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1. THE POSTMODERN SITUATION: IN SEARCH FOR MORAL SOURCES 

Christians as well as non-Christians experience the consequences of the post-modern 
situation. In the post-modern context, we can trace a tension between a disengaged, 
nihilistic self at the one hand, and at the other hand a self that desires to express 
itself.1  

On the one hand, the self-confident modern subject who has his own 
sources for orientation and morality within itself, has become more and more 
problematic. The voluntarist and liberalist orientation of the early Modernity has 
resulted in Nihilism.2 The confidence in the capacity of the self to control its own 
destiny has been shattered; a development from active agency to passive 
situatedness.3 At the same time Modernity failed to conceive and practise 
relationality.4 Disengagement and loss of contact characterise the result of 
modernity.5  

On the other hand, the subject wants to express or even construct itself.6 
The individual identity has become a project of narrating a unique story. The surface 
of someone’s life and skin has to be designed in a fashionable way. Although a firm 
rooting of the self in moral sources has become problematic, nevertheless the 
postmodern subject builds itself a beautiful house on the sand. Disengagement and 
expressivism go hand in hand.7  

                                                 
1 Ch. Taylor, Sources of the Self. The making of Modern Identity, Cambridge 1989, 495-519. 
2 Cf. the analyses of John Milbank in J. Milbank, Theology and social theory. Beyond secular reason, 
Oxford 1990. On the problem of voluntarism see further C.E. Gunton, The One, the Three and the Many. 
God, Creation and the Culture of Modernity, Cambridge 1998, 119-123. 
3 A.C. Thiselton, Interpreting God and the Postmodern Self. On Meaning, Manipulation and Promise, 
Edinburgh 1995, 11, 121-126. 
4 C.E. Gunton, The One, the Three and the Many, 37. 
5 G. Glas, ‘Geloofszekerheid. Over psychologische en antropologische voorwaarden om te geloven’, 
Geloven in zekerheid? Gereformeerd geloven in een postmoderne tijd, Barneveld 2000, 19-34, esp. 21; 
C.E. Gunton, The One, the Three and the Many, 13-15; Ch. Taylor, Sources of the Self, 41, 44, 88, 97. 
6 Cf. Ch. Taylor, Sources of the Self, 389f, 495. 
7 Cf. Ch. Taylor, Sources of the Self, 495, 503. 
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Taylor sketches a map distributing the moral sources of the self in three 
domains: one centering on a naturalism of disengaged reason, one which finds its 
sources in Romantic expressivism and its successors, and a third one, the original 
theistic grounding for these standards. The shattering of the theistic horizon resulted 
in the loss of the original unity of the sources and the opposition of two sources that 
remained after the loss of the theistic source, disengaged reason and expressivism.8  
 
Formulated with an ethical focus, this results in a moral subject that lost contact with 
its moral sources and with objective reality. In a voluntarist way, he constructs his 
own morality by his own will, imposing his own order on his life. The moral self is a 
historical project without any objective references. Moral deliberation has come into 
a relativist impasse, for there is no rational resolution available to our deliberations. 
The good for man has been dissolved in a plurality of possibly good lives.9   
 
Confronted with this loss of contact of the postmodern subject, Charles Taylor 
emphasises that the self has to live in a framework, a moral space. Loss of identity 
and loss of orientation are inseparably connected. The self, personal identity, and 
moral convictions belong together. He mentions four terms that are interconnected: 
‘not only (a) our notions of the good, (b) our understanding of self, but also (c) the 
kinds of narrative in which we make sense of our lives, and (d) conceptions of 
society, i.e., conceptions of what it is to be a human agent among human agents’.10 
According to Taylor, the articulation of the framework surrounding the self may 
take the form of ontology. ‘Ontological accounts have the status of articulations of 
our moral instincts. They articulate the claims implicit in our reactions.’11 
 
In line with the analyses of Taylor, we need a hermeneutic of the self or even an 
ontology to re-establish the relation between the moral subject and its moral sources, 
showing again the position of the self within its surrounding moral framework.  

2. CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVE  

A moral framework, notions of the good, narratives in which we make sense of our 
lives, conceptions of society: these are all ideas suggesting that it is impossible to 
solve the problem of the postmodern subject as analysed by Charles Taylor in a 
morally neutral fashion.12 The articulation of a moral framework to offer orientation 
implies the choice for a particular perspective.  
 

                                                 
8 Ch. Taylor, Sources of the Self, 495f. 
9 S. Frigato, Leven in Christus en moreel handelen. Inleiding in de fundamentele moraaltheologie, Budel 
2002, 17f; O. O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order. An Outline for Evangelical Ethics, Grand 
Rapids 1994, x, 16, 118f, 217, 220f, 250. 
10 Ch. Taylor, Sources of the Self, 105. 
11 Ch. Taylor, Sources of the Self, 8. 
12 That the idea of a neutral perspective is a fiction does not change the fact that to many the wish of a 
neutral perspective still is a living dream.  
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This particular perspective might be a-religious, at least in the understanding of the 
person whose perspective it is.13 Due to the loss of the theistic horizon of our world 
a religious perspective is not self-evident. I will return to the problem of the 
identification of God later. Let us now presuppose that God is identified to us. Once 
God is identified, and his relation to the good and our identity, and his role in our 
narratives is acknowledged, we see that a religious perspective provides us with new 
possibilities to deal with the problem of the postmodern subject.  
 In a religious perspective, notions like a divine law or command, a moral 
order, creation and virtue might be used to reflect on the self and its moral sources, 
trying to re-establish the relation between them. It might further be possible to 
restore the original unity of the three different domains of moral sources Taylor 
distinguishes. In the theistic traditions God, creation, law and order have been 
central notions indeed. The recent rediscovery of the ethics of virtue further 
constitutes a valuable enrichment to these traditions, correcting a possible 
voluntarist tendency caused by a focus on law and command.14  
 
However, it is the question whether a religious perspective providing these notions 
really suffices to solve the problems of the postmodern subject. It depends on the 
analysis of the so called ‘death of the subject’ and its loss of contact with its moral 
sources. If there is no subject left, or if the contact with the moral sources is lost, 
does it suffice just to mention some moral standards? What is necessary to re-
establish the moral subject and to restore his contact with his moral sources? A 
related problem concerns the question whether moral standards, formulated in divine 
laws or as corresponding to a suggested order or as virtues, are not incompatible 
with their fulfilment; ‘whether morality doesn’t exact a high price from us in terms 
of wholeness’. Do we have the sources to make it possible to live in accordance to 
high divine standards, or are these standards destructive, requiring in the end 
payment of self-destruction?15 And is it possible to identify God and restore the lost 
relation with him?  
 
The fact that the moral subject itself has been recognised as part of the problem, 
suggests that we also need soteriological notions to solve the problem of the 
postmodern subject. To reformulate it soteriologically: the subject itself has to be 
saved in order to re-establish its relations with its moral sources. Apart from 
normative concepts, we need a saviour. Apart from the law, we need a gospel. 

The Christian faith confirms this suggestion. In a Christian perspective, the 
disengaged postmodern subject can be interpreted as a sinner who has lost contact 
with God and God’s creation surrounding him. However, he nevertheless justifies 
himself, living without God and trying to make the best out of it. The subject wants 

                                                 
13 According to Dalferth, nobody is necessitated anthropologically to live his life religiously. Religion is 
avoidable. I.U. Dalferth, Die Wirklichkeit des Möglichen. Hermeneutische Religionsphilosophie, 
Tübingen 2003, 176. 
14 See on the relation between voluntarism and a morality of the law S. Frigato, Leven in Christus en 
moreel handelen, 51-62; O. O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 127, 131f, 134, 151; see further 
J. Douma, Grondslagen Christelijke Ethiek, Kok Kampen 1999, 72-86. For a correction using the ethics 
of virtue see e.g. R. Mouw, The God who commands, 116-149. 
15 Ch. Taylor, Sources of the Self, 499, 516, 518. 
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to express himself, creating an identity and trying to pull oneself at one’s hair out of 
the marshes as a baron Von Münchhausen. Functions attributed to God have been 
relocated to the human subject, leading to the fragmentation of human experience 
and ultimately its destruction.16 The postmodern situation is a form of the situation 
of humanity fallen in sin. The modern self wrongly took itself as centre, but suffers 
its fictive character. It tries to secure itself, but is trapped in incurvation in itself.17 It 
has to be decentered and recentered.18 This diagnosis of postmodernity in terms of 
sin is possible only in the light of Jesus Christ and his saving significance. Christian 
ethics has to be evangelical, arising from the gospel of Jesus Christ.19 Consequently, 
it is possible also to explore the saving significance of Jesus Christ for the 
postmodern subject.  

In this paper I therefore turn to the notion of ‘being in Christ’, to see 
whether this is useful to provide a solution to the problem of the postmodern moral 
subject. The notion of ‘being in Christ’ has been chosen because it focuses on the 
saving significance of the representative act of Jesus Christ for the subject. It is 
related to concepts like representation, substitution, communion, participation, 
excentricity, identity, and salvation.20 I want to show that ‘being in Christ’ indicates 
a place where the subject is saved and its problems will be solved.21  

In what follows I will first investigate the use of the expression ‘in Christ’ 
in the New Testament to come to a concept of ‘being in Christ’ which does justice to 
the New Testament. Second I will give a systematic elaboration of this concept in 
relation to the postmodern subject, building forth on the analysis of Charles Taylor.  

3. BIBLICAL THEOLOGY 

To describe the New Testament use of the expression ‘in Christ’, I will use four 
concepts:  
Two Christological concepts:  

                                                 
16 C.E. Gunton, The One, the Three and the Many, 28f. 
17 E. Jüngel, Gott als Geheimniss der Welt. Zur Begründung der Theologie des Gekreuzigten im Streit 
zwischen Theismus und Atheismus,  Tübingen 1986, 151-154, 227f, 239-242, 252f; E. Jüngel, Das 
Evangelium von der Rechtfertigung des Gottlosen als Zentrum des christlichen Glaubens. Eine 

theologische Studie in ökumenischen Absicht, Tübingen 1999, 97, 123f.  
18 M. Volf, Exclusion & Embrace. A theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation, 
Press Nashville 1996, 69. 
19 O. O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 11. Cf. S. Frigato, Leven in Christus en moreel 
handelen, 126. 
20 For other recent attempts to show the saving significance of Jesus Christ in terms of ‘being in Christ’, 
see D.F. Ford, Self and salvation. Being transformed, Cambridge 1999, esp. 117-129; C. Gestrich, 
Christentum und Stellvertretung. Religionsphilosophische Untersuchungen zum Heilsverständnis und zur 

Grundlegung der Theologie, Tübingen 2001, esp. 248-251, 366-371, 380f, 388-392, 410-426; F. Nüssel, ‘ 
“Ich lebe, doch nun nicht ich, sondern Christus lebt in mir” (Gal. 2,20a). Dogmatische Überlegungen zur 
Rede vom “Sein in Christus” ’, Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche Vol. 99 (2002) 480-502. 
21 Frigato presupposes that every human being has in his anthropological structure an innate, ontological 
relation with Christ. Consequently, humanity is able to answer on the new situation determined by the call 
in Christ. He does not reflect on pneumatology, regeneration, the change from old to new, from flesh to 
spirit. Life in Christ seems to be an anthropological possibility. See S. Frigato, Leven in Christus en 
moreel handelen, 155f, and more generally 138-158. 
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- substitution: the moment of exclusivity of Christ 
- representation: the moment of inclusivity of Christ 
Two soteriological concepts:  
- union: the moment of contact between Christ and the believers 
- participation: the moment of sharing of the believer in Christ.22 
 
The New Testament contains two different models of ‘being in Christ’, a Pauline 
and a Johannine.  
 
In a Pauline understanding, Christ is our representative, in whose story we 
participate by the Holy Spirit. Paul lays semantic relations between the life of Jesus 
Christ and the lives of the believers: dying with Christ, burial with Christ, being in 
Christ, resurrection and glorification with Christ. ‘Being in Christ’ refers to an 
incomplete participation in his story. We experienced already the first part of the 
story, as we will do with the final part. In the meantime, our existence is 
characterised by hiddenness. Living between death and resurrection, between 
ascension and glorifying return, we live in Christ. ‘Being in Christ’ is characterised 
by the tension between the yet and the not yet. 

The importance of the moments of representation and participation can be 
seen in other aspects of Pauline theology too. Justification is participation in the 
justification of Christ; adoption is participation in the position of the Son. In a 
Pauline understanding, we participate in the position and identity of Jesus Christ by 
the Holy Spirit. In this way we have a relation with God the Father. 

To understand Paul’s model of ‘being in Christ’, we need the concepts of 
representation and participation. However, apart from these two moments, the 
moments of substitution and union are present also. Substitution and representation 
are intertwined in Paul. The union with Christ is expressed in different images, like 
body, body and head, clothing, building with a cornerstone and a marriage.23 

                                                 
22 Gestrich distinguishes three modalities of ‘Stellvertretung’, related to three questions: what does 
someone do as ‘Stellvertreter’, who is someone as ‘Stellvertreter’, and where does someone stand as 
‘Stellvertreter’? In relation to Jesus Christ, the answers to these three questions refer to exclusive, 
inclusive and prospective ‘Stellvertretung’ respectively. See C. Gestrich, Christentum und Stellvertretung, 
222f, 388-390.  

However, this solution raises several problems. First, both the person (who Christ is) as well as 
the work of Christ (what Christ does) have an exclusive and an inclusive aspect. We participate both in 
person and work of Christ, but only to some extend. The difference between exclusiveness and 
inclusiveness indicates to which extend we participate in Christ’s person and work. Second, our 
participation in Christ remains unclear. One might think that Gestrich differentiates between participation 
in the present (inclusivity) and in the future (prospectivity), but then the future also has an inclusive 
aspect. Further this difference does not correspond with the distinction between person and position. Or 
differently it seems that Gestrich emphasises especially the participation in the future of Christ 
(prospectvity), but then he neglects that we share in Christ also in the present (death, burial, suffering, 
being in Christ). Third, he forgets the moment of union. In conclusion, the three questions concerning 
acts, identity and position cannot be answered referring to the exclusive, inclusive and prospective 
modality of ‘Stellvertretung’.  
23 See for Paul e.g.  J.D.G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle, Edinburgh 1998; D.G. Powers, 
Salvation through Participation. An Examination of the Notion of the Believers’ Corporate Unity with 
Christ in Early Christian Soteriology, Leiden 2001; U. Schnelle, ‘Transformation und Partizipation als 
Grundgedanke paulinischer Theologie’, New Testament Studies 47 (2001) 58-75; S.-W. Son, Corporate 
Elements in Pauline Anthropology. A study of selected terms, idioms, and concepts in the light of Paul’s 
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In Johannine literature the central idea is reciprocal inhabitation. First this concerns 
the reciprocal inhabitation of Father and Son. Father and Son are and remain in each 
other. This relation between Father and Son is the canon for the relation between 
Jesus Christ and the disciples. What the Father is to the Son, the Son is to his 
disciples. The position of Jesus in relation to his Father is comparable to the position 
of the disciples in relation to Jesus Christ. The language of being and remaining in 
Christ is accompanied by the I am-sayings, emphasising the importance of Jesus as 
source of life, and several images for union with Christ (the true bread, vine and 
branches). By the Holy Spirit, the disciples are in the Son, like the Son is in the 
Father. In this way, it can be said also they are in God. 

Understanding ‘being in Christ’ in a Johannine way, especially the moment 
of union is important. Further, ‘being in Christ’ is related directly with the moment 
of exclusiveness. Less important but present however is the moment of 
representation, which can be found in several passages. Finally, the moment of 
participation is not related to the in Christ-language, but still present. We participate 
in Christ in certain respects and to some extend.24 
 
To conclude, Paul and John use the in Christ-language differently, according to 
different models: participation in the story of Jesus Christ and reciprocal 
inhabitation. According to Paul, ‘being in Christ’ denotes an in between stage in the 
process of participating more and more in the history of Jesus Christ; according to 
John it refers to the moment of union with Christ. Their use of this language is 
related to different moments: in Pauline usage to representation and participation, in 
Johannine usage to the moment of union. However, nevertheless all four moments 
are present in Paul as well as in John. Accordingly, these two models are different 
but complementary.  

4. SYSTEMATIC ELABORATION 

That brings us to the final question of this paper: which saving significance do these 
two models have for the postmodern subject and for Christian ethics? I will answer 
this question in reference to the four terms which comprise together Charles 
Taylor’s moral framework: the good, the subject, the story and the community. 

                                                                                                                   
usage and backgrounds (Analecta Biblica 148), Roma 2001; N.T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant. 
Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology, Edinburgh 1991.  
24 P.-M. Jerumanis, Realiser la communion avec Dieu. Croire, vivre et demeurer dan l’évangile selon S. 
Jean (Etudes Bibliques Nouvelle série. No 32), Paris 1996 ; E. Malatesta, S.J., Interiority and Covenant. A 
Study of ei-nai evn and me,nein evn in the First Letter of Saint John (Analecta Biblica 69), Rome 1978; 
K. Scholtissek, In ihm sein und bleiben. Die Sprache der Immanenz in den johanneischen Schriften 
(Herders Biblische Studien Bd. 21), Freiburg etc. 2000. 
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a. The Good 

Jesus Christ is determinative for our notion of the good, if ‘being in Christ’ is taken 
as a central notion to Christian ethics. No one is good, except God alone25. God 
however acts in Christ, revealing himself. Salvation includes revelation, for God 
identifies himself to us in Christ and in the Spirit and reconciles us to him. ‘Being in 
Christ’ is the place where God meets us and makes us participate in Jesus’ own 
relation with his Father.26 We even discover ourselves being in God.27 
 Being in Christ we are united to the source of life again, the bread of life 
and the true vine, as the I am-sayings in John’s gospel emphasise. Jesus Christ has 
received this central position because he represents both God and Israel, God’s 
people. As representative of Israel he conquered the powers of sin, evil and death, 
which makes him comparable with Adam, representing even humanity. In this role 
as last Adam he is the centre of the new creation that exists in him. God made him 
head of the new creation and of the new humanity, as this takes form in the church. 
He is the first human being which takes the position of humanity in the moral order. 
In him all treasures of knowledge are hidden.28 He is the way to life, for in his death 
and resurrection our lives are reconciled with God and restored in justice and 
holiness. In him we may live in the nearness of the Father, reborn as his children. 
Consequently, he is confessed as the good life and the way to the good life. He is 
our life and therefore defines our ideas of a good life. 
 As a result, the shape of the story of his life has to determine our ideas of a 
good life.29 It is a life in the nearness of the Father and in the Spirit, a life in 
obedience to God. It is a life for others, pro-existence, and a cruciform life.30 A life 
in communion with Christ is a life in which we reflect his face more and more.31 As 
far as his inclusiveness is concerned, we are changed to conformity with Christ, 
following him on his way.32 We participate in his suffering, his death and 
resurrection, while our character and attitude are reformed in his likeness. Being in 
Christ, we have to deny ourselves and our ideas of a good life and receive a new 
identity and new concepts of the good life walking after him.  

                                                 
25 Mk 10,18; Lk 18,19. 
26 See on the identification of God in Jesus Christ E. Jüngel, Gott als Geheimniss der Welt, 284, 298f, 
394, 413, 446-451, 480f, 495-499, 504; I. U. Dalferth, Religiöse Rede von Gott, München 1981, 393-494, 
577, 586.600-606; I.U. Dalferth, Der auferweckte Gekreuzigte. Zur Grammatik der Christologie, 
Tübingen 1994. See further A. van de Beek, Jezus Kurios. De Christologie als hart van de theologie 
Kampen 1998, 13-16. 
27 1 Joh 4,15f. 
28 O.O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 13-15, 22, 31, 33, 38, 53f, 56f, 81, 85, 121, 150, 255f; 
O. O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations. Rediscovering the Roots of Political Theology, Cambridge 
1998, 123f, 129f, 134f, 141-143 
29 J. Milbank, Theology and social theory, 398 
30 C. Gestrich, Christentum und Stellvertretung, 66, 398-400, 425f, 445-449; D. F. Ford, Self and 
salvation, 61, 70, 79, 91, 97, 166, 172, 219, 233, 240. 
31 The idea of the face of Christ is a central concept in the book of D. F. Ford, Self and salvation. 
32 We are not to be like Christ in his exclusiveness. As Gestrich writes: not all Christian life can be in 
conformity with Christ, see C. Gestrich, Christentum und Stellvertretung, 421f. 
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 Being in Christ is the place where our relations with our moral sources are 
restored: God, the moral order of creation, a new humanity, God’s history with this 
world.  

b. The Subject 

Being in Christ, the subject is relocated. It is no longer localised in the world, in the 
flesh, in the old world, but in Christ and in the Spirit.33 As a result, the self is 
liberated from incurvation in itself, decentered and recentered. It becomes a self 
without idols, worshipping the true God alone. The subject does no longer possess 
himself and has no longer to secure himself in selfjustification, but lives 
excentrically, with its life extra se in Christ.34 The identity and the position of the 
subject are no longer threatened, but Christ and the Spirit determine his identity and 
position, securing it for decay and mortality and offering hope of a future with 
Christ on in a renewed world.35 
 Living in Christ and in the Spirit, the self lives in God’s love. It enjoys the 
hospitality of God, who wants to communicate his abundance.36 As a result, the self 
receives joy, rest and peace. Worship, singing and gladness are appropriate 
responses to God’s attitude towards us. God’s love and goodness are to be enjoyed, 
praised and celebrated.37  
 In Christ, the subject is enabled to live a new life in love. Participating in 
Christ, we share in his position in the moral order of the renewed creation.38 Christ’s 

                                                 
33 The idea of place is essential to Gestrich’s understanding of ‘Stellvetretung’. In Christ sinners receive a 
new place to be. Gestrich sees a contradiction between the metaphors of forgiveness as washing away of 
guilt and as a change of place, where I would see them as complementary; see C. Gestrich, Christentum 
und Stellvertretung, 371, 436.  
See on localising further I.U. Dalferth, Der auferweckte Gekreuzigte, 296, 302f;  I.U. Dalferth, Die 
Wirklichkeit des Möglichen, 122-127, 132f, 149-154, 198, 466-468. 
34 I.U. Dalferth, Der auferweckte Gekreuzigte, 270-279;  C. Gestrich, Christentum und Stellvertretung, 
390, 410-414, 420-422; E. Jüngel, Gott als Geheimniss der Welt, 228f, 235, 246f, 529, 536-543; E. 
Jüngel, Das Evangelium von der Rechtfertigung des Gottlosen als Zentrum des christlichen Glaubens, 
176f, 181-183, 191f, 205-207; M. Volf, Exclusion & Embrace, 69-71; D. F. Ford, Self and salvation, 45-
106. 
35 C. Gestrich, Christentum und Stellvertretung, 245, 248-250, 252, 397, 410-415; D. F. Ford, Self and 
salvation, 117, 127f. 

Gestrich distinghuishes between ‘Stellvertretung’ in relation to identity (Wesen) and to place 
(Stelle). Place and identity are related dialectically. According to Gestrich, the Son represents my identity, 
even when I have no more place. The Spirit secures my place, by renewing my identity. Hence the work 
of the Son concerns our identity, the work of the Spirit our place. See C. Gestrich, Christentum und 
Stellvertretung, 245, 248f . However, Christ also prepares us a place (e.g. John 14,2). It seems more 
plausible to interpret the life that the Son gives us as comprising both identity and place. The Spirit makes 
us participate in the place and identity Christ gives us. 
36 See on God’s abundance D. F. Ford, Self and salvation, 98, 101-103, 107-136, 144f; on God’s 
hospitality H. Boersma, Violence, Hospitality and the Cross. Reappropriating the Atonement Tradition, 
Grand Rapids 2004.  
37 D. F. Ford, Self and salvation, 75, 80f, 99, 107-136, 167; O. O’Donovan, ‘Evangelicalism and the 
Foundations of Ethics’, R.T. France, A.E. McGrath, Evangelical Anglicans. Their Role and Influence in 
the Church Today,  1993 105f. 
38 O. O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 22, 25, 76, 87, 94, 95, 247, 248. 
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Spirit, who lives in us, is a source for moral and spiritual renewal.39 Clothing 
ourselves with Christ, we are changed in the image of Christ. However, we are not 
just confronted with his perfect example but also covered with his perfect life. 
Clothing ourselves with Christ implies our sanctification as well as our justification. 
As justified subjects we are accepted by God and our sins are forgiven. In this way it 
becomes possible to be honest about guilt and failure, about the difference between 
high moral standards and our power to live in accordance with these standards. This 
difference has lost its destructive character, because the justice of Christ covers us.  
 Being in Christ is the place where the subject is saved and restored. It is 
liberated to a new identity and receives a place to live from God’s abundance, facing 
the loving eyes of God in Jesus Christ and rejoicing in him.  

c. The Story 

Participation in Christ includes participation in his story.  
 First this means that we experience what Christ experienced, in accordance 
with the Pauline model of ‘being in Christ’.40 By our baptism we are introduced in 
the story of Jesus Christ. We share in his death and burial, whereas our old existence 
comes to an end. We suffer with him in the present and our new identity in Christ 
remains a hidden identity. This hidden character of our identity is caused by the fact 
that we only participate in the first part of the story of Jesus Christ. The appearance 
of our new identity in glory as children of God awaits the appearance of Christ in 
glory at the last day. Until then we are in Christ, no longer existing on our own but 
not yet participating fully in the destination of Jesus Christ. The incomplete 
character of our participation makes the present existence of Christians an existence 
in hope, awaiting the fully manifestation of our identity in Christ.  
 Second, the story of Jesus Christ is not just the story of his life. The history 
of Jesus Christ is a part of a larger history, the history of Israel. Jesus Christ is the 
‘climax of the covenant’ and the fulfilment of the scriptures.41 It is the story of the 
coming of the promised kingdom of God. Participation in the story of Jesus Christ is 
participation in the story of God with his people. In this respect it is important that 
Jesus Christ is the last Adam. He identified with mankind and lived our lives again. 
Where Adam failed, he succeeded, conquering devil, sin and death and restoring the 
image of God in humanity. Irenaeus used here the concept of recapitulation. Christ 
recapitulated by his obedience and annulled the disobedience of Adamic humanity. 
Christ retraced the history of this fallen world and reversed the effects of the fall. In 

                                                 
39 O. O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 101-105, 109, 111-113, 121, 140f, 163; J. Douma, 
Grondslagen Christelijke Ethiek, 173-179.  
A. van de Beek seems to forget this aspect of the work of the Holy Spirit, cf. A. van de Beek, Jezus 
Kurios, 216-219, 224-232, 247-254. 
40 It is important that systematic theologies do not disturb the narrative relation between Jesus Christ and 
the believers. Cf. Milbank’s criticism of Anselm’s Cur Deus Homo, J. Milbank, Theology and social 
theory, 396. 
41 Cf. the book of N.T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant.  
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this way he brought an end to the old world and inaugurated a new aeon, a new 
creation.42 
 Both stories in which we come to participate, the smaller story of the life of 
Jesus Christ and the larger story of God and his people have not come to an end, 
although we know the outcome. Consequently, being in Christ is an existence of 
hope and desire for the coming of the kingdom of God.  

d. The Community  

It is remarkable that the images the New Testament uses for union with Jesus Christ 
are all collective images. United with Christ, we live in communion; not just with 
Jesus Christ but with all other people who found their life in him. It is impossible to 
be in Christ solitarily.  
 In Christ, the last Adam, a new humanity is created. This has universal 
significance, for the entire creation. Especially the letters to the Ephesians and the 
Colossians makes this clear. The community which came in existence with Christ is 
a world community, in which ethnic lines are no longer dividing. The other we meet 
in Christ is also someone in Christ: Jesus Christ mediates all relationships with other 
people. He stands between me and an other.43 
 This community exists in Christ only. Consequently, it does not surprise 
that the gospel of Jesus Christ, baptism as incorporation in Christ and eucharist as 
the celebration of the communion with him mark this community. It is a community 
where the new life is lived already, worshipping God, practicing forgiveness, living 
for others in love with hospitality and generosity; a community of reconciliation and 
hope. The message of atonement has to result in practices and new social 
mechanisms that seek peace and reconciliation.44 This community is necessary as 
context for our lives in Christ to give it a public shape, to offer an exemplary 
practice which we can imitate, to learn the idiom of ‘being in Christ’, to understand 
our identity and world as being in Christ and to practice it as a skill.45  
 ‘Being in Christ’ therefore introduces a new community in this world of 
competing groups, testifying the coming Christ and the coming kingdom of God. 

5. CONCLUSION 

To conclude, ‘being in Christ’ is a fundamental notion for Christian ethics with a 
clearly saving significance for the postmodern subject, giving access to a moral 
framework It refers to the mystical union between Christ and the believers, living 

                                                 
42 A. van de Beek, Jezus Kurios, 29f, 202; Dr. A. van de Beek, De kring om de Messias. Israël als volk 
van de lijdende Heer, Zoetermeer 2002, 20-23, 38-41, 172-176, 298, 367f; H. Boersma, Violence, 
Hospitality and the Cross, 119-126, 187-189. 
43 D. F. Ford, Self and salvation, 251f  
44 H. Boersma, Violence, Hospitality and the Cross, 205-234; J. Milbank, Theology and social theory, 
397. 
45 C. Gestrich, Christentum und Stellvertretung, 136; J. Milbank, Theology and social theory, 396, 398; 
O. O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations, 172. 
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reciprocally in each other.46 At the same time it refers to their participation in the 
story of his life. It has hermeneutical implications, for once the subject is relocated 
in Christ, his understanding changes: his understanding of God, of his own identity, 
of his world and his life. But these hermeneutical implications presuppose 
ontological implications: God has to reconcile us to himself, bringing us in his 
loving presence; we have to be recreated in Christ, participating in his destination 
and this world has to be vindicated as God’s creation and to be transformed towards 
its eschatological goal. Finally, it has moral and spiritual implications, for this new 
understanding and this new reality necessarily lead to a new life to the praise of 
God, Father, Son and Spirit.  

                                                 
46 The concept of mystical union is a central concept in the Reformed tradition, e.g. in the theology of 
Herman Bavinck. On Herman Bavinck’s view of the mystical union, see J.M. Burger, ‘Een 
eeuwigdurende verbondenheid. Bavincks concept van de ‘unio mystica’, ### 


