
’UNORTHODOX
ORTHODOXY

THE IDEA OF DEIFICATION
IN CHRISTIAN HISTORY

PHiLiP BARLOW

FEW Mormon doctrines are so offensive to modern
Christians as the teaching that humankind may
literally partake of the divine nature--may

become gods. It does not require a clever person to
understand why such a doctrine grates on many ears. In
addition to the abstract implications of polytheism is the
pragmatic problem of conceit. Thinkers as early and
prestigious as Augustine held that "pride, the desire to
become like to God and overpass the limits set on human
beings as creatures" was "the initial sin" of Adam and
Eve.1 Similarly, many critics of the Church today
consider the idea of human deification to be the very
embodiment of blasphemy.

This essay will attempt to foster understanding and
lessen the unnecessary offense by making two points.
The first observes that the notion of human exaltation
has existed among prominent "orthodox" (a difficult
word, this) Christians in every century since Christen-
dom’s founder walked the earth. Entertaining the
possibility of human exaltation has not always been
viewed as antithetical to humility. At many times and in
many writers it has served as the basis for the humble
pursuit of the Christian life. Certain peculiarities of
Western Christian history--among them, the Roman
Catholic-Eastern Orthodox schism, the Protestant
Reformation, and the two great American religious
awakenings--have served to obscure that fact.

The theology of "deification" (which I shall use as
equivalent to "divinization" and to the Greek tkeosis) has
assumed many different forms and meant many
different things to many different groups in many
different contexts. But important writers in every
Christian era (especially in earliest Christianity) have
insisted that human deification is the essence of the meaning of
Christ. While space limitations prevent a thorough study,
even the overview presented here will demonstrate this
notion emerging from surprising quarters.

My second objective is to suggest why the doctrine
matters. As Lowell Bennion has reminded us, abstract
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theology may serve a purpose, but "it saves no one either
in this life or in eternity.’’2 The idea that a human being
may become like his or her creator may be shown to
address the most elemental psychological and spiritual
needs of the race.

I
Perhaps the most interesting modern adherent of the

possibility of human exaltation is the twentieth
century’s champion defender of "orthodox"
Christianity: C. S. Lewis. Lewis is claimed as ally not
only by Mormons, but by Christians of many varieties
(particularly by evangelicals--those who seem most
bothered by Mormonism’s "conceited" claims). "There
are no ordinary people," writes Lewis. Rather, we "live
in a society of possible gods and goddesses. The dullest
and most uninteresting person you talk to may one day
be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be
strongly tempted to worship." In The Screwtape Letters
Lewis has his devil say,

the obedience which the Enemy [i.e., God] demands of
men is quite a different thing [from his own Satanic
goals]. One must face the fact that all the talk about His
love for men, and his service is not. o. mere propaganda,
but an appalling truth. He really does want to fill the
universe with a lot of loathsome little replicas of
Himself--creatures whose life, on a miniature scale, will
be qualitatively like his own.3

Indeed, the concept of deification may hardly be said to
be incidental to Lewis’s writing. It is, to borrow an
obnoxious phrase from an old chemistry professor,
"utterly ubiquitous."

There are others of our century who have been equal-
ly preoccupied with the idea of man becoming god--
some with a predilection, others with an antipathy for
the notion. Santayana questioned, "What should be the
end of life, if fellowship with the gods is a means only?"
The agnostic Will Durant perceived man as grasping at
faith, surrendering to the natural hope to be raised to a
godlike and immortal destiny. Related ideas occur in the
writings of numerous thinkers of this century.4

In the previous century, Joseph Smith’s own, the idea
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considered life to be. Fuller’s response is memorialized
by an anonymous witness"

SOME WRITERS
BELIEVED THAT CHRIST
WAS THE REVELATION
OF WHAT MAN MIGHT

BECOME.

was so pervasive that some current critics, ignoring or
ignorant of the concept’s long history, have thought
Joseph’s environment alone accounted for his use of it.
As in our own time, thinkers of the nineteenth century
formulated divinization theology with radically varying
intentions. It was used atheistically, as in Feuerbach:
"God is merely the image of what man could be." It was
used in self-centered ecstasy by the Romantic writers, as
in Whitman: "Divine I am, inside and out, and I make
holy whatever I touch." It was even used as a cousin to
manifest destiny by President-elect Andrew Jackson: "I
believe man can be elevated; man can become more and
more endowed with divinity; and as he does he becomes
more God-like in his character."5 William Ellery
Channing, revered even in the heat of controversy by
religious conservatives and liberals alike, insisted at
length on man’s "’Likeness to God." Theodore Parker,
with Ralph Waldo Emerson, one of the most influential
of the American transcendentalists, thought that the
church’s role was to teach "the true idea of God, man,
and their relations." Above all the church was to help
man become Christ’s equals: "sons of God as much as he
¯ . . incarnations of God, as much and as far as Jesus was
one with God, and an incarnation thereof.’’6

One of the most interesting expressions of the man-
becoming-god concept was articulated by the brilliant
and eccentric Margaret Fuller, companion to Emerson
and anticipator of the women’s rights movement. Fuller
conducted a series of didactic "conversations" in Boston
which were attended by the female social elite of her
time. On 22 March 1841 the topic for "conversation"
was an ambitious one: "What is Life?" After many of the
participants had offered their encapsulated under-
standings of life, Fuller was then pressed to say what she

She began with God as Spirit, Life, so full as to create and
love eternally, yet capable of pause. Love and creative-
ness are dynamic forces, out of which we, individually, as
creatures, go forth bearing his image, that is, having
within our being the same dynamic forces, by which we
also add constantly to the total sum of existedce, and
shaking off ignorance, and its effects, and by becoming
more ourselves, i.e., more divine--destroying sin in its
principle, we attain to absolute freedom, we return to
God, conscious like himself, and, as his friends, giving, as
well as receiving, felicity forevermore. In _~laort, we
become gods, and [are] able to give the life which we now
feel ourselves able only to receive.7

While Joseph Smith’s revelations began at least as early
as 1832 to suggest the possibility that some persons
would be exalted to the status of divinity, it is still
interesting to note that Fuller’s "conversation" took
place three years before the King Follett discourse.

But the nineteenth century was by no means the
starting point of this idea. In 1647, the Regius Professor
of Hebrew at Cambridge University, Ralph Cudworth,
preached a sermon before the House of Commons. His
thought represents the perfectionist impulse which, it is
commonly held, culminated in the eighteenth century
preaching of John Wesley. Cudworth defined to the
Commons what he took to be the object of the Christian
witness: "The end of the Gospel is Life and Perfection, ’tis a
Divine Nature, to make us partakers of the Image of
God .... Happiness is nothing but.., goodness itself;

CHRISTIANITY
WAS LONG FAMILIAR

WITH THE VERBAL
FORMULA,

"GOD BECAME MAN
THAT MAN MIGHT

BECOME GOD."

and this is the same thing we call Holiness .... I mean by
Holiness, nothing else but God stamped and printed upon
the soul."8

The early sixteenth century (and nearly every century
before it till Christ and beyond) included a distinctly
mystical understanding of the union with God.
Catherine of Genoa, for example, wrote that "by God’s

14/Sunstone



grace [the soul/receives a certain dignity which makes it
like unto God; nay, rather he lets it share his goodness so
that it becomes one with him." "The nearer they come to
him, the more they partake of what is his." Meister
Eckhart, from the fourteenth century, is another
example. "The seed of God is within us," he writes. And
"capacity is a need." Thus (to complete his elliptical

AS THE LIFE OF
JIM JONES SHOWS,
DEIFICATION CON-

CEPTS MAY ASSUME A
CLEARLY PERNICIOUS

CHARACTER.

syllogism), to mature to godhood is natural--is, in fact, a
need.

"Mystical union" was a strong motif throughout the
Medieval era. Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite is an
early example. For Dionysius the method was the
traditional mystic’s triad of "purification, illumination,
and union;" the object of the method was "assimilation to
God and union with him.’’9

Moreover, it is significant that "deification talk" may
be located not only in figures of peripheral importance to
Christian history, but also in persons without whom
that history would look substantially different. Thomas
Aquinas, almost certainly the most important
theologian to Roman Catholicism even to date, may
serve as an instance. In the note which follows, Aquinas
is examining the promotion of man toward "the Good."
In fine scholastic style he is making his fifth point on the
second article of the first question of the third section of
the Summa Theologica. He argues that the Incarnation was
appropriate "in respect of the full participation in
divinity, which is man’s true blessedness and the end of
human life; and this is conferred on us by the humanity
of Christ." To clarify his point, he then quotes an earlier
writer: "God became man, that man might become
God."

These words are crucial. They constitute a verbal
formulation which has been handed down through the
ages from Christian leaders of one century to another.
The formula was once locked into the Christian con-
sciousness in a manner analogous to the way in which
Lorenzo Snow’s couplet ("As man now is, God once was;
as God now is, man may become") is lodged in the

Mormon mind. Thinkers of different eras understood
the thought variously as the pressure of their theologi-
cal context dictated. But the formula itself changed very
little from the earliest Christian fathers. Hence,
Maximus the Confessor, by consensus the "greatest
thinker of the seventh century," speaks much like
Aquinas on this point, though the two were separated by
five hundred years. "He became what we are," insists
Maximus, "in order that we might be what He is."

In point of fact, Aquinas, in explaining why the Christ
became incarnate, was quoting his favorite authority,
the man who for Christian history ranks as the most
influential extrabiblical theologian of all time, St.
Augustine. "We were not to follow man, who could be
seen," Augustine asserted, "we were to follow God, who
could not be seen. Wherefore, that man might be shown
one whom he could both see and follow, God was made
man." Elsewhere he writes, "God became man, that man
might become God.’’1°

Yet even Augustine inherited this formulized
theology. Apollinaris of Laodicea (d. 340) summarized in
creedal form the central tradition of the Church which
actually defined salvation itself in terms of deification:
"We declare that the Logos of God became man for the
purpose of our salvation, so that we might receive the
likeness of the heavenly One and be made God after the
likeness of the true Son of God according to nature and
the Son of man according to the flesh, our Lord Jesus
Christ."11

In the Fathers who are contemporary with or who
antedate Apollinaris, that is, those of the second
through the fourth centuries (particularly in the more
sophisticated Eastern church) it is almost impossible to
find an important writer who does not allude to the
conception of man’s eventual deification. Gregory of
Nazianus (329-389) taught that "I may become God to
the same extent as He became man." Basil of Caesaria
(ca. 330-379) preached that the Holy Spirit aids man in
"being made like to God--and highest of all, being made
God." Athanasius (295-373), the champion defender of
the Nicene version of the Trinity, also championed the
deification understanding of salvation: "[God the Logos]
assumed humanity that we might become God.’’12

Deification theology takes on a different light as one
delves earlier into the third and then the second
centuries. This is so because as one moves back in time,
the Christological and theological context becomes first
less clearly trinitarian and then not clearly trinitarian at
all. Hence, what the writers of this period may have
meant when they spoke of becoming gods looks
somewhat different than in later years when the trini-
tarian conceptions were taken for granted.

Origen (ca. 185-ca. 254) urged all to "flee with
all.., power from being men and make haste to
become gods." From Christ, he wrote, "there began the
union of the divine with the human nature, in order that
the human, by communion with the divine, might rise to
be divine, not in Jesus alone, but in all those who not only
believe, but enter upon the life which Jesus taught."
Origen’s teacher, Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150-ca.
215) made certain that no one ought to mistake
deification for simple immortality, as at least one
influential modern writer has done. Says Clement, "The
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soul (which is kept pure), receiving the Lord’s power,
studies to become a god." Additionally, he constructs an
especially clear rendition of the by now familiar formula,
"The Logos of God had become man so that you might
learn from a man how a man may become God."

Irenaeus (ca. 130-ca. 200) is among the most
influential and representative of the early
"orthodox" defenders against "heresy." His writings are
replete with allusions to the uniting of man to God, and
man’s partaking of God’s splendor. "And how shall man
pass into God," he rhetorically queries, "[if] God had not
been caused to pass into man?" Irenaeus noted a divinely
ordained progression from manhood to godhood. In
order to perfect us "to be what he is" Jesus Christ our
Lord came to earth.~a

As far as I can determine, we have in Irenaeus and
Clement the earliest lucid and indisputable formulations
of the divinization (theosis) view of salvation which have

BEHIND THE VENEER
OF PRIDE

IS AN INSECURITY,
AN IMPULSE TO

DISGUISE OURSELVES.

been preserved to us. The fact that the concept appears
almost contemporaneously in writers as geographically
distant as these, however, virtually assures the
existence of an earlier tradition from which they drew.14
This takes us back very nearly to the period when the
last of the New Testament documents were being
composed. At this early date not only those whom
the modern Christian world thinks of as "orthodox," but
even their principal rivals, the Christian Gnostics,
shared the belief that an essential element in Christ’s
mission was to reveal and exemplify the path out of sin
and toward the deification of human nature. If one
would accurately interpret the numerous biblical
allusions to this concept, one must attempt to transcend
the Reformation-manufactured lens through which
much of the modern Christian world views theology.
One must allow for the understanding of the early
church.

Obviously, the foregoing discussion does not detail
what each of the figures actually thought they were
saying wher~ they wrote of "being made God." A number
of classical and medieval philosophical problems (e.g.,

universalism versus nominalism) as well as some
modern ones would need to be considered in such a
discussion. It is important here, however, to keep in
mind that what one believes about God’s nature and
Christ’s nature will of course bear on what one means by
"deification." Thus if one believed--as did the eleventh-
century theologian, Michael Psellus--in a god without
body, parts, or passions, one might believe as Psellus did
that deification meant "to lead [man] out of the material
realm, to deliver him from passions, and to endow him
with the ability to deify another.’" Maximus the
Confessor, to cite another example, often writes as
though he understands deification to be the mystical
union with God so often found in the Middle Ages. Else-
where, however, he observes that "all that God is, except
for an identity in ousia [substance], one becomes when
one is deified by grace." He therefore does not mean a
physical or metaphysical union with God.~5 There is
obviously a sense in which the various deification
allusions here considered have only verbal similarities to
Mormon understandings of exaltation. I therefore do
not wish to be misunderstood as implying that any or all
of the thinkers referred to herein thought of theosis just
as the Mormons do.

On the other hand the affinities with Mormon
thought of some thinkers are striking. Particularly in
earliest Christianity, some writers believed that Christ
was the express image of his Father, the revelation to
man of what God is, and the revelation of what man
might become. Early Christians were invited to "study"
to become gods (note the plural and its polytheistic
implications). It was clearly held that souls would
eternally retain their resurrected individuality,
becoming all that God is without becoming ontologically
indistinguishable from him. This they would do as a
result of the grace of God and as a result of their own
actions in response to that grace.

This link with Mormon thought is not superficial, but
fundamental. Furthermore, these ideas exist in the
writings of many of the most important theologians of
all Christendom. They are most prominent in the
literature bequeathed us by the earliest church fathers,
quite before the creedal formulations of the Trinity or of
creation ex nihilo.1~

The third- and fourth-century church inherited
deification ideas from the earlfest fathers. The lan,~uage of
deification remained relatively stable, while its meaning
evolved in connection with tI~e working out of trini-
tarian formulations. It appears to have been particularly
under the influence of Augustine, who early used deifi-
cation talk but later discarded it, that the Western
church eventually abandoned these conceptions. Ameri-
cans and western Europeans have inherited their tradi-
tions from the Western church through Roman Catholi-
cism and]or the Reformation. Consequently they have
not been attuned to those beliefs of earliest Christianity
which were maintained by Eastern Orthodoxy as
inherited from the primitive Eastern church. And in the
primitive Eastern church deification was the central
theological concept.

II
One might appropriately question whether great fuss

about a technical matter of theology is worth the bother.
Does it matter? I once read of a rabbi who, writing

10/Sunstone



shortly after the Jewish holocaust, insisted that no
statement, theological or otherwise, ought to be made
that would not sound credible in the presence of burning
or starving children. I think his test is apt. A theological
truth, to be of genuine worth, must have bearing on the
pressing realities of this world.

Not only does the Mormon doctrine of deification
seem to lack this relevance, it is offensive as well. To
quote one aggrieved clergyman: "[The] dream of
becoming God is out of the realm of possibility, and/is]
the height of arrogance."17 Indeed, the danger of pride is
real. The misapplication of the idea of deification might
easily lead to blasphemous or even bizarre expressions.
The late Jim Jones, who may serve almost as an arche-
type of bizarre and blasphemous things, is a case in
point. Among the 971 audio tapes from California and
Guyana which Jones left to posterity may be found
thoughts to this effect: "Christianity was never based on

THE CONCEPT OF
DEIFICATION IN THE

WRITINGS OF C. S. LEWIS
IS UTTERLY

UBIQUITOUS.

the idea of an unknown God .... Jesus said that every
human being was a god. It’s written that you’re a god.
I’m a god, and you’re a god. But until I see [that] all of you
know who you are, I’m going to be very much what |
am.’’18 Deification concepts may thus assume a clearly
pernicious character.

This being the case, one might legitimately ask why
God would ever reveal such a thing. If the essential
human task is to walk in faith, to humbly pursue
righteousness and to emulate the Christ, why risk exac-
erbating the human propensity toward pride by
revealing the almost unthinkable potential of the race?

My own speculative response is that pride may not be
the fundamental human fault, the archetypical sin that it
is often made out to be. Indisputably there is a malady
that may be described as irreducible pride. But I think
that the basic human problem, and one on which much
or most pride is based, is a profound and almost
universal quest for a sense of self-identity and worth.
The problem may be termed "existential insecurity." It
perhaps lies beneath some forms of that difficult-to-

define pathology which psychologists call "neurosis."
When I discover myself indulging in prideful actions--
name-dropping, perhaps, or the unnecessary use of an
esoteric term or the excessive pursuit of possessions or
position--I frequently find upon examination that
behind the veneer of pride and selfishness is an
insecurity with what I am, an impulse to disguise myself
to myself or to others.

Mormonism holds to the belief that the beveiled
situation of the human race is, despite all of its ignorance
and suffering, a necessary and positive circumstance. A
most fundamental corollary to this beveiled
circumstance is existential insecurity. The ultimate
antidote for this insecurity is the revelation of what we
may become as displayed in the life, death, and resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ. The mission of God’s Antidote
(Christ) to the suffering, sinful, neurotic human
condition may be viewed fruitfully from several
vantages. One of them is to explore the meaning of the
cross and the human potential for sin. But another,
equally necessary, is to explore the human potential for
good, to understand that the Logos was made man in
order that man might be made God. Not only the death,
but the entire life of Christ was charis, a free gift, an act of
grace to which God’s children are invited to respond.

If it is so that, on the one hand, we must operate as
mortals apart from the presence of God in freedom and
faith, and on the other hand that we share a desperate
urge for direction and worth and identity; then there
could have been perhaps no more appropriate response
from the heavens than to send God’s own son as the
revelation of what God is (direction) and what we may
become (worth and identity).19 Hence the scriptural
injunction to be perfect as (= in the sense that) God is
perfect (Matt. 5:48). Hence the promise that we are
joint-heirs with Christ of God (Rom. 8:15-17). Hence
the emphasis on our being made in the image of God, not
only metaphorically, but in the same sense that Adam
begat Seth "in his own likeness, after his own image"
(Gen. 5:1-3). Hence the assurance that when God shall
appear, we shall be like him (1 John 3:2).

The true spirit of the LDS hope in man’s potential
godhood is not an ambitious lust for power. Nor does the
idea exist to provide a forum for intellectual gymnastics
or to reinforce the hollow satisfaction that one is sitting
in the right pew, on the right religious "team." On the
contrary, the appropriate and useful applications of this
concept are both profound and diverse. While they
cannot be detailed here, a few such applications of this
concept bear mention. An understanding of the human
and divine natures, for example, ought to prompt a deep
sense of one’s own worth and dignity. One ought to
comprehend that excessive self-loathing ida kind of
blasphemy, an affront to the divine within. One also
ought clearly to discern the image of God in one’s
neighbor: Every person matters infinitely. One ought to
recall that the most exact reflection of God’s image,
Jesus, was radically "other-centered," was prepared to
live among and lift the despised, was insistent that he
wash his followers’ feet. Too, one ought to align oneself
more anxiously with God’s revealed purposes, for they
are in reality one’s own. Since granting immortality lies
beyond our sphere, perhaps the nearest human
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approximation of God’s work and glory is to labor to
bring to pass the mortality (that is, the full humanity) and
the eternal life of man. One ought therefore to see the
irrelevance of many of our materialistic pursuits.
Further, one ought to see that in the theology of
deification one has a marvelous tool for screening
pettiness from one’s life. One ought to recognize and
respond aggressively toward the diabolical in social
systems that are, by way of sexual or racial or economic
or even religious imperialism, limiting human growth
and therefore disconsonant with the revealed creative
and constructive work of God.

The essence of the idea of deification in Mormon
thought is that God has by grace revealed to man the
proper way to realize himself, to respond to his difficult
but necessary surroundings. In order for man to realize
himself, he must in some measure know himself. The
riddle of man’s essential nature has perplexed the best
thinkers of our race. Pascal has fared better than many
in this vein. He pondered at length the poles that
mankind may touch. I take license here with his original
intent, but his words portend more than he knew: "What
sort of a freak then is man? How novel, how monstrous,
how chaotic, how paradoxical, how prodigious! Judge of
all things, feeble earthworm, repository of truth, sink of
doubt and error, glory and refuse of the universe! Who
will unravel such a tangle? This is certainly beyond
dogmatism and skepticism, beyond all human philoso-
phy. Man transcends man.’’20

God’s response to "paradoxical man" is revealed in the
Christ. What is man? The Mormon position to the
question is actually a mediating one between those who,
like Unitarians, disparage the abyss and clutch of sin, and
those who, like Luther, have looked so deeply at it that
they have despaired of human dignity. Christ
transcends both views. The potential evil of a human is
of such a depth that the Son of God died in the flesh to
confront it. The potential good of a human is of such a
height that the Son of God lived in the flesh to reveal it.
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