
interpreted content, or a relationship relevant to a system's 
persistence. Moving among these meanings without argument can 
create false metaphysical conclusions.

Interpretation. An account of what an experience, text, event, or 
pattern means. An interpretation can be sincere and personally 
significant while remaining mistaken in factual details. Respect 
for testimony does not require treating literal contradictions as 
simultaneously true in the same respect.

Model. A representation constructed to answer questions about 
selected relationships. Models can explain, predict, or assist 
action. Their success should be evaluated within their domains 
and does not automatically establish that reality is exhausted by 
the representation.

Mystical experience. An experience interpreted as involving 
unusual depth, unity, presence, transcendence, or contact with 
divine reality. The term describes a family of reports rather than 
one uniform event. Phenomenology, personal consequences, 
metaphysical interpretation, and public factual claims are kept 
distinct.

Mystical realism. The author's conviction that mystical 
experience can concern something real beyond a merely 
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dismissive account of subjectivity. The realism entails 
accountability to evidence and the possibility of mistaken 
interpretation; it is not approval of every extraordinary claim.

Omniscience. Knowledge of every truth, without error or 
omission. The book uses the term literally, including when it 
considers a soul receiving complete knowledge through God. This 
possibility is an additional theological premise, not a synonym for 
ordinary informed judgment.

Panentheism. The view, in the form developed here, that all 
reality exists within God while God exceeds the cosmos. It differs 
from identifying God exhaustively with the sum of physical 
things. The author's position also preserves distinct created 
persons.

Participation. A real sharing in a source, activity, or relationship 
without necessarily dividing a substance or erasing individuality. 
The book uses the term to describe finite life within God. The 
precise metaphysics of that relation remains a subject for 
development.

Redemption. The possibility of truthful restoration and 
transformation after harm. A redemptive response does not make 
the original injury morally necessary. Accountability, protection, 
repair, and the harmed person's standing remain important.

Resurrection. Continuing personal life in a restored and 
transformed mode, understood through Christian hope. It exceeds 
the persistence of reputation, influence, or stored information. The 
book does not claim to specify its physical or experiential 
mechanism.

Semantic information. Information considered in relation to 
meaning or a system's use of it. A cited research framework 
studies informational relationships necessary to maintaining a 
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system's viability. That technical proposal does not by itself 
explain all human meaning or experience.

Sentience. Capacity for felt experience, especially experience 
with a pleasant or unpleasant character. Terminology varies. The 
book's proposed progression from sentience to richer awareness 
should not be mistaken for a universal scientific taxonomy.

Singularity, personal. The author's metaphor for a unique, 
indivisible personal identity. It is not a claim about gravitational 
singularities, mathematical infinities in physical models, or the 
technological singularity. No physical theorem is transferred by 
use of the word.

Soul. A unique, enduring personal identity, created by God before 
the physical cosmos and not reducible to a copyable pattern. The 
author believes artificial construction does not manufacture such 
an identity. This is theology and metaphysics, with unresolved 
questions about embodiment.

Source consciousness. The author's name for God as the infinite 
origin of being and awareness, personal through knowledge and 
love without being a finite human personality. It is not a 
computational database or a scientifically measured field.

Subject. The one whose experience it is. The book distinguishes a 
subject from descriptions of the subject and from records that 
preserve information about a life. This distinction motivates, but 
does not independently prove, its soul theory.

Union. Fulfilled participation in divine love while the soul 
remains uniquely itself. The author intends intimacy and 
alignment, rather than absorption that eliminates the beloved. 
Union does not mean becoming the uncreated source.
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Notes and Sources
These notes identify the principal sources supporting factual references and 
historical comparisons. They also state limits where a finding is easily 
overstated. The book's theological conclusions remain the author's 
proposals. Citation of a source does not imply that its author endorses 
Cruciform Panentheistic Mystical Realism.

Scriptural passages are discussed principally through paraphrase and 
reference. Different translations and traditions interpret them differently. 
The created-Son Christology and literal-omniscience condition developed 
here are not presented as the consensus of Christian theology.

The Matter We Share

1. Elements and cosmic origins. NASA Astrobiology, “Where Life's 
Building Blocks Come From.” The resource distinguishes early-universe 
material from elements produced through stellar histories. Material 
continuity does not establish a single conscious subject. https://science.nasa.gov/
astrobiology/learning-resources/alp/where-lifes-building-blocks-come-from/

2. Planck's constant. National Institute of Standards and Technology, The 
International System of Units (SI), Special Publication 330, section 2. The 
Planck constant has the exact SI value 6.62607015 × 10 ³⁴ joule seconds. ⁻
Its dimensions are those of action; it is not a smallest length. https://
www.nist.gov/pml/special-publication-330/sp-330-section-2

3. The observable universe and the whole. NASA, “How Big Is Space? 
We Asked a NASA Expert,” episode 61. The boundary of what can be 
observed is not automatically the boundary of all existence. The book 
makes no empirical claim that the total physical universe has been proved 
infinite. https://www.nasa.gov/science-research/astrophysics/how-big-is-space-we-asked-a-
nasa-expert-episode-61/

The World Beyond the Model

4. Computability. Alan M. Turing, “On Computable Numbers, with an 
Application to the Entscheidungsproblem,” Proceedings of the London 
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Mathematical Society, second series 42 (1936–1937): 230–265. The essay 
uses the formalization of procedures and their limits without claiming that 
the result proves an immaterial mind. https://www.cs.virginia.edu/~robins/Turing_
Paper_1936.pdf

When Information Begins to Matter

5. Mathematical information. Claude E. Shannon, “A Mathematical 
Theory of Communication,” Bell System Technical Journal 27 (1948): 379–
423, 623–656. The distinction between the engineering problem and 
semantic questions is central to the book's use of the theory. The simple 
lamp and color examples are the author's illustrations. https://
people.math.harvard.edu/~ctm/home/text/others/shannon/entropy/entropy.pdf

6. A proposal about semantic information. Artemy Kolchinsky and 
David H. Wolpert, “Semantic Information, Autonomous Agency and Non-
Equilibrium Statistical Physics,” Interface Focus 8 (2018): 20180041. DOI: 
10.1098/rsfs.2018.0041. Its viability-based framework is not treated as an 
explanation of every kind of meaning, consciousness, or moral worth. https://
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6227811/

7. Computation's physical conditions. Rolf Landauer, “Irreversibility and 
Heat Generation in the Computing Process,” IBM Journal of Research and 
Development 5 (1961): 183–191. DOI: 10.1147/rd.53.0183. Logical 
irreversibility and physical implementation must be distinguished from the 
loose claim that all computation has one fixed cost per step. https://
fab.cba.mit.edu/classes/862.22/notes/computation/Landauer-1961.pdf

8. Agreement under faults. Leslie Lamport, Robert Shostak, and Marshall 
Pease, “The Byzantine Generals Problem,” ACM Transactions on 
Programming Languages and Systems 4 (1982): 382–401. DOI: 
10.1145/357172.357176. Agreement is evaluated under specified 
communication and fault assumptions. The book's broader comparison 
concerns the difference between agreement and external truth. https://
www.microsoft.com/en-us/research/publication/byzantine-generals-problem/

Within God

9. Panentheism. John Culp, “Panentheism,” Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy. This reference provides a map of a varied philosophical and 
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theological category. The author's particular combination of positions 
should not be attributed to every view bearing the name. https://
plato.stanford.edu/entries/panentheism/

10. Union and distinction. John 17:20–26. The discussion considers the 
passage's language of unity as a religious resource for thinking about 
relationship. It does not claim that the passage independently establishes the 
book's entire metaphysics. https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?

search=John+17%3A20-26&version=NABRE

The Person Who Cannot Be Copied

11. Neural intervention and perception. Josef Parvizi and colleagues, 
“Electrical Stimulation of Human Fusiform Face-Selective Regions Distorts 
Face Perception,” Journal of Neuroscience 32 (2012): 14915–14920. DOI: 
10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2609-12.2012. The focused finding is evidence that 
neural conditions matter to experience; it does not settle every metaphysical 
account of that relationship. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23100414/

12. Transmission as a philosophical possibility. William James, Human 
Immortality: Two Supposed Objections to the Doctrine (1898). James 
considers whether the brain's relation to thought could be understood 
through transmission rather than production. The historical argument is not 
contemporary empirical confirmation of a receiver mechanism. https://
en.wikisource.org/wiki/Human_Immortality:_Two_Supposed_Objections_to_the_Doctrine

The Possibility of Wrongdoing

13. Polarity and compensation. “Three Initiates,” The Kybalion (1908), 
especially chapter 11. The text belongs to modern esoteric literature. Its 
imagery is not empirical evidence for a fixed exchange between suffering 
and enlightenment. https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Kybalion/Chapter_11

The Perfect Image

14. The Nicene distinction. Catechism of the Catholic Church, “The 
Credo,” presenting the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed. The book's 
created-Son position explicitly differs from its confession of the Son as 
begotten rather than made. This is a substantive theological difference. 
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https://www.vatican.va/content/catechism/en/part_one/section_one/chapter_three/article_2/

the_credo.html

15. Image and firstborn. Colossians 1:15–20. The author acknowledges 
that the language has competing interpretations and that firstborn does not 
by itself resolve the created-Son question. https://bible.usccb.org/bible/colossians/1

16. Service and self-emptying. Philippians 2:5–11. The discussion 
emphasizes the ethical movement toward service while acknowledging that 
the passage is interpreted within differing Christologies. https://bible.usccb.org/
bible/philippians/2

The Cross and the Character of Reality

17. Divine solidarity. Jürgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, preface to the 
paperback edition, available from Fortress Press. The book engages the 
theme of divine solidarity through this primary authorial text; it does not 
imply that Moltmann holds its whole system or its created-Son Christology. 
https://ms.fortresspress.com/downloads/9781506402956_

Preface%20to%20the%20Paperback%20Edition.pdf

18. Resurrection. First Corinthians 15. The passage provides a central 
Christian expression of resurrection hope. Its language of transformation is 
not treated as a technical specification for a future body. https://bible.usccb.org/
bible/1corinthians/15

19. Sympathy and weakness. Hebrews 4:14–16. The passage is used as a 
religious resource for attention to vulnerability. It is not treated as a reason 
to deny practical support. https://bible.usccb.org/bible/hebrews/4

Grief Without Abandonment

20. Pain terminology. International Association for the Study of Pain, 
“Terminology,” entry on pain and its explanatory notes. The personal and 
multidimensional character of pain is important to the book's rejection of 
simplistic judgments about sufferers. https://www.iasp-pain.org/resources/
terminology/

21. The two arrows. Saṃyutta Nikāya 36:6, “Sallatha Sutta: The Arrow,” 
translated by Ṭhānissaro Bhikkhu. The image is engaged as a religious 
distinction between painful experience and additional reactions. It is not 
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presented as a clinical test or a basis for blaming distress. https://
www.dhammatalks.org/suttas/SN/SN36_6.html

22. Attention and experimental pain. Fadel Zeidan and colleagues, “Brain 
Mechanisms Supporting the Modulation of Pain by Mindfulness 
Meditation,” Journal of Neuroscience 31 (2011): 5540–5548. DOI: 
10.1523/JNEUROSCI.5791-10.2011. This small experimental study 
concerns controlled heat pain after brief training. It does not establish 
immunity to suffering or a universal spiritual standard. https://
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3090218/

23. Growth and its measurement. Patricia Frazier and colleagues, “Does 
Self-Reported Posttraumatic Growth Reflect Genuine Positive Change?” 
Psychological Science 20 (2009): 912–919. DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-
9280.2009.02381.x. The distinction between perceived growth and 
measured change cautions against generalizing inspiring narratives into 
guaranteed laws. It does not establish that growth never occurs. https://
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19515115/

The Intelligence We Create

24. AI consciousness indicators. Patrick Butlin and colleagues, 
“Identifying Indicators of Consciousness in AI Systems,” Trends in 
Cognitive Sciences 30 (2026): 488–501; published online November 2025. 
DOI: 10.1016/j.tics.2025.10.011. The method derives indicators from 
theories of consciousness. It does not certify immortal souls or eliminate 
uncertainty about experience. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/

S1364661325002864

The Experience and Its Interpretation

25. Remote-viewing evaluation. Michael D. Mumford, Andrew M. Rose, 
and David A. Goslin, An Evaluation of Remote Viewing: Research and 
Applications, American Institutes for Research, September 29, 1995. The 
report includes differing assessments of statistical interpretation and an 
unfavorable operational appraisal. Government investigation is 
distinguished from verification. Declassified primary report, hosted in a 
document archive: https://documents3.theblackvault.com/documents/stargate/pdfs/CIA-

RDP96-00791R000200180006-4.pdf
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26. Bell's theorem. John S. Bell, “On the Einstein Podolsky Rosen 
Paradox,” Physics Physique Fizika 1 (1964): 195–200. DOI: 
10.1103/PhysicsPhysiqueFizika.1.195. The relevant constraints concern 
specified physical assumptions. The theorem is not evidence, by itself, for 
telepathy or a universal subject. https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysicsPhysiqueFizika.1.195

27. Experimental Bell test. Bas Hensen and colleagues, “Loophole-Free 
Bell Inequality Violation Using Electron Spins Separated by 1.3 
Kilometres,” Nature 526 (2015): 682–686. DOI: 10.1038/nature15759. 
Author manuscript: https://arxiv.org/abs/1508.05949

28. Unwanted thoughts. Stanley Rachman and Padmal de Silva, 
“Abnormal and Normal Obsessions,” Behaviour Research and Therapy 16 
(1978): 233–248. DOI: 10.1016/0005-7967(78)90022-0. This work 
supports rejecting the inference that a thought's occurrence necessarily 
reveals a person's endorsed desire. The book offers no individual diagnosis. 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0005796778900220

What Death Cannot Settle for Us

29. Resuscitation research. Sam Parnia and colleagues, “AWAreness 
during REsuscitation — II: A Multi-Center Study of Consciousness and 
Awareness in Cardiac Arrest,” Resuscitation 191 (2023): 109903. DOI: 
10.1016/j.resuscitation.2023.109903. The study concerns cardiac arrest, 
resuscitation, and reports from survivors; it does not demonstrate eternal 
survival after irreversible death. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37423492/

30. Renewed creation. Revelation 21:1–5. The book receives the imagery 
as a statement of religious hope, without claiming detailed knowledge of 
the conditions of a future world. https://bible.usccb.org/bible/revelation/21

The Life Available Now

31. Within and among. Luke 17:20–21, compared in the New 
International Version and New King James Version. Translation differences 
caution against using an isolated English phrase as an automatic proof of a 
metaphysical doctrine. https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?

search=luke+17%3A20-21&version=NIV%3BNKJV
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Where to Continue the Inquiry

Readers interested in the technical distinctions can begin with Shannon, 
Turing, and Landauer, keeping each work's stated problem in view. 
Kolchinsky and Wolpert offer a bridge toward questions of significance and 
persistence. Lamport and colleagues show how apparently simple 
agreement becomes difficult once assumptions about failure are made 
explicit.

Readers interested in identity can compare the book's soul proposal with 
James's transmission argument and with the neural intervention study. 
Neither should be asked to settle the whole question. A useful next inquiry 
would specify what evidence could distinguish production, mediation, and 
identity accounts rather than merely listing analogies for each.

Readers interested in theology can place the scriptural passages beside the 
creed and the author's departures from it. The points of disagreement should 
remain visible. A further development of this philosophy would need a 
more complete account of embodiment, divine time, gifted omniscience, 
and definitive refusal.

Readers interested in extraordinary experience can apply the distinctions 
developed in the essays to any particular report: description, conditions, 
interpretation, alternatives, and public testable claims. Careful inquiry 
preserves the possibility of discovery while refusing to purchase certainty 
through an exciting story alone.

Web references were checked during preparation in October 2026. 
Research remains open to correction and further evidence.
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Lucas Marlin develops Cruciform Panentheistic Mystical Realism, 
a philosophy concerned with consciousness, enduring personal 
identity, divine love, and the responsibilities of creation. His work 
draws upon a background in computer science to examine the 
relationship between models and reality, intelligence and 
experience, and technical power and human dignity.

The Image and the Infinite brings these questions together in a 
sequence of original essays.
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