
Pa rt  o n e

The Elements:  
Body and Spirit

In Part one we will look at the first two elements of our definition of the 
human person: embodiment and spirit. both spirit and body have many 
nuanced aspects that we must explore in order to understand how their 

interaction shapes human life. we shall explore the fact that embodiment, 
while rooted in the physical reality of our bodies, implies much more. it in-
volves such factors as ethnicity, sexuality, and culture. Philosophically, em-
bodiment is the source of our temporal and spatial finitude. My body both 
limits me and within those limits makes me this person with this story in this 
time and place. our embodiment anchors us in reality.

spirit, on the other hand, beckons or drives us beyond this given reality. 
spirit is more than some vague non-corporeal substance or the religious side 
of our being. spirit is our capacity and desire for more. spirit opens us to 
reality beyond what is given in our present embodiment.
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c H a P T e r  o n e

Embodiment

I have a friend named Maxwell who, when he was two years old, loved 
to climb—chairs, sofas, cupboards, me. everything provided an oppor-
tunity to move up higher. we had to keep a careful eye on him because 

he had not yet learned one of the basic rules of embodied existence: we are 
subject to the physical laws of the universe. he did not understand gravity, 
either theoretically as did isaac newton or albert einstein, or practically in 
the far more important sense that falling from heights can hurt us. he did 
not know that the extreme heat of the stove burners can cause dangerous 
chemical reactions in our skin.

one of the first important lessons about being an embodied creature lies 
in the fact that we are physical, a part of the physical cosmos, and thus are 
subject to the laws that govern the universe. we are physical, chemical, bio-
logical beings. we ignore this fact at our peril. we need food and shelter. we 
need to protect ourselves in extreme climate conditions. we must be careful 
what we eat and take care that some large carnivore does not mistake us for 
its next meal.

embodiment not only involves being subject to physical laws but also 
implies webs of relationships, a place in time and space, sexuality, and race. 
it involves culture and limitation and raises questions about our relationship 
to the physical world and to our bodies. embodiment raises the first set of 
questions about what it means to be human.
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Webs of Relationships
as physical beings we participate in a vast web of intricate relationships. we 
depend upon the photosynthesis of plant life to provide us with the oxygen 
that fuels the chemical reactions in our bodies. we in turn supply plants 
with the carbon dioxide upon which they depend. we are situated near the 
top of a long and complicated food chain that begins with the energy of the 
sun, moves through several stages of conversion in plant and animal life, 
and finally winds up on our dinner tables. we are lucky enough to inhabit 
a planet that lies just far enough from its middling star to keep us comfort-
ably warm without burning us and comfortably cool without freezing us. 
The chemicals of the earth’s atmosphere protect us from overexposure to the 
harmful radiation of that star. we live in a section of the galaxy that is fairly 
peaceful. The violent reactions of extremely large stars and black holes are 
distant events to us. we have carved out a large niche for ourselves in the 
ecology of the planet. if we overlook this ecological aspect of our being, we 
live according to a false notion of what it means to be human, and we risk 
destroying ourselves not only bodily but spiritually.

because of our bodies, we are economic beings. we depend on the earth 
to provide the physical basis of our culture and the resources for our ba-
sic needs. Those resources are limited and must be shaped by human labor 
into the objects we need to live in our cultures. The earth does not gives us 
ready-made skyscrapers, radios, clothing, houses, and computers. we must 
take the assets the earth provides and by the sweat of our brows produce the 
goods we need and desire in order to live the life we have made for ourselves. 
we need the labor of others, and we provide some labor they depend on. 
The homes we live in, the clothes we wear, the food we ate for breakfast this 
morning involve us in complicated webs of exchange. The simplest human 
acts make us economic beings. a large part of what defines us as individuals 
is our social and economic status—how much of the economic resources of 
society do we have at our disposal, and at whose expense or gain?

Space and Time
To be embodied means we dwell in space. we do not just occupy a particu-
lar place, we are spatial beings. we cannot exist without being located in a 
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place, and that place shapes us. we may live on the wide open plains, in a 
deep mountain valley surrounded by magnificent peaks, on an island in a 
vast ocean. we live in large cities, small towns, and villages. Those physical 
settings shape our interactions with the environment, the ways we relate to 
each other, our sense of the world as a whole, and our sense of ourselves. 
The world speaks to us differently in diverse places and invites different re-
sponses from of us. we say something important about ourselves when we 
claim we are from north dakota or new york, seattle or omaha, Peru or 
Japan. a childhood on a farm molds us into a different kind of person than 
we would be if we were raised in the suburbs, which in turn differs from 
the way the inner city might form us. The places we have lived and the en-
vironments that shape those places play a significant role in carving out the 
persons we have become.

To be embodied means we also dwell in time. we live in a particular his-
torical time, and that time gives form to our lives. To live in the early twenty-
first century, with its dominant economic institutions and its democracies, is 
vastly different from living in the thirteenth century, when popes and kings 
ruled. both differ radically from the fourth century bce with its empires 
and city states. we can only dream what life will be like in the twenty-fifth 
century. The basic institutions of society shape historical eras differently, and 
that implies a slightly different answer to the question of what it means to 
be human. Things can vary from one generation to the next. a child of the 
1960s looks at life differently from a generation X or y person.

as embodied beings, we do not merely live in a particular time, but we 
experience our lives in a temporal flow. we emerge from a past and move 
into a future. This motion is not simply an abstraction. we carry complex 
memories that move and guide us into the future in ways we are barely aware 
of. we experience a many-layered history that has shaped our present. Those 
layers are personal, familial, social, and national.

our temporal nature projects us into the future. we like to think of the 
future as a blank sheet waiting to be written upon by our actions. but it is 
already given a vague form by our history. our histories open possibilities 
before us, filling us with hope and sometimes dread. shakespeare rightly 
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calls the future “The undiscover’d country,”4 but we do not move into that 
country blindly. we have expectations based on our past experience.

we like to think we live in the present, but the present is rather elusive. 
saint augustine in his famous meditation on time in the eleventh book of 
the Confessions5 began by thinking of the present as the present year, the 
present month, the present week, the present day. each unit of measurement 
proved to be too large, for a part of it was already gone and part still lay in 
the future. he was finally left with the minutest temporal moment as the 
platform on which we stand in time. he came to regard the present as the 
fleeting instant in which we negotiate the past into the future.

we are indeed temporal, historical beings. as such, we live within stories 
filled with many plots and a vast array of characters. The complex layers of 
our history, personal, familial, national, and worldwide, provide the stage 
with settings, plots and characters on which we negotiate our way from the 
past to the future. living out our stories, we become who we are.

Sexuality and Race
our bodies also provide the basis of our sexual being. we are by anatomy ei-
ther male or female. but, while anchored in our bodies like the other dimen-
sions of our embodied human existence, sexuality involves far more than 
the physical. as John heagle and Fran Ferder have stated,6 our sexuality 
with all of its drive is the energy we have for relationships. because of our 
embodied way of being we long for relationships with other human beings. 
This longing and sexual energy are given shape and direction by our gender. 
Gender entails more than the physical characteristics of our bodies. it also 
includes the set of roles and behaviors that a society defines for men and 
women. These roles and expectations vary from culture to culture. a woman 
in a burka in the Middle east serves as a clear sign that islamic culture views 

4  william shakespeare, Hamlet, act iii, scene 1.

5  st. augustine, The Confessions (Garden city, ny: image books, 1960), book 11.

6  Fran Ferder and John heagle, Tender Fires: The Spiritual Promise of Sexuality (new 
york: crossroad Publishing co., 2002), 36-37.
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the role of women very differently than the west does. and women played 
a far more powerful role in society in eighth-century ireland than they did 
in ancient Greece.

Gender powerfully shapes human relationships and the expectations we 
have of ourselves and others. These expectations define what it means to be 
a father, a mother, a lover, a celibate. when these expectations shift, ten-
sions rise and social conflicts ensue. one need only think of the struggle of 
women for equality in the united states in the twentieth century, the current 
debate in the united states over the definition of marriage, arguments in the 
roman catholic church over mandatory celibacy for priests, or battles in 
many christian churches over the ordination of women and gay clergy.

sexual orientation also plays a powerful role in the identity of an individ-
ual. To be gay or lesbian or straight or bisexual deeply influences how we see 
ourselves and relate to others. social norms dealing with sexual orientation 
affect self-acceptance, how we are seen in the eyes of others, and the roles 
one ought to take in society.

because we are embodied, we are also racial beings. Many people think 
the color of our skin defines us. The important question is how much it should 
define us. apartheid in south africa, racial cleansing in nazi Germany and 
segregation in the united states were the result of taking racial differences to 
an absurd level and involved those societies in the terrible evil of denying the 
humanity of large segments of their population. Prejudice based on race and 
ethnicity is unjust and harms society as a whole. it is immoral to determine 
a person’s social status, educational opportunities, place in the economic or-
der of society, and the opportunities available to a person on the basis of race 
or ethnicity. such prejudice is one of the great evils that hamper any society, 
for it denies a society the gifts of large segments of its population.

but it is equally absurd to say that race does not matter. race is overlaid 
by ethnicity, which goes beyond the physical fact of the color of our skin to 
include the cultural norms and behaviors of groups whose most common 
denominator is their race or their nationality. The ethnic group to which we 
belong is a major factor in our sense of ourselves and the world. The plural-
ism of ethnicity enriches a society with its various traditions.




