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construction, or an illusion of continuity. Beginning with the felt immediacy of first-person
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incorporate and discipline believers. The central argument is that Christianity’s earliest
anthropology was not merely coercive but exploratory, mystical, and resurrection-centered,
while later institutional forms increasingly discovered the social utility of fear. The “Divine
spark” remains a hopeful, contested name for the soul’s God-addressable center.
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1. The Question of the Very Me Me
1.1 The Felt Irreducibility of First-Person Identity

Every human being lives from a point that cannot be fully exchanged with another. We can
describe ourselves by name, history, family, work, body, memory, personality, language,
nationality, belief, and desire, but none of these descriptions quite captures the immediacy of
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being the one who says There is a peculiar intimacy in selfhood that precedes explanation.
Before the person is a citizen, parent, child, scientist, believer, skeptic, patient, sinner, or saint,
there is the bare fact of being this one, the one to whom experience appears from the inside.
This is what may be called the “very me me”: not the public identity, not the social mask, not

the biography, but the irreducible inward center from which the world is encountered.

The phrase is deliberately simple because the problem itself is older than technical vocabulary.
Philosophers have called it soul, subject, self, person, ego, ipseity, haecceity, consciousness, or
first-person givenness. Religious traditions have called it spirit, heart, inner man, breath, image,
spark, or inward light. Psychologists have spoken of ego, self-representation, memory continuity,
unconscious structure, archetype, and individuation. Each name catches something, but none
exhausts the phenomenon. The problem is that the “very me me” is not merely another object
in the world. It is the place from which objects are seen, feared, loved, judged, remembered,
and named.

This is why the question becomes difficult so quickly. If one asks, “What am 1?” the body offers
one answer. If one asks, “Who am 1?” biography offers another. If one asks, “Why am | this one
and not another?” metaphysics begins. If one asks, “Can God know me more deeply than |
know myself?” theology begins. If one asks, “Is this deep self real or only a construction?”
psychology and skepticism enter. The “very me me” is therefore not a childish phrase but a
doorway into the deepest problem of human identity: whether the self is merely assembled
from parts or whether there is an inward center that cannot be reduced to its parts.

The felt irreducibility of first-person identity is not the same as proof of immortality, soul, or
Divine spark. A feeling may be powerful without being metaphysically decisive. Yet the feeling
cannot be dismissed lightly. It is the condition of all dismissal. Even the skeptic who says “there
is no self” must speak from a first-person position. Even the materialist who says “l am only
neural activity” must explain why neural activity appears as mine. Even the theologian who says
“my soul belongs to God” must distinguish the soul from pride, fantasy, and projection. The
guestion begins not with doctrine but with the stubborn fact that each person finds himself or
herself already inhabiting an inwardness that cannot be handed over to another.



1.2 The Difference Between Ego, Person, Soul, and Self

The “very me me” becomes clearer when it is separated from several neighboring terms. The
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ego is the managed “I” of practical life. It negotiates the world, protects the organism, forms
plans, defends against shame, seeks recognition, and tells a usable story about itself. The ego is
necessary, but it is not the deepest self. It is partly a servant, partly a mask, partly a negotiator,
and partly a fiction that allows daily life to proceed. When someone says, “My ego was
wounded,” we understand that this is not the same as saying, “My soul was destroyed.” The ego

is close to the surface, even when it feels intensely personal.

The person is broader than the ego. Personhood includes the embodied, historical, relational
being who can be addressed, loved, blamed, forgiven, remembered, and mourned. A person
has continuity across time even when mood, health, memory, or social role changes. The person
is not a mere mental point. It includes body, history, vulnerability, promise, and responsibility. In
religious terms, the person is the one God calls by name. In moral terms, the person is the one
who can be treated justly or unjustly. In legal terms, the person has standing. In existential
terms, the person is the being who must answer for a life.

The soul, in religious and metaphysical language, names the depth of the person before God or
eternity. It is not merely the ego and not merely the social person. It is the inward life of the
creature, the hidden center in which conscience, longing, prayer, guilt, love, and transcendence
become possible. The soul is often imagined as separable from the body, but the strongest
biblical and early Christian anthropology does not reduce the soul to a ghost trapped in flesh.
The soul is the living depth of an embodied creature. It is not less than psychological interiority,
but it is more than psychology if God is real.

The self is the most ambiguous term. It can mean the ego, the person, the soul, the conscious
subject, the total psyche, or the narrative identity constructed through memory. Freud and Jung
already show the ambiguity. For Freud, the conscious ego is not master in its own house;
beneath it lie unconscious forces, desires, fears, and prohibitions. For Jung, the ego is only the
center of consciousness, while the Self is the deeper totality toward which the psyche moves.
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Thus “self” can mean the everyday “1” or the hidden whole that exceeds the everyday

The “very me me” is not identical to any one of these terms, but it touches all of them. It is
deeper than ego, more inward than social personhood, close to what religion means by soul,
and close to what phenomenology means by minimal self or ipseity. It is the one who suffers
ego-injury, the one who bears personhood, the one who may be called soul, and the one who
asks whether there is a Self beyond the ego. Its importance lies in refusing premature reduction.
The human being is not adequately described as a body plus a biography plus a bundle of
impulses. Something remains: the intimate first-person center that asks what all of this means.



1.3 Why the Innermost Self Resists Objectification

The innermost self resists objectification because it is never encountered in quite the same way
as other things. A hand can be seen. A brain can be scanned. A memory can be reported. A
habit can be observed. A personality trait can be measured. But the one to whom the hand,
brain, memory, habit, and trait belong is not found in the same manner. The self is not absent; it
is too close. It is not hidden because it is far away, but because it is the condition of nearness
itself.

This creates a permanent difficulty for every science of the self. The brain is undeniably involved
in consciousness, memory, emotion, and identity. Damage the brain and the person’s capacities
may change. Alter chemistry and mood may change. Injure memory and continuity may
fracture. These facts matter and cannot be waved away by pious language. Yet even when every
measurable correlate is described, the first-person character of experience remains. The
guestion is not whether the brain is necessary for human selfhood in earthly life. The question is
whether the measurable account exhausts the meaning of being a self.

Objectification turns the person into a case, specimen, role, diagnosis, profile, demographic
unit, or biological machine. These may be useful perspectives, but each is partial. The physician
needs the body as object, but the patient experiences illness as subject. The psychologist may
analyze defense mechanisms, but the sufferer feels shame, fear, hope, and longing from within.
The state may count citizens, but the citizen lives one unrepeatable life. The theologian may
speak of humanity in general, but prayer begins with the singular cry: here | am.

The deepest self also resists possession. One cannot simply own the “very me me” as one owns
a tool. The self is received before it is controlled. No one chooses to exist before existing. No
one manufactures the original fact of being this one. We awaken into identity before we
understand it. This is why religious language becomes tempting. If the self is received, perhaps it
is given. If it is given, perhaps there is a giver. If the inward center is not self-created, perhaps
the “very me me” is not an isolated possession but a relation.

This does not prove the Divine spark, but it opens the path toward it. The innermost self is not
best imagined as a jewel hidden inside the body, waiting to be extracted. It is better imagined as
an inward addressability: the capacity to be known, summoned, judged, forgiven, and loved at a
depth beyond public description. The self resists objectification because it is not merely a thing.
It is the one for whom things matter. If God exists, then the deepest truth of the self is not self-
observation but being known by God.

1.4 The Hope That Selfhood Is More Than Biology

The hope that the “very me me” is more than biology is not contempt for biology. The body is
not an accident. Breath, hunger, sleep, touch, pain, aging, sexuality, iliness, and death are not



superficial additions to an otherwise pure self. Human selfhood is embodied from the
beginning. A person’s voice, face, gestures, memories, and affections are inseparable from
bodily life. Any account of the soul that despises the body becomes distorted. The question is
not whether we are biological. The question is whether biology is the whole truth of us.

To hope that selfhood is more than biology is to hope that the person is not finally reducible to
mechanism, accident, and decay. It is to hope that the inward life has a meaning not canceled
by death. It is to hope that conscience is more than conditioning, love more than reproductive
strategy, beauty more than neural reward, and prayer more than self-soothing. This hope may
be criticized as wish-fulfillment, and Freud’s challenge cannot be ignored. Human beings do
wish for protection, permanence, forgiveness, reunion, and cosmic parental care. Some
religious beliefs undoubtedly serve these wishes.

Yet the existence of wish does not settle the question. Hunger does not prove there is no food.
Loneliness does not prove there is no love. The desire for God does not prove God, but neither
does it disprove God. Hope is not evidence in the narrow scientific sense, but it may be an organ
of orientation. It tells us what kind of truth the soul is seeking. A purely reductive account may
explain why hope arises, but it may not explain whether hope answers to something real.

Here Jung offers a counterweight to Freud. Religious symbols may be projections, but they may
also disclose depths the ego does not command. The Divine spark may not function as a literal
metaphysical particle inside the human being. It may be a symbol for the deepest relation
between the person and the transcendent source of personhood. The spark names the intuition
that the innermost self is not self-originating, not merely social, not merely defensive, and not
finally owned by death.

The central hope of this paper is therefore cautious but real. The “very me me” should not be
confused with ego-inflation. It is not the claim “l am divine by possession.” It is closer to the
confession “I am received from God and answerable to God.” The Divine spark, properly
understood, does not make the ego grandiose. It humbles the ego by placing the deepest self in
relation to its source. The self is not a private god. It is a creaturely center capable of
communion.

Thus the opening question becomes the governing question of the entire study. Is the
innermost self an illusion generated by psychological continuity? Is it a useful fiction of the ego?
Is it an archetypal image of wholeness? Is it the soul? Is it the image of God? Is it the candle of
the Lord? The answer cannot be forced at the beginning. It must be approached through
philosophy, scripture, psychology, and church history. But the question itself is unavoidable
because every answer to human life presupposes some account of the one who asks it.



2. Philosophical Names for the Innermost Self
2.1 The Soul as Thinking Substance

One of the most enduring ways to name the “very me me” is the soul. In the classical and early
modern philosophical tradition, the soul is not merely a mood, memory, or personality pattern.
It is the inward principle of life, awareness, and personal continuity. The soul is the one who
thinks, wills, doubts, remembers, loves, sins, repents, hopes, and fears. It is not simply what the
person has, as though it were an object stored inside the body. It is closer to what the person is
at depth.

The most famous modern formulation is the thinking subject. When everything else is doubted,
the act of doubting still discloses a doubter. This does not yet prove the whole theology of the
soul, but it marks an important boundary: the self cannot be eliminated in the very act by which
one tries to eliminate it. To say “I doubt that | exist” already performs the existence of the
doubting subject. The “I” may not yet know what it is, but it cannot coherently deny that there
is an experiencing, thinking, questioning center present in the act of denial.

This insight is powerful because it separates the innermost self from external descriptions. One
may be deceived about the world, the body, the past, social identity, or even one’s own motives.
But the presence of thought, doubt, or awareness seems immediately given. This is why the
thinking-substance tradition is attractive to anyone seeking the “very me me.” It appears to
locate an indubitable center beneath the instability of appearances.

Yet the tradition also creates problems. If the soul is treated as a separate thinking substance,
how does it relate to the body? How does immaterial thought interact with flesh, sensation, and
neural process? How does one avoid turning the human being into two loosely connected
things: a ghostly mind and a mechanical body? The more sharply the soul is separated from the
body, the harder it becomes to explain embodied personhood. Hunger, pain, touch, illness,
aging, and sexual difference are not accidents added to a pure thinker. They shape the human
way of being a self.

The thinking-substance model therefore captures one truth and risks another. It captures the
irreducibility of first-person awareness. It resists the flattening of the human being into matter
alone. But it can risk making the self too abstract, too detached, too cleanly separable from the
actual lived body. The “very me me” is not merely a floating point of thought. It is the one who
thinks in a body, suffers in a body, speaks through a body, and is known by others through bodily
presence.

For the purposes of this paper, the soul as thinking substance remains an important but
incomplete name. It tells us that the inward subject is not easily dissolved into external
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observation. It tells us that the “I” cannot be treated as one more object among objects. But it



does not yet tell us whether the innermost self is created, divine, mortal, immortal, wounded,
redeemed, or illusory. It opens the question rather than closing it.

2.2 Haecceity and the Metaphysics of Thisness

Another philosophical name for the “very me me” is haecceity, or thisness. The term points to
the strange fact that a person is not merely an instance of a type. One human being is not
interchangeable with another even when they share nature, language, culture, age,
temperament, or belief. There is a difference between describing what someone is and
identifying who this one is. The “very me me” is not exhausted by universal properties. It
includes the irreducible fact of being this particular one.

Thisness matters because descriptions can multiply indefinitely without reaching the final
mystery of singularity. One may say that a person is male or female, young or old, American or
Greek, introverted or extroverted, educated or uneducated, wounded or healed, religious or
skeptical. Such predicates say much, but they do not capture why this person is this person and
not another. Even a perfect list of qualities would still seem to leave out the unrepeatable “this
one here.”

Haecceity therefore names a metaphysical pressure point. If two beings shared all observable
qualities, would they be the same being? Common sense resists this. Two identical twins are not
one person. Two indistinguishable copies in a thought experiment would not automatically be
the same self. A perfect duplication of memory and personality would still raise the question of
original identity. Which one is the “very me me”? Which one is the one who was here before?
Thisness points to the fact that identity is not merely a bundle of qualities.

This has theological significance. If God knows the person, God does not merely know a class
member or data profile. God knows this one. The language of divine calling depends on
thisness. To be called by name is to be addressed not as an example of humanity but as a
singular creature. The hope of the soul is not only that human nature survives, or that
consciousness in general continues, but that this person remains known. The deepest religious
longing is not for abstract immortality but for the preservation, judgment, healing, and
fulfillment of the singular self.

Yet haecceity also has limits. It names particularity, but it does not explain inwardness. A stone
may have thisness. A tree may have thisness. A particular chair is this chair and not that one.
But the “very me me” is more than bare particularity. It is not only the fact that | am numerically
distinct from others. It is the fact that my life is lived from within. Haecceity helps explain why |
am not interchangeable. It does not fully explain why experience appears as mine.

Still, thisness is essential for any adequate account of the innermost self. Without it, the person
dissolves into general categories. One becomes a case, type, role, function, or biological
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specimen. With it, the human being remains singular. The “very me me” is not simply human
nature in general. It is this embodied, historical, inwardly lived, God-addressable life. Haecceity
protects the person from abstraction.

2.3 Kant’s Transcendental “l Think”
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Kant gives another way to approach the innermost self. He does not begin by treating the “I” as
an object that can be discovered inside experience. Instead, he asks what must be true for
experience to be unified at all. His answer is that the “I think” must be able to accompany my
representations. Experience is not merely a scattered series of sensations. It is gathered into
one field of awareness. The world appears not as disconnected fragments but as my experience

of a world.

This transcendental “I” is not the empirical personality. It is not temperament, memory,
biography, or social role. It is not the self one describes in autobiography. It is the formal unity
that allows experiences to belong together as mine. Without some unity of apperception, there
would be no coherent experience of objects, time, causality, or selfhood. There would be

impressions, but not an owned world.

This is important for the “very me me” because it distinguishes the condition of experience
from the contents of experience. | can observe my thoughts, feelings, memories, bodily
sensations, and desires. These are contents. But the unity in which they appear is not itself just
another content. The “I think” is not seen in the way a color is seen or heard in the way a sound
is heard. It is presupposed whenever anything is experienced as belonging to one
consciousness.

Kant therefore avoids a crude inner-object theory of the soul. He does not say that introspection
reveals a little metaphysical substance sitting behind the eyes. He is more austere. The “1” is
necessary as a condition of unified experience, but it cannot be known as a thing in itself by
ordinary self-observation. This protects the self from simplistic objectification. It also frustrates
the desire for a direct proof of the soul.

The transcendental “I” is both powerful and thin. It explains how experience can be mine, but it
does not give the warmth of personhood. It does not yet give love, guilt, prayer, history,
embodiment, or salvation. It does not tell us whether the self is immortal. It does not identify
the “I” with a Divine spark. It gives the formal grammar of mineness, not the full drama of the

soul.

Even so, Kant’s account is indispensable. It shows why the self cannot be reduced to a list of
mental contents. The “very me me” is not simply one item among thoughts. It is related to the
unity by which thoughts can be gathered as belonging to one subject. If the earlier soul tradition
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says, “There must be a thinker,” Kant says, “There must be a unity by which experience can be
thought as mine.” This is a more disciplined form of the same inward pressure.

The religious question then returns at a higher level. If the “I think” is the formal unity of
experience, is there also a deeper “l am known” before God? Does the self’s unity arise merely
as a cognitive condition, or is it grounded in a created relation to the divine source? Kant does
not answer this in the language of Divine spark. But his account helps clarify why the innermost
self cannot be captured as an object. The self is not found by searching among experiences. It is
implicated in the very possibility of experience.

2.4 Ipseity, Mineness, and the Minimal Self

Phenomenology gives perhaps the closest philosophical vocabulary for the “very me me.” Its
key terms are ipseity, mineness, and minimal self. Ipseity means selfhood in the sense of being
oneself from the first-person side. Mineness means that experience is given as mine before |
reflect on it. The minimal self is the pre-reflective self-presence built into conscious experience.
Before | say “I am having this thought,” the thought already appears in a first-person way. Before
| identify myself by name, | am already the one to whom the world appears.

This account is subtler than ordinary introspection. It does not require that | constantly think
about myself. Most experience is not explicitly self-focused. When | look at a tree, solve a
problem, listen to music, or comfort a friend, my attention is usually directed outward. Yet the
experience is not ownerless. It does not float freely. It is tacitly mine. This tacit mineness is not a
conclusion added afterward. It belongs to the structure of experience itself.

This is why ipseity is so close to the “very me me.” It names the self before biography. It is not
the story | tell about myself, not the mask others recognize, not even the reflective ego that says
“1” It is the immediate first-person givenness of life. In this sense, the minimal self is thinner
than the soul but deeper than personality. It does not yet prove God, immortality, or moral
responsibility, but it identifies the inward form of being a subject.

The strength of this approach is that it avoids both inflation and reduction. It does not inflate
the self into a grand metaphysical substance too quickly. It also does not reduce the self to
external behavior or neurological function. It begins from lived experience. It says: before
theory, there is the fact that experience appears from somewhere, as someone’s, with a tacit
self-presence that cannot be removed without destroying the phenomenon being described.

Yet the minimal self is not the whole person. Human beings are not only momentary centers of
mineness. We remember, promise, repent, anticipate, love, and suffer across time. We are
embedded in language, family, history, and community. The “very me me” includes pre-
reflective mineness, but it also gathers into narrative, moral, and spiritual identity. A purely
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minimal self may be too thin to carry the full weight of guilt, redemption, vocation, or
resurrection.

Still, ipseity provides a necessary foundation. It explains why the self is not merely a theory
inferred from memory. Even before memory organizes a life story, experience has a first-person
character. This matters for religious anthropology. If the soul is God-addressable, that address
does not begin only at the level of public biography. It reaches into the inward structure by
which life is lived as mine. The candle of the Lord searches not merely the résumé, but the
inward parts.

The language of mineness also helps distinguish the Divine spark from ego. Ego says, “This is
mine” in the possessive sense. Ipseity says, “This experience is mine” in the structural sense.
The soul says, “l am thine” in the theological sense. The movement from mineness to surrender
is one of the great transitions in religious life. The “very me me” may begin as the immediate
sense that experience is mine, but it matures spiritually only when the self recognizes that its
deepest being is received.

2.5 The Challenge of No-Self Traditions

Any serious account of the innermost self must confront the no-self challenge. Several
philosophical and religious traditions argue that the search for a permanent, independent “very
me me” is mistaken. What appears to be a stable self may be a flowing bundle of perceptions,
habits, memories, sensations, desires, and social designations. Look closely, and no separate
owner can be found. There is seeing, hearing, feeling, remembering, fearing, wanting, and
thinking, but no fixed self behind them.

This challenge is powerful because introspection is unstable. When one turns inward to find the
self, one often finds contents: a bodily sensation, a word, an image, a memory, a mood, an
intention, a fear. The supposed inner owner does not appear as a separate object. This has led
some thinkers to say that the self is only a convenient fiction. Personal identity may be a
pattern, not a substance. Continuity may be practical rather than absolute. The “very me me”
may be a useful story the organism tells in order to function.

Buddhist no-self thought is especially important because it does not merely deny the self as a
speculative claim. It treats attachment to a permanent self as a source of suffering. The belief “I
am this fixed thing” generates craving, fear, pride, resentment, and terror of loss. Liberation
requires seeing through the illusion of independent selfhood. The person is not nothing, but
neither is there an unchanging ego-entity at the center. What we call the self is conditioned,

composite, impermanent, and interdependent.

This view has a moral seriousness that cannot be dismissed. Much human suffering does come
from clinging to ego. The defended self is easily humiliated, greedy, possessive, anxious, and
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violent. Religious language about soul or Divine spark can be corrupted into spiritual narcissism
if it tells the ego that it is secretly divine. The no-self critique warns that what we call the “very
me me” may sometimes be only the ego’s refusal to relinquish itself.

Yet the no-self challenge also raises questions. If there is no self at all, who suffers? Who is
liberated? Who acts compassionately? Who is responsible? Some traditions answer by
distinguishing between ultimate and conventional identity. Conventionally, persons exist and
matter. Ultimately, they lack independent, permanent essence. This distinction allows moral life
to continue without metaphysical ego-substance. It is a profound alternative to soul-based
anthropology.

For this paper, the no-self challenge is not an enemy to be casually defeated. It is a purification.
It forces the Divine spark idea to become humbler. The spark cannot mean the glorified ego. It
cannot mean a private possession of divinity. It cannot mean a hard little metaphysical kernel
immune to transformation. If the phrase has value, it must name something deeper than ego-
continuity and less possessive than self-idolatry.

Christian thought can learn from this critique without surrendering its own center. Christianity
does not finally say that the person is an illusion. It says the person is created, fallen, called,
judged, redeemed, and loved. It does not seek extinction of personhood but transfiguration.
The self must die to ego, but not because the person is worthless. The self dies in order to be
received back from God truthfully. “Not my will” is not the annihilation of personhood; it is the
surrender of false possession.

Thus the philosophical field remains divided. The soul tradition protects inward substance.
Haecceity protects singularity. Kant protects the unity of experience. Phenomenology protects
first-person mineness. No-self traditions challenge the very search for a permanent inner owner.
The “very me me” stands at the intersection of these claims. It may be soul, thisness,
transcendental unity, ipseity, illusion, or a mystery not exhausted by any one vocabulary.

The next step is religious. If the innermost self is real, what is its relation to God? Is it a Divine
spark, an image, a breath, a light, or a creaturely center called into communion? Philosophy can
clarify the question, but it cannot fully answer the hope that gave rise to it. For that, one must
enter the language of religion, where selfhood is not merely analyzed but addressed.

3. The Divine Spark as Religious Hope
3.1 The Appeal of the Divine Spark

The phrase Divine spark has enduring power because it names what many people hope is true
before they can prove it: that the deepest human self is not merely an accident of chemistry,
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social conditioning, memory, and fear. It suggests that the inward center of the person is lit from
beyond itself. The human being is not only alive, conscious, and adaptive, but somehow
touched by transcendence. The spark is small, hidden, vulnerable, and easily obscured, yet it is
also luminous. It implies that the innermost self is not self-explanatory. Something in the person
points back toward God.

The appeal is existential before it is doctrinal. Human beings experience themselves as more
than objects. They suffer shame as though they have violated an invisible dignity. They feel guilt
as though conscience answers to more than social expectation. They love as though another
person is infinitely more than a biological organism. They grieve as though death has taken not
merely a body but an unrepeatable center of meaning. They hope as though the visible world
does not exhaust reality. The Divine spark gathers these experiences into one image: the person
bears a hidden light that cannot be reduced to surface description.

The spark also offers a powerful answer to depersonalization. Modern life often treats the
human being as data, labor, consumer, patient, voter, case, risk profile, identity category, or
biological machine. In such a world, the language of Divine spark resists flattening. It says there
is something in the person that cannot be priced, managed, fully surveilled, or replaced. The
person is not merely useful. The person is sacredly addressed. Even the weakest, oldest, sickest,
poorest, or most socially invisible human being carries inward significance.

Yet the phrase is dangerous if misunderstood. If the Divine spark is taken to mean that the ego
is secretly divine, then it becomes spiritual vanity. The ego can seize religious language and
convert it into self-worship. The proud person can say, “l contain God,” while refusing
repentance, humility, or love. The tyrant can imagine his will as divine will. The wounded person
can mistake the desire to matter for metaphysical entitlement. Therefore, the Divine spark must
be handled carefully. It can either humble the self before God or inflate the self into a
counterfeit god.

The appeal of the Divine spark is strongest when it is interpreted not as possession but as
participation, not as self-deification but as creaturely illumination. The spark is not a trophy of
the ego. It is a sign that the self is received, dependent, and answerable. It does not say, “l am
divine by ownership.” It says, “My deepest life comes from beyond me.” This distinction
preserves both dignity and humility. The person is not nothing, but neither is the person self-
originating.

The spark image is also attractive because it bridges philosophy and religion. Philosophically, it
corresponds to the irreducibility of first-person selfhood, the thisness of the person, and the
mineness of experience. Religiously, it corresponds to the soul, the image of God, the inner
light, the breath of life, and the Spirit’s inward work. Psychologically, it corresponds to the
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intuition that the ego does not exhaust the psyche. The spark is not a formal proof. It is a symbol
that gathers multiple lines of human experience into one luminous point.

For this paper, the Divine spark is best treated as hopeful metaphor rather than crude
metaphysics. It does not need to mean a literal particle of God lodged inside the body. It means
that the innermost person is capable of relation to God because the person is already grounded
in God’s creative act. The spark is the name for the self’s hidden orientation toward its source. It
is the intuition that the “very me me” is not finally alone.

3.2 The Difference Between Divine Image and Divine Fragment

The distinction between Divine image and Divine fragment is essential. To say that the human
being bears the image of God is not the same as saying that the human being is a broken-off
piece of God. Image language preserves the Creator-creature distinction. Fragment language
can collapse it. The human person may reflect God, receive life from God, be known by God,
and participate in divine life by grace, yet the person is not God by nature. This distinction is
crucial for any serious theological account of the innermost self.

The Divine image means that human dignity is derivative but real. A mirror is not the sun, but it
can reflect light. A word is not the speaker, but it can carry meaning. A child is not the parent,
but the family resemblance may be unmistakable. So too the human person is not the Creator,
yet the person may reflect rationality, freedom, moral awareness, relational capacity, creativity,
love, and spiritual addressability. The image is not an independent divinity trapped inside the
person. It is the form of creaturely life ordered toward God.

Divine fragment language carries a different implication. It suggests that the deepest self is a
portion of divinity that has somehow fallen into material existence. In this model, salvation may
become escape from embodiment, history, and creaturehood. The body becomes prison. The
world becomes contamination. The self’s true destiny becomes return by shedding material
limitation. This can be spiritually seductive because it gives the inward self an exalted origin. But
it can also produce contempt for the body, creation, ordinary moral responsibility, and
communal life.

Early Christian orthodoxy resisted this collapse. The human being was not saved by discovering
a hidden divine shard and escaping flesh. The human being was saved by the incarnate Word,
who assumed real human life and restored it. The body mattered. History mattered.
Resurrection mattered. The created person mattered. The goal was not the erasure of
creaturehood but its healing and glorification. This is why the Christian version of the innermost
self cannot simply be equated with a trapped Divine fragment.

The image of God is more relational than fragmentary. A fragment has the same substance as
the whole from which it breaks. An image depends on relation, resemblance, vocation, and
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representation. The person is God-imaging not because the person is a detachable piece of
divine substance, but because the person is created to reveal, receive, and respond to God. The
image is fulfilled not by self-isolation but by communion. One becomes more truly oneself not
by retreating into private inwardness but by being restored to right relation with God, neighbor,
creation, and body.

This difference reshapes the meaning of the “very me me.” If the innermost self is imagined as a
Divine fragment, then the deepest spiritual task is to locate the hidden god within. If the
innermost self is the image-bearing creature, then the deepest task is to become transparent to
the God who created, calls, judges, heals, and glorifies. The first can drift toward self-
divinization. The second moves toward worship. The first says, “I must uncover the god that |
already am.” The second says, “I must receive the life for which | was made.”

The Divine spark can be retained only if it is disciplined by Divine image. Spark language
supplies warmth, immediacy, and inwardness. Image language supplies theological boundaries.
Together they allow a balanced account. The person is not merely dust, mechanism, or social
role. There is light in the inward life. But that light is not self-owned divinity. It is created
receptivity to God'’s light. The spark shines because it is lit, not because it is self-originating.

This distinction also prevents despair. If the spark were literally divine substance, then sin,
ignorance, and cruelty would become metaphysically confusing. How could divinity become so
disordered? But if the human being is an image-bearing creature, then damage, distortion, and
restoration make sense. The image can be obscured without being abolished. The candle can
smoke without ceasing to be a candle. The inward person can be wounded without losing the
possibility of illumination. The “very me me” is not pure divinity temporarily inconvenienced by
matter. It is a created self capable of being restored to its intended brightness.

3.3 The Soul as God-Addressable Center

The most careful religious formulation is that the soul is the God-addressable center of the
person. This does not require imagining the soul as a small object hidden somewhere inside the
body. It names the depth at which the person can be known, called, judged, forgiven, and loved
by God. The soul is the “who” beneath the “what.” It is the inward center where the person
stands not merely before society, family, law, biology, or memory, but before the living God.

Addressability is more fundamental than possession. A person does not create himself and then
invite God to inspect the finished product. The person exists because he or she has already been
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called into being. Before the self says God'’s creative act has said, in effect, “Be.” The self is
responsive before it is autonomous. This is why prayer often feels less like inventing a
relationship than awakening to one. The soul discovers that its deepest inwardness has always

been exposed to divine knowledge.
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To be God-addressable is to be singular. God does not address humanity only as a mass. The
religious imagination insists that God knows the particular person: the hidden grief, the secret
guilt, the unspoken hope, the distorted motive, the forgotten kindness, the buried wound. This
singular address gives depth to the “very me me.” The self is not merely thisness in the abstract.
It is this one under divine knowledge. The self is not merely a private center of consciousness. It
is the one who can be summoned by name.

This also means that the soul is morally serious. The Divine spark cannot be reduced to a
comforting glow. If the innermost self is God-addressable, then it can also be judged. Light
reveals as well as consoles. The inward candle searches the hidden parts. Religious inwardness
is not mere self-affirmation. It includes exposure. The self wants to be known, but also fears
being known. It wants its dignity confirmed, but not its falsehood uncovered. The soul’s relation
to God therefore produces both hope and trembling.

This helps explain why fear appears so quickly in religion. If the inner self is truly before God,
then the stakes are absolute. Nothing remains finally hidden. The soul’s deepest evasions are
seen. This can become a source of healing, because to be truthfully known and still offered
mercy is liberation. But it can also become a source of terror, especially when institutions claim
to manage God’s gaze. The idea of the God-addressable soul is therefore spiritually powerful
and socially dangerous. It can free the person from human domination, or it can be used to
intensify domination in the name of God.

The soul as God-addressable center also differs from the ego as self-narrating center. The ego
explains itself, defends itself, advertises itself, and edits its history. The soul is what remains
when the edited account fails. It is the one God knows beneath self-presentation. This is why
confession matters. Confession is not only moral accounting. It is the ego relinquishing its
monopoly over the story of the self. It allows the person to stand as known rather than merely
as managed.

The deepest religious claim is that God’s address does not destroy personhood but establishes
it. To be known by God is not to be absorbed into an impersonal absolute. It is to become more
truly oneself. The creature is not erased by divine knowledge. The creature is clarified. False
selves fall away, but the person is not annihilated. The ego may be humbled, but the soul is
restored. This is the difference between spiritual death and spiritual transfiguration.

The Divine spark, in this frame, is not a thing possessed by the soul but the sign of the soul’s
capacity for God. It is the inward openness by which the human being can receive divine light.
The “very me me” is not divine in itself; it is divinely addressable. It is the place where God’s call
can be heard, resisted, forgotten, feared, obeyed, or loved. That is a more modest claim than
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self-deification, but a deeper one. It makes the self neither god nor machine, but creaturely
mystery.

3.4 Hope, Faith, and the Limits of Proof

The claim that the innermost self is a Divine spark, image, soul, or God-addressable center
cannot be proven in the same way one proves a chemical reaction, a mathematical theorem, or
a historical date. The self is not available as a neutral object in that manner. God is not available
as an object inside the world. The relation between self and God is therefore not easily captured
by external demonstration. This does not make the claim meaningless, but it does mean that
hope and faith are unavoidable.

Hope is not mere fantasy. Fantasy invents a desired world without discipline. Hope leans toward
a possible truth that cannot yet be fully possessed. It lives between evidence and fulfillment. It
is vulnerable because it can be disappointed, but it is not irrational simply because it exceeds
proof. Much of human life depends on such hope. Love, forgiveness, justice, vocation, and
moral courage all require trust in meanings not fully secured by measurement. A life without
hope would not be more rational; it would be less human.

Faith, likewise, is not mere belief without reason. It is entrustment. It is the movement by which
the person stakes life on a reality that cannot be reduced to visible control. In the context of the
Divine spark, faith does not mean pretending to know what one does not know. It means
allowing the possibility that the self’s deepest inwardness answers to God. It means living as
though the person is more than a temporary arrangement of matter and fear. It means receiving
the self as gift rather than possession.

The limits of proof are especially clear in the first-person case. The “very me me” is not
something one can step outside of and inspect with complete neutrality. Every act of inspection
is already performed by the self. Scientific investigation can reveal many conditions of selfhood:
brain activity, developmental history, trauma, language acquisition, social formation, memory,
and embodied cognition. These are indispensable. But they do not abolish the first-person
guestion. They describe the conditions under which selfhood appears; they do not exhaust
what it means to be the one to whom life appears.

Freud’s challenge must be admitted here. The hope for a Divine spark may indeed be entangled
with the wish not to die, the wish to be loved absolutely, the wish for cosmic justice, and the
wish for a perfect parent. Religion can soothe terror. It can also disguise dependency, guilt,
resentment, and narcissism. Any honest account must confess that hope can be corrupted. The
fact that a belief comforts us does not make it true.

But the fact that a belief comforts us does not make it false. Water answers thirst, but thirst did
not invent water. Human longing is ambiguous. It can deceive, but it can also disclose. The
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desire for God may be projection, or it may be the echo of being created for God. The desire
that the “very me me” be known eternally may be childish refusal of finitude, or it may be the
soul’s recognition that personal love cannot be finally understood inside death alone. The
ambiguity cannot be resolved by suspicion alone.

Jung’s approach helps recover this ambiguity. Religious symbols may emerge from the psyche,
but that does not reduce them to nothing. The psyche itself may be the place where
transcendence is encountered symbolically. The Divine spark may function as a symbol of
wholeness, a sign that the ego is not the whole self, and that the self is ordered toward a center
deeper than conscious control. Jung does not provide orthodox doctrine, but he prevents
premature reduction. He asks what the symbol reveals rather than only what fear produced it.

The hope of this paper is therefore not naive certainty. It is a disciplined hope. It refuses to
equate the ego with God. It refuses to despise the body. It refuses to ignore psychology. It
refuses to turn the soul into an object. It also refuses to accept that reductive explanation has
the final word. The “very me me” remains a mystery at the intersection of inward experience,
moral responsibility, embodied life, and possible divine address.

The religious question cannot be forced into proof, but neither can it be dismissed as ignorance.
It belongs to a different depth of inquiry. One may ask not only, “What mechanisms produce
selfhood?” but also, “What is selfhood for?” One may ask not only, “Why do humans imagine
God?” but also, “Why is the human self capable of being addressed by the thought of God at
all?” One may ask not only, “How does consciousness arise?” but also, “Why does this inward
life feel answerable to truth, goodness, beauty, and love?”

The Divine spark is the name hope gives to the possibility that the inward self is lit by more than
itself. It is not the conclusion of a laboratory procedure. It is the prayerful interpretation of the
soul’s deepest givenness. It says that the “very me me” is not final in isolation. It is a candle, not
the sun; an image, not the source; a creature, not the Creator. But a candle can be lit. An image
can reflect. A creature can be loved. And if that is true, then the innermost self is not merely a
temporary flicker in the dark. It is a small light held within the larger light of God.

4. Biblical Grounding for the Inner Person
4.1 The Spirit of Man as the Candle of the Lord

The most direct biblical doorway into the question of the “very me me” is the saying that the
spirit of man is the candle of the Lord, searching the inward parts. This verse gives a remarkably
compact theology of interiority. The human spirit is not presented as a self-enclosed possession.
It is a lamp, a candle, a point of illumination whose meaning depends on light. The human
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inward life is real, but it is not self-originating. It shines because it is capable of being lit,
searched, and known by God.

This is close to the hope contained in the phrase Divine spark, but it is more disciplined. The
verse does not say that the human spirit is God. It does not collapse creature into Creator. It
says that the spirit of man functions as the Lord’s lamp. The inward self is the place where
divine searching occurs. God’s light penetrates the hidden chambers of motive, conscience,
desire, fear, shame, and hope. The “very me me” is therefore not merely the private center of
self-awareness. It is the inward place exposed to God’s knowledge.

This exposure is double-edged. To be searched by God can console, because it means the
person is not lost in anonymity. The hidden self is not invisible to the One who matters most.
What no human being understands, God can understand. What the person cannot articulate,
God can search. What remains buried beneath habit, trauma, pride, or confusion is not beyond
divine reach. The innermost person is not abandoned to darkness.

But the same searching also judges. The lamp does not merely warm; it reveals. The self often
wants inward significance without inward exposure. It wants to be known as precious but not
known as guilty, wounded, evasive, or false. The biblical vision does not allow that division. If
God knows the innermost self, God knows it truthfully. The Divine spark cannot become a
sentimental guarantee that the inward person is automatically pure. The candle of the Lord
searches all inward parts, including those the ego hides from itself.

This gives the biblical account a seriousness often absent from vague spiritual language. The
inward self is not treated as a private sanctuary immune from truth. It is the most accountable
place in the person. The body can kneel while the heart resists. The lips can pray while the will
refuses. The public identity can appear righteous while the inward life is disordered. Biblical
religion repeatedly insists that God is concerned not only with external conformity but with the
hidden orientation of the heart.

The candle image therefore bridges dignity and judgment. The human spirit has dignity because
it can bear divine illumination. It has danger because illumination reveals what is hidden. This is
one reason biblical inwardness differs from mere self-esteem. The goal is not simply to affirm
the inner self, but to bring it into truth. The “very me me” is not saved by being flattered. It is
saved by being searched, known, cleansed, and restored.

4.2 The Breath of Life in Genesis

The creation account gives another foundational image for the inner person: God forms the
human being from the dust of the ground and breathes into him the breath of life. The human
being becomes a living soul. This image is crucial because it refuses two opposite reductions.
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Humanity is dust, but not merely dust. Humanity receives divine breath, but does not thereby
become God. The person is earthly and God-related at once.

Dust matters. The biblical human being is not a pure mind accidentally trapped in matter. The
body belongs to the original act of creation. Flesh is not a prison added after a fall from spiritual
purity. The body is formed, intended, and animated. Any theology of the “very me me” that
despises embodiment has already departed from the biblical pattern. The innermost self is not
discovered by denying creaturely earthiness. It is discovered within the mystery of an embodied
life that has received breath from God.

Breath matters just as much. The body alone is not the full human person. Life is received. The
human being does not generate himself from within. The breath of life marks dependence.
Existence is gift before it becomes achievement. The first truth of the self is not autonomy, but
reception. Before the self acts, chooses, thinks, or names, it has been given life. This is the
original humility of personhood.

This is deeply relevant to the Divine spark question. If one says the innermost self is a Divine
spark, Genesis requires caution. The human being does not contain a detachable piece of God
as a possession. Rather, the human being lives because God gives breath. The divine relation is
not ownership of divinity but dependence on divine generosity. The spark is better understood
as the trace of received life, the created capacity to live before God, rather than as a fragment
of divine substance.

The phrase living soul also matters. In biblical anthropology, soul often means the living person,
not a ghostly component separable from real humanity. The human being becomes a living soul
as an animated unity. Body and breath together constitute human life. This protects the person
from both material reduction and spiritual abstraction. The “very me me” is not merely the
body as object, but neither is it an unrelated inner vapor. It is the living person whose dust has
been breathed into by God.

The breath image also makes death intelligible as more than mechanical failure. Death is the
loss of breath, the return of dust, the rupture of embodied life. It is not trivial. If the person
were only a temporary organism, death would be dissolution alone. If the person were only an
immortal inner spark, death would be mere escape. Biblical anthropology refuses both
simplifications. Death is an enemy because embodied life is good. Hope is necessary because
the person depends on God for life beyond the collapse of natural powers.

Genesis therefore grounds the inner person in gift. The self is not self-made. The “very me me”
does not appear as an isolated metaphysical atom. It appears as a formed and breathed
creature. The inward center is inseparable from the mystery that life has been given by Another.
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This is the first religious answer to the problem of selfhood: | am not merely what | construct; |
am one who has received life.

4.3 The Image of God as Human Dignity

The image of God is the strongest biblical alternative to an undisciplined Divine spark doctrine.
It gives the human being sacred dignity without collapsing the distinction between God and
creature. To be made in the image of God means that the human person somehow reflects,
represents, or participates in God’s purposes within creation. It does not mean the person is a
small god. It means the person is made for relation, vocation, moral responsibility, and
communion.

The image of God gives the “very me me” universal significance. Human dignity is not reserved
for the powerful, intelligent, healthy, beautiful, productive, or socially approved. It belongs to
humanity as such. The infant, the elderly, the disabled, the prisoner, the enemy, the stranger,
and the dying all remain within the field of divine image. This is one of the most radical
implications of biblical anthropology. The worth of a person is not assigned by usefulness. It is
grounded in creation.

This matters because the self is often measured by external signs. Society asks what the person
can produce, own, perform, signal, or control. The image of God says that none of these is the
foundation. The deepest dignity of the person precedes achievement. The “very me me” is not
created by status. It is not erased by failure. It is not dependent on admiration. It is rooted in a
divine act that precedes every social hierarchy.

The image also implies relationality. God is not imaged by isolated egohood. Human beings
image God in knowledge, love, stewardship, speech, covenant, moral agency, and community.
The self is not most itself when sealed off from others. It becomes more truly itself in rightly
ordered relation. This is important because some forms of inward spirituality can become
narcissistic. They seek the hidden self apart from neighbor, body, creation, and responsibility.
Biblical image language resists that privatization. The self before God is also the self among
others.

The image of God also explains why sin is so serious. Sin is not merely rule-breaking. It is
distortion of the image. The person made to reflect God instead reflects fear, pride, domination,
envy, or falsehood. The “very me me” is not thereby annihilated, but it becomes obscured. The
inward lamp smokes. The mirror clouds. The image remains, but the likeness is wounded. This
distinction allows both judgment and hope. The person is not innocent by nature, but neither is
the person worthless.

In Christian interpretation, the restoration of the image becomes central. Christ is the true
image, and humanity is renewed by union with him. The inward person is not saved by
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discovering an untouched private divinity, but by being remade according to the true image. The
Divine spark, if the phrase is retained, must therefore mean the recoverable capacity for divine
likeness, not an already perfected god inside the ego. The spark must be healed, not merely
uncovered.

The image of God establishes the dignity of the “very me me” more securely than self-assertion
can. The self does not become sacred by declaring itself sacred. It is sacred because it is created,
addressed, and intended by God. This dignity is humbling because it is shared by all. One cannot
use the image of God to exalt oneself over others. To see it in oneself is to be required to see it
in the neighbor. The inward light is not private privilege; it is universal summons.

4.4 The Inner Man in Pauline Thought

Pauline language gives the inner person a dramatic moral and spiritual structure. Paul speaks of
the inner man, the heart, the mind, the spirit, the flesh, the old self, the new self, and the
renewal of the person in Christ. This vocabulary does not reduce the self to a single hidden
object. It presents the human being as divided, contested, and capable of transformation. The
“very me me” is not merely discovered; it must be renewed.

The inner man is not identical with the ego. The ego may defend itself, justify itself, and imagine
itself whole, while the inner person remains conflicted. Paul understands the human being as
capable of willing the good yet failing to do it, knowing the law yet being pulled by another
power, desiring life yet experiencing bondage. This gives biblical depth to the psychological
problem later described by Freud in different terms. The self is not transparent to itself. The
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conscious “I” does not fully command the person.

At the same time, Paul does not end in fragmentation. The inner person can be strengthened,
renewed, and conformed to Christ. The self is not doomed to remain a battlefield of impulse
and law. Grace enters the inward life. The Spirit works not only at the surface of behavior but in
the hidden structure of desire, perception, endurance, and hope. The inner man is the site of
transformation.

This is crucial for understanding the Divine spark in Christian terms. The deepest self is not
simply pristine. It is not a pure inner god waiting to escape social conditioning. It is wounded
and in need of renewal. Yet it is also reachable by grace. The person’s hidden center can be
made new. The self can become more truly itself by being reoriented toward God. This is not
self-annihilation but conversion.

Paul’s distinction between outer and inner life also gives a profound account of suffering. The
outer person may waste away while the inner person is renewed. This does not deny bodily
suffering or make it irrelevant. Rather, it insists that visible decline does not exhaust the
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meaning of the person. lliness, aging, persecution, weakness, and mortality do not fully define
the self. There is an inward renewal that can coexist with outward decay.

This has immense importance for the “very me me.” If the person were only external vitality,
then decline would erase identity. If the person were only social role, then loss of status would
destroy the self. If the person were only memory or productivity, then dementia, disability, or
failure would annihilate dignity. Pauline inwardness says otherwise. The inner person can
remain the site of divine work even when outward measures collapse.

Paul also places the inner person within Christ rather than within autonomous self-possession.
The new self is not the ego’s improved version of itself. It is life received through union with
Christ. The self becomes new by belonging. This reverses the modern assumption that
authenticity means self-ownership. For Paul, the deepest life of the person is found in being
claimed by Christ. The “very me me” becomes most true not by saying “I belong only to myself,”
but by saying “I live, yet not | alone.”

This is not a denial of personhood. It is a transformation of personhood. The self is not erased
by grace. It is reconstituted. The old self, dominated by sin and fear, yields to the new self,
created according to righteousness and holiness. The inner person becomes the place where
divine life takes form in human life. The Divine spark becomes not an innate possession but an
inward renewal by Spirit.

4.5 Light, Heart, Spirit, and Conscience

Biblical language for the inner person is plural because the inward life is complex. Scripture
speaks of light, heart, spirit, conscience, mind, reins, inward parts, and soul. These are not
always technical terms with rigid boundaries. They form an overlapping vocabulary of human
depth. Together they describe the person as inwardly searchable, morally accountable,
spiritually receptive, and capable of communion with God.

Light is one of the strongest biblical images. God gives light, judges by light, calls people into
light, and exposes darkness. The human person is not self-luminous in the absolute sense. The
inward life needs illumination. Without light, the heart can deceive itself. The person can
mistake desire for truth, fear for prudence, pride for righteousness, and resentment for justice.
Light is therefore not merely comforting. It is discerning. It shows the self to itself.

The heart in biblical usage is not only emotion. It is the center of will, thought, desire, intention,
and loyalty. The heart can be hardened, purified, divided, circumcised, renewed, or turned. This
makes the heart one of the closest biblical equivalents to the “very me me.” It is the inward
command center of the person, but it is not automatically trustworthy. The heart is deep, but
depth alone does not guarantee truth. The heart must be searched and transformed.
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Spirit names the God-related vitality of the person. It is breath, inward life, responsiveness,
courage, and orientation. The human spirit can be broken, steadfast, renewed, or lifted. It can
commune with God, but it can also be disordered. The spirit is the candle of the Lord not
because it is divine by nature, but because it is made capable of divine illumination. The spirit
marks the person’s openness beyond mere mechanism.

Conscience adds the dimension of moral witness. It is not infallible, but it testifies. It accuses,
excuses, warns, and remembers. Conscience makes clear that the inward person is not morally
neutral. The “very me me” is not merely the one who experiences; it is the one who answers.
This is essential. A self without conscience might have awareness, but not moral depth. Biblical
selfhood is answerable selfhood.

These terms together resist simplistic accounts. The inner person is not merely consciousness,
not merely emotion, not merely reason, not merely will, and not merely immortal substance.
The inward self is a living unity of awareness, desire, memory, conscience, spirit, and relation to
God. It can be darkened or illumined, hardened or softened, lost or found, deadened or
renewed. The self is real, but it is not static.

This biblical vocabulary also explains why fear and hope are both present. If the heart is
searchable, fear arises. If the spirit can be illumined, hope arises. If conscience witnesses, fear
arises. If grace cleanses, hope arises. If the inward life can be judged, fear arises. If the inward
life can be restored, hope arises. The Bible does not allow the inner person to become merely
comforting or merely terrifying. It holds both because truth holds both.

The “very me me” therefore receives its biblical grounding not from one isolated doctrine but
from a network of images. The human being is dust and breath, image and responsibility, heart
and spirit, inner man and renewed self, candle and searched inwardness. This network supports
a careful religious hope. The innermost self is more than biology, but it is not less than
embodied life. It is more than ego, but it is not a private divinity. It is more than social identity,
but it is not isolated from neighbor. It is capable of God, but it remains creature.

The biblical answer to the question of the very self may be stated this way: the deepest human
“1” is a formed, breathed, image-bearing, inwardly searchable creature addressed by God. That
answer preserves dignity without vanity, inwardness without escapism, judgment without
despair, and hope without proof. It also prepares the next question. If this is the biblical vision,
how should modern psychology interpret it? Is the Divine spark a genuine religious insight, or is

it the ego’s wishful defense against helplessness and death?
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5. Freud: The Divine Spark as Wish, Defense, and Projection
5.1 Religion as Consolation Against Helplessness

Freud would approach the Divine spark with suspicion. He would not begin by asking whether
the phrase is beautiful, consoling, ancient, or morally useful. He would ask what psychic need it
serves. To Freud, religious belief is not first a revelation of transcendent truth but a
psychological phenomenon arising within the conflicts, fears, wishes, and dependencies of
human life. The hope that the “very me me” is a Divine spark would therefore be interpreted as
a wish for permanence, protection, and cosmic significance in the face of helplessness.

Human beings begin in dependency. The infant does not enter the world as a sovereign self. It is
hungry, exposed, needy, vulnerable, and unable to master the forces surrounding it. Protection
comes through parental power, especially through the figure of the father as lawgiver, defender,
provider, and object of ambivalent love and fear. Later, the adult person discovers that life
remains dangerous. Nature threatens. Death approaches. Other people wound, abandon,
dominate, or betray. The body weakens. Desire is frustrated. Justice fails. The ego remains far
less powerful than it wishes to be. Religion, in Freud’s account, extends the childhood structure
into cosmic form. God becomes the great father who makes the terrifying universe emotionally
bearable.

From this standpoint, the Divine spark would be a consolation against the fear that the self is
temporary, biological, and alone. The “very me me” feels too intimate, too precious, and too
morally charged to vanish into dust. Religion answers this fear by saying that the innermost self
belongs to God, is known by God, and may survive death. Freud would not regard this as a
neutral metaphysical discovery. He would see it as the psyche’s defensive answer to the
intolerability of finitude.

This does not mean Freud would think religious believers are stupid. His critique is more severe
because it is more intimate. Religion may be intelligent, symbolically rich, morally serious,
culturally powerful, and psychologically necessary, while still being rooted in wish. To call
religion wish-fulfillment is not to call it trivial. Wishes are among the deepest forces in human
life. The child’s wish for protection, the mourner’s wish for reunion, the guilty person’s wish for
forgiveness, and the frightened ego’s wish for immortality are not small things. They reveal the
pressure under which human beings live.

The Divine spark would therefore appear to Freud as a refined form of the wish not to be
merely natural. The ego does not want to be an accident of matter. It wants to be secretly
eternal. It wants its inward life to matter infinitely. It wants the hidden self to be seen by an
absolute witness. It wants wrongs judged, love preserved, death overcome, and guilt forgiven.
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The spark condenses all of these wishes into one luminous image. The self is not merely dust. It
is lit by God.

Freud’s challenge is valuable because it prevents easy piety. Any serious theology of the inner
person must admit that hope can be mixed with fear. The longing for God may be entangled
with infantile dependency. The desire for immortality may be entangled with narcissism. The
belief that God knows the innermost self may be entangled with the wish for perfect parental
attention. The claim that the soul is Divine spark may sometimes function as denial of death,
denial of guilt, or denial of creaturely limitation.

Yet Freud’s critique has its own limitation. To explain why a belief is desired is not the same as
proving that it is false. The fact that the person longs for divine protection does not by itself
show that no divine protection exists. The fact that religion consoles does not prove that
consolation is illusion. Freud exposes the psychological vulnerability behind religious hope, but
he does not finally settle the metaphysical question. He shows why the Divine spark might be
believed. He does not conclusively show that it cannot be true.

Still, his suspicion must remain in the argument. If the “very me me” is to be interpreted as soul,
image, or Divine spark, it must pass through the purifying fire of Freud’s question: what fear is
this belief soothing, what desire is it protecting, and what wound is it refusing to feel?

5.2 The Ego’s Need for Continuity

Freud would also interpret the “very me me” through the ego’s need for continuity. The ego
must maintain a workable sense of identity across time. It must organize memory, desire,
perception, inhibition, social expectation, and bodily demand into a practical “I.” Without some
continuity, the person could not act coherently. The ego is therefore an achievement. It is built,
defended, revised, and protected. It must tell a story stable enough to survive conflict.

But the ego’s continuity is fragile. The person changes. Memory fails. Desire contradicts itself.
Shame edits the past. Repression buries what the ego cannot tolerate. Trauma splits experience.
Dreams reveal forbidden wishes. Symptoms expose hidden conflicts. The person who says “I
know myself” may be least aware of what governs him. Freud’s great insult to conscious
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selfhood is that the ego is not master in its own house. The “I” is real as a function, but it is not

sovereign.

The hope for a Divine spark may therefore be read as the ego’s attempt to secure an identity
deeper than conflict. If the conscious self is unstable, perhaps there is a hidden sacred self that
remains pure. If the empirical person is anxious, guilty, and divided, perhaps the true self is
luminous and untouched. If memory and body decay, perhaps the “very me me” persists in God.
The Divine spark gives the ego an imagined continuity stronger than psychological change and
biological death.
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Freud would be wary of this. He would ask whether the supposed deepest self is actually an
idealized self-image. The ego often protects itself by imagining a pure inner core that is not
implicated in its destructive desires. A person may say, “That was not the real me,” when
confronted by envy, cruelty, lust, cowardice, or aggression. Sometimes this is morally
meaningful; people can act against their better self. But sometimes it is evasion. The ideal inner
self becomes a refuge from responsibility. The Divine spark can then be misused to separate the
person from his own shadow.

This matters because the “very me me” is not automatically innocent. The inward self includes
mixed motives. The heart may be deep, but depth is not purity. The religious claim that God
searches the inward parts is more severe than the sentimental claim that the true self is always
good. Freud would insist that unconscious life contains forbidden wishes, aggression, erotic
conflict, resentment, fear, and ambivalence. A theology of the soul that ignores this becomes
psychologically naive.

The ego needs continuity not only for action but also for dignity. It wants to believe that
beneath its failures there is still a coherent self worth saving. Religion can support this dignity by
saying that the person is known by God beyond surface failure. But religion can also become a
defensive system by which the ego refuses analysis. The believer may hide behind sacred
language to avoid confronting repressed desire or unresolved guilt. The Divine spark may
become a shield against self-knowledge.

Freud’s view also complicates memory-based identity. If personal identity depends on memory,
and memory is edited by repression, then the self’s story is already compromised. The ego
remembers selectively. It forgets strategically. It misrecognizes its own motives. It arranges the
past to preserve present self-respect. The “very me me” cannot simply be equated with
autobiographical continuity because autobiography is partly defense. The story the ego tells is
not necessarily the truth of the person.

The religious answer would be that God knows the person more truthfully than the ego knows
itself. But Freud would turn this claim back into psychology. The imagined all-knowing God may
be the superego projected outward, an internal judge given cosmic authority. The person who
says “God sees my heart” may be experiencing the intensified gaze of internalized parental and
cultural prohibition. The continuity of the self before God may therefore be the continuity of
guilt before the superego.

This is why Freud is so disruptive. He does not merely deny religious doctrine from outside. He
offers psychological alternatives for the very experiences that religion interprets as spiritual. The
felt continuity of the “very me me” may be ego-formation. The sense of divine judgment may be
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superego surveillance. The longing for a pure inward spark may be narcissistic repair. The hope
for immortality may be refusal of loss. The soul may be the ego’s deepest defense.

Yet again, reduction is not refutation. Freud helps explain how the ego constructs continuity, but
he does not prove that the ego’s construction is the whole of personhood. The self may be
psychologically mediated and still metaphysically real. The ego’s story may be partial without
the soul being false. The presence of defense does not eliminate the possibility of grace. What
Freud requires is that any theology of the Divine spark be honest about self-deception. The
innermost self must not be confused with the ego’s preferred image of itself.

5.3 God as Father-Image and Psychological Protection

Freud’s critique of religion turns centrally on the father-image. The child experiences the father
as protector, rival, judge, lawgiver, and source of both security and fear. This early emotional
structure does not disappear when the child becomes an adult. It is internalized, transformed,
displaced, and projected. For Freud, the religious God often functions as the magnified father:
powerful enough to protect against nature, authoritative enough to command morality, and
personal enough to receive love, guilt, obedience, and rebellion.

The Divine spark would then be understood in relation to this father-image. If God is the cosmic
father, the spark is the child’s secret assurance of belonging. The inward self is not abandoned.
It carries a sign of paternal origin. The person can say, “I am not merely thrown into the world; |
come from the Father and may return to the Father.” This is emotionally powerful because it
answers the child’s oldest terror: being alone without protection.

Such a belief can be morally stabilizing. If the person believes the innermost self belongs to God,
then life may acquire order and restraint. The person may resist despair, cruelty, and nihilism.
The belief that God sees the heart can strengthen conscience. The belief that one is loved by
God can protect against self-hatred. Freud would recognize the psychological function, but he
would interpret it as infantile dependency prolonged into adulthood. Religion, in this reading,
keeps the person from facing the full harshness of reality.

The father-image also clarifies the ambivalence of religious fear. The father protects, but the
father also judges. The same God who shelters the soul also sees its guilt. The same divine
source who lights the inner spark also threatens punishment. Religion therefore binds comfort
and terror together. The believer is loved and watched, sheltered and accused, claimed and
commanded. Freud would see in this the ambivalence of the child toward parental authority:
love mixed with resentment, dependence mixed with rebellion, desire for approval mixed with
fear of punishment.

The superego intensifies this structure. The commands of parents and culture become internal
authority. The person experiences guilt not merely when externally punished, but inwardly. The
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judge has moved inside. Religious conscience can then become the voice of the superego
clothed in divine language. The “candle of the Lord” might be interpreted psychologically as the
internalized moral gaze. The “searching of the inward parts” becomes the psyche’s own
surveillance of forbidden desire.

This does not mean all conscience is pathological. Freud’s point is that conscience has a history.
It is formed through prohibition, identification, fear, love, and punishment. It is not simply a
pure divine faculty. A person’s image of God may carry the marks of childhood authority. A
harsh parent may become a harsh God. A distant parent may become an absent God. A
manipulative religious environment may produce a God who is less the living Lord than the
internalized voice of coercive authority.

This critique is especially important for the later question of fear and incorporation. If religious
institutions claim to speak for the divine Father, they can intensify the believer’s dependence.
The institution can present itself as guardian of the soul, interpreter of guilt, manager of
forgiveness, and gatekeeper of belonging. Fear of losing the Father’s approval can become fear
of exclusion from the group. The psychology of childhood dependency can be socially organized.

Freud would therefore interpret much religious incorporation as the management of psychic
vulnerability. The person comes seeking protection, meaning, and forgiveness. The institution
offers them in exchange for obedience, belief, ritual participation, and submission to authority.
The “very me me” becomes the site of control because it is the site of deepest fear. If the church
can define what God sees in the soul, it can govern the person more deeply than law alone.

This is the dark power of Freud’s analysis. It reveals how the language of soul can be used to
bind the person to authority. The Divine spark, instead of freeing the self into communion with
God, can become a point of leverage. The believer is told that the innermost self is in danger,
that only the institution provides protection, and that disobedience risks abandonment by God.
The father-image then becomes administrative power.

Yet Freud’s critique also has limits. It assumes too quickly that the father-image explains God
away. It may be that fatherhood itself is meaningful because human fatherhood participates,
however imperfectly, in a deeper divine reality. The psychological image may be derivative
rather than inventive. The child’s need for protection may not prove that God is fantasy; it may
reveal that the human person is made for trust. The corruption of divine fatherhood by human
authority does not prove there is no divine Father.

Still, Freud forces a necessary distinction. The God who addresses the soul must be
distinguished from the projected father of fear. The Divine spark must be distinguished from the
child’s wish to be special. Conscience must be distinguished from neurotic guilt. Pastoral care
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must be distinguished from institutional manipulation. Without these distinctions, religious
language becomes psychologically dangerous.

5.4 The Very Me Me as Psychic Construction

Freud would likely regard the “very me me” not as a metaphysical essence but as a psychic
construction. The self that feels so immediate is produced through development, embodiment,
desire, repression, identification, memory, fantasy, and social relation. It is not simply given
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complete from the beginning. It is assembled under pressure. The “I” is an achievement of

psychic organization.

This does not mean the self is unreal. A house is constructed, but it is still real. A language is
constructed, but it still speaks. A legal identity is constructed, but it still governs life. Freud’s
point would be that the self is not transparent, simple, or divinely guaranteed merely because it
feels immediate. The feeling of deep identity may itself be the result of successful psychic
integration. The “very me me” may be the ego’s name for its own coherence.

The child develops by distinguishing self from world, desire from satisfaction, fantasy from
reality, inner wish from outer object. This process is painful. The infantile psyche wants
immediate satisfaction, but reality frustrates. The ego emerges as mediator. It must negotiate
between instinctual demand, external reality, and internal prohibition. The self is therefore born
in conflict. It is not a pure spark but a negotiated structure.

Identification is crucial. The child becomes a self partly by internalizing others. Parents, siblings,
teachers, admired figures, feared figures, and cultural models become part of the psyche. The

person who says “I” is already inhabited by voices not originally his own. Values, prohibitions,
ideals, shame, ambition, and desire are shaped by these identifications. The “very me me” is

therefore not purely private. It is relationally formed.

Repression further complicates the self. What the ego cannot tolerate may be pushed out of
consciousness, but it does not disappear. It returns in dreams, symptoms, slips, compulsions,
projections, and irrational reactions. The self is divided between what it knows and what it
refuses to know. The “very me me” may feel unified, but beneath that feeling lies conflict. The
person may be a stranger to himself.

Projection is one way the psyche manages this division. What the person cannot accept
inwardly may be placed outwardly. Aggression may be seen in the enemy, desire in the tempter,
guilt in the scapegoat, authority in God, purity in the ideal self. Religious symbolism can become
a field of projection. The Divine spark may represent the projected ideal self: the person as he
wishes to be, untouched by conflict. Evil may be projected outward so the inward spark remains
innocent.
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This is why Freud would warn against romantic inwardness. To go inward is not automatically to
find God. One may find fantasy, fear, resentment, infantile desire, and disguised aggression. The
inner world is not pure because it is inner. It is densely populated by wishes and defenses. A
theology that identifies the inward self too quickly with divine light risks baptizing unconscious
illusion.

The “very me me” as psychic construction also means that identity can be altered. Analysis can
uncover hidden motives. Trauma can fracture self-experience. Love can reorganize desire. Guilt
can be worked through. Symptoms can reveal buried truth. The self is not fixed like a
metaphysical pebble. It is dynamic. This dynamic character challenges any simplistic account of
the soul as an untouched inner core.

But the religious thinker can accept much of this without surrendering the soul. The soul may be
developmentally mediated. It may express itself through psyche, ego, memory, and body. It may
be wounded by trauma and distorted by sin. It may be hidden under defense. None of this
proves that the soul is nothing but construction. It proves that the soul, in earthly life, is never
encountered apart from psychological form.

Freud therefore helps distinguish soul from ego-image. The true inward person, if there is one,
is not necessarily what the ego calls its true self. The ego may use “soul” to avoid painful
knowledge. The person may use “Divine spark” to deny complicity in evil. Analysis may be
necessary not as an enemy of religion but as a discipline of truth. The self must be stripped of
fantasy before it can be offered to God.

In this sense, Freud unintentionally serves a purgative religious function. He attacks illusion, but
religious life also must attack illusion. He exposes wish, but prayer must also expose wish. He
unmasks false innocence, but confession does the same. Freud’s reduction is incomplete, but
his suspicion can purify hope. A mature account of the “very me me” must admit that the
inward self is not automatically what it claims to be.

5.5 What Freud Explains and What He Reduces

Freud explains much. He explains why religion is emotionally powerful. He explains why God-
images often resemble parental images. He explains why guilt can become religious terror. He
explains why the ego may need immortality, forgiveness, and cosmic justice. He explains why
institutions can govern people by controlling their sense of sin, purity, and belonging. He
explains why the Divine spark can become narcissistic fantasy, defensive idealization, or denial
of death.

He also explains the instability of self-knowledge. The person is not transparent to himself. The

IlIII

conscious “I” is shaped by unconscious forces. The ego edits reality. Memory is not a neutral

archive. Conscience can be cruel. Moral language can conceal desire. Religious zeal can hide
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aggression. Purity can hide pride. Obedience can hide fear. Piety can hide resentment. Freud is
indispensable wherever the self claims too quickly to be pure.

For the question of the “very me me,” Freud’s greatest contribution is his refusal to let
inwardness become sentimentality. The fact that something is deep does not mean it is divine.
The fact that something is felt intensely does not mean it is true. The fact that the self longs to
be eternal does not prove it is eternal. The fact that the self feels watched by God does not
prove that the watcher is God rather than superego. Freud demands interpretive discipline.

But Freud also reduces. He tends to treat religion primarily as a response to helplessness, guilt,
and wish. This makes religious belief psychologically intelligible but metaphysically prejudged.
The possibility that religious experience might answer to a real transcendent source is largely
excluded in advance. God becomes a function of need. The soul becomes a function of ego-
continuity. The Divine spark becomes a function of narcissistic hope. The method is powerful,
but its power partly depends on refusing the religious claim at the outset.

Freud also risks reducing truth to origin. If a belief arises through desire, he treats that as
evidence against it. But the origin of a belief does not necessarily determine its truth. A person
may believe in justice partly because he has suffered injustice; that does not mean justice is
unreal. A person may believe in love because she has longed for love; that does not mean love is
fantasy. A person may believe in God because he needs God; that does not prove God is
invented. Need can distort perception, but it can also disclose dependence on something real.

Another limitation is Freud’s tendency to identify maturity with disillusionment. To become
adult is, in his framework, to face reality without consoling illusion. There is nobility in this. But
if reality includes God, then disbelief is not maturity but deprivation. The question cannot be
settled psychologically. The mature person may be the one who abandons childish religion, or
the one who passes through childish religion into purified faith. Freud clarifies the difference
but cannot decide it by analysis alone.

Freud also underestimates the transformative dimension of religion. Religion is not only
consolation; it can be judgment against the ego. It can require sacrifice, repentance,
forgiveness, discipline, and love of enemy. It can humble the very wishes Freud says it satisfies.
A religion that commands the ego to die, forgive, confess, and surrender cannot be explained
only as ego-comfort. It may still contain wish, but it also attacks wish. The cross, for example, is
not an obvious fantasy of omnipotent self-protection. It is a symbol of suffering, exposure, and
surrendered power.

For this paper, Freud functions as necessary critic but not final judge. He shows how the Divine
spark can be corrupted into wishful self-protection. He shows how the “very me me” can be
confused with ego-continuity. He shows how God can become projected father and conscience
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can become superego. He shows how religious fear can be used to incorporate and control.
These insights must be retained.

But the central religious hope remains open. The innermost self may be psychologically
mediated without being psychologically exhausted. The soul may be wounded by unconscious
conflict without being reducible to conflict. God may be imagined through parental forms
without being merely parental fantasy. The Divine spark may be misused by narcissism without
being false as a disciplined metaphor. The fact that the ego can counterfeit the soul does not
prove there is no soul.

Freud leaves us with a purified question. After wish is exposed, after projection is admitted,
after fear is named, after the ego’s defenses are unmasked, is there still an inward self before
God? Is there still a candle beneath the smoke? Is the “very me me” only the ego’s dream of
permanence, or is the ego’s dream a distorted echo of a deeper truth? Freud cannot answer this
because his method does not permit the answer. But he makes the question more honest.

The next step is Jung, who begins where Freud often stops. Jung does not deny projection,
fantasy, or psychic construction. But he asks whether the symbols projected by the psyche may
reveal real depths rather than merely conceal infantile wishes. For Freud, the Divine spark is
suspect because it consoles. For Jung, the fact that it appears so persistently may mean that it
expresses a structural truth of the psyche. The issue then shifts from wish to symbol, from
defense to individuation, and from the ego’s illusion to the Self’s call.

6. Jung: The Divine Spark as Symbol of the Self
6.1 Ego, Self, and Individuation

Jung would approach the “very me me” differently from Freud. He would not begin by reducing
the Divine spark to infantile wish, defensive fantasy, or projected father-image. He would ask
what psychic reality the image discloses. For Jung, the human being is not exhausted by the
conscious ego. The ego is the center of ordinary awareness, but it is not the whole psyche.
Beneath and around it lie personal unconscious contents, collective patterns, archetypal images,
symbolic structures, and a deeper ordering principle he calls the Self.
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This distinction between ego and Self is essential. The ego says “I” in the ordinary sense. It

manages daily consciousness, social identity, memory, decision, and adaptation. It is necessary
for sanity and responsibility. But the ego is partial. It sees from one position. It defends itself. It
identifies with roles, wounds, ambitions, beliefs, and fears. It imagines itself to be the center of
the whole person, but this is an illusion. The ego is the center of consciousness, not the center

of the total psyche.
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The Self, by contrast, is the archetype of wholeness. It is not simply another part of the
personality. It is the deeper organizing center toward which psychic life moves. The Self includes
what the ego knows, what the ego represses, what the ego fears, and what the ego has not yet
become. It appears symbolically rather than directly: as a mandala, divine child, wise old figure,
inner guide, sacred center, royal image, Christ-symbol, stone, circle, tree, light, or hidden
treasure. These symbols are not arbitrary decorations. They are images by which the psyche
represents its own deepest ordering principle.

In this framework, the “very me me” cannot be identified with the ego. The ego’s “me” is too
small. It clings to its story, defends its status, and fears dissolution. The deeper “me” is the Self,
or at least the ego’s relation to the Self. The Divine spark may therefore be interpreted as a
symbol of the ego’s dim awareness that its own conscious identity is not the final center.
Something deeper calls it toward wholeness. The spark is the inward sign that the person is
more than the ego knows.

Individuation is Jung’s name for the process by which the person becomes whole. It is not mere
individualism. It is not the ego becoming more self-assertive. It is the painful, transformative
integration of the psyche around the deeper Self. The person must confront the shadow,
recognize projections, encounter the contrasexual image, pass through symbolic death and
renewal, and gradually become more truthful. Individuation is not a luxury of self-expression. It
is a spiritual and psychological ordeal.

The Divine spark, in Jungian terms, belongs to this ordeal. It is not proof that the ego is divine.
Quite the opposite: it relativizes the ego. It tells the ego that its little kingdom is not the whole
realm. The spark is a summons, not an achievement. It draws the person inward, but not into
narcissism. It draws the person toward confrontation with the unknown depths of the psyche.
The light is real, but it also reveals darkness. The path to the Self passes through the shadow.

This is why Jung can be more sympathetic to religion than Freud while remaining psychologically
rigorous. He does not simply affirm every religious claim as metaphysical fact. He treats religious
symbols as expressions of deep psychic truth. Whether God exists beyond the psyche is a
further question, but the God-image exists within the psyche and has enormous reality. A
person who ignores it may become spiritually impoverished, psychologically fragmented, or
unconsciously possessed by distorted substitutes.

For the question of the “very me me,” Jung offers a crucial correction. The innermost self is not
merely the ego’s continuity. It is not merely the conscious subject. It is not merely biography. It
is the larger pattern of wholeness pressing toward realization in a particular life. The self is not
manufactured by the ego; the ego discovers itself within a greater psychic totality. The Divine
spark is the image of this discovery: a small inward light indicating a deeper center.
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6.2 Archetypes and God-Images

Jung’s theory of archetypes gives religious imagery a seriousness that Freud’s reduction often
weakens. Archetypes are not inherited doctrines or fixed pictures. They are deep structural
patterns of psychic life that generate recurring images, narratives, and symbolic forms. They
appear in dreams, myths, rituals, visions, art, and religious traditions. Mother, father, child,
hero, shadow, trickster, wise old man, anima, animus, death, rebirth, tree, serpent, water,
mountain, and light all function archetypally. They are not merely invented by the conscious
mind. They arise from depths that precede individual choice.

God-images are among the most powerful archetypal formations. Human beings repeatedly
imagine ultimate reality through figures of light, center, height, depth, king, father, mother,
child, judge, healer, lover, fire, breath, word, and presence. Jung would not say these images are
unimportant because they arise in the psyche. He would say their psychic origin is precisely why
they matter. The psyche is not a shallow screen on which arbitrary fantasies are projected. It is a
living symbolic field through which human beings encounter meaning.

The Divine spark belongs to the archetypal family of light. Light symbolizes consciousness,
revelation, purification, life, guidance, truth, and sacred presence. A spark is especially
suggestive because it is small but related to fire. It can be hidden under ash, nearly
extinguished, or fanned into flame. It can illuminate without consuming, or it can become
dangerous if uncontrolled. It suggests both vulnerability and origin. In the human person, the
spark symbolizes a concealed participation in a larger light.

Jung would likely interpret this image as a God-image constellated within the psyche. It does not
prove that the human being literally contains a fragment of divine substance. But neither is it
empty. It reveals that the psyche experiences its deepest center as numinous: charged with
awe, fear, attraction, and authority. The innermost self is not felt as merely personal. It feels
connected to something transpersonal. The “very me me” opens onto the more-than-me.

This is where Jung departs sharply from Freud. Freud tends to ask what wish produced the
image. Jung asks what archetypal reality the image expresses. The same symbol can be
defensive, but it can also be revelatory. A dream of light might compensate for despair. It might
also announce a new stage of consciousness. A vision of an inner child might express regression.
It might also symbolize renewal. A Divine spark might be narcissistic inflation. It might also be
the psyche’s way of representing the Self.

God-images are dangerous because they can possess the ego. If the ego identifies with the
archetype, inflation results. The person begins to believe that he is the light rather than a bearer
of light. He confuses psychic energy with personal superiority. He treats his intuitions as
revelation, his anger as divine judgment, his ambition as destiny, and his wounds as sacred
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entitlement. Jung was deeply aware of this danger. Archetypal material must be related to, not
possessed.

This warning is highly relevant to the Divine spark. To say “there is a Divine spark in me” can
humble the ego if it means the ego is not self-originating. But it can inflate the ego if it means
“my inner impulses are divine.” The spark must be interpreted symbolically and ethically. It calls
the person toward wholeness, not self-worship. It is not a license to evade shadow. Indeed, the
brighter the claimed inner light, the more urgently the shadow must be faced.

For Jung, religious traditions are important partly because they provide containers for
archetypal experience. Ritual, doctrine, scripture, confession, liturgy, and community help
prevent raw psychic energy from overwhelming the individual. Without symbolic containment,
the ego may be flooded by numinous images. The person may become grandiose, paranoid,
fanatical, or fragmented. A living religious tradition can mediate the encounter with the sacred
depths of the psyche.

At the same time, Jung believed that inherited religious forms can become empty if not
inwardly experienced. Merely repeating doctrine without symbolic encounter does not
transform the soul. The God-image must become psychologically real. The person must confront
the living meaning of the symbols. The Divine spark cannot remain an external phrase. It must
become a lived relation to the inner center.

Thus Jung gives the Divine spark a complex dignity. It is neither literal proof nor mere illusion. It
is an archetypal image of the self’s relation to the numinous center. It tells us that the human
psyche naturally represents its deepest wholeness in sacred form. Whether theology then
identifies that sacred center with God, grace, image, Spirit, or soul is a further interpretive act.
But Jung insists that the symbol itself must be taken seriously.

6.3 The Spark as Psychic Reality Rather Than Dogmatic Proof

Jung would not treat the Divine spark as dogmatic proof of a theological proposition. He would
not say that because people experience inward light, therefore a specific doctrine of God has
been established. His claim is subtler. The image of the Divine spark is psychologically real. It has
force, structure, recurrence, and transformative power. It belongs to the objective life of the
psyche even if its metaphysical interpretation remains debated.

Psychic reality does not mean imaginary in the trivial sense. Love is psychically real. Grief is
psychically real. Shame is psychically real. A dream may be psychically real even when it does
not report an external event. A symbol can shape a life, heal a wound, expose a lie, or destroy
an illusion. Its reality lies in its power within the soul. The Divine spark, as psychic reality, can
reorganize a person’s relation to self, God, guilt, death, and meaning.
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This approach allows Jung to avoid two premature conclusions. He avoids the believer’s
temptation to turn every inward image into literal doctrine. He also avoids the skeptic’s
temptation to dismiss religious imagery because it is mediated by the psyche. The psyche does
not stand outside religious life as a contaminant. It is the very medium through which religious
life becomes humanly experienced. There is no encounter with meaning that bypasses the soul.

The Divine spark may therefore be true at the level of symbol even where metaphysical
certainty is unavailable. It can represent the hidden worth of the person, the call of the Self, the
presence of conscience, the possibility of transformation, the inward orientation toward
wholeness, or the creature’s receptivity to God. These meanings are not canceled because the
symbol is not a laboratory object. Symbols do not operate by the same logic as measurements.
They reveal by concentration, resonance, and transformation.

This is especially useful for the phrase “very me me.” The phrase points to something too
immediate and inward to be fully objectified. Jung would say that the psyche often uses
symbolic images to represent realities that the ego cannot grasp conceptually. The inner light,
hidden jewel, buried child, sacred flame, or divine seed may be the psyche’s way of saying:
there is a deeper center than the ego, and your task is to come into relation with it.

Such symbols often appear when the conscious personality is inadequate to the demands of
life. A person may reach a crisis in which social identity collapses, ambition fails, inherited
beliefs weaken, or suffering strips away false certainty. At such moments, the psyche may
produce images of hidden light or inner guidance. Jung would not dismiss these as regression.
He would ask whether the deeper Self is compensating for the ego’s one-sidedness and calling
the person into a fuller life.

The spark as psychic reality also explains why religious hope can survive intellectual uncertainty.
A person may not be able to prove that the soul is immortal or that God indwells the heart in a
specific doctrinal manner. Yet the inner symbol may remain compelling because it expresses the
person’s deepest orientation. The spark says that life is not finished at the surface. It says that
the inward journey matters. It says that the ego is accountable to a deeper center.

This does not eliminate the danger of illusion. Psychic reality can deceive as well as heal. A
person can be possessed by a false image. A fantasy of election, purity, or secret divinity can
become destructive. Jung’s respect for symbols does not mean naive acceptance of all inner
experiences. Symbols must be interpreted, tested, integrated, and morally disciplined. A true
relation to the Self enlarges the person’s capacity for truth and love. A false inflation narrows it.

The difference between symbol and proof is therefore liberating. The Divine spark need not be
forced into crude literalism in order to matter. It can be a psychologically real symbol that opens
the person toward the sacred. Theology may then ask whether this psychic reality corresponds
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to divine reality. Philosophy may ask whether the symbol points beyond itself. Psychology may
ask how it functions in individuation. None of these questions cancels the others.

For the purposes of this paper, Jung’s category of psychic reality provides a bridge between
Freud and theology. Freud is right that the Divine spark can arise from need and fantasy. Jung is
right that need and fantasy do not exhaust symbolic meaning. A symbol can be born in psychic
depths and still orient the person toward truth. The “very me me” may be mediated by images,
but mediation is not falsification. It may be the only way the innermost self becomes speakable.

6.4 Mandala, Christ, Inner Light, and Wholeness

Jung repeatedly found that symbols of wholeness emerge in circular, centered, radiant, and
sacred forms. The mandala is one of the most important. It represents ordered totality: a center
with surrounding structure, multiplicity gathered into unity, chaos given form. In dreams and
art, mandala-like images often appear when the psyche is attempting to heal fragmentation.
The person is being drawn toward a center deeper than conscious control.

The Divine spark can be understood as a miniature mandala of light. It is a center-point, a
luminous inward focus, a sign that the person has a hidden relation to wholeness. It does not
yet display the full order of the psyche, but it marks the place where such order may begin. The
spark is not the whole fire, but it indicates fire. It is not the completed Self, but it indicates the
Self’s presence or call. It is the smallest symbol of centeredness.

Christ-symbolism is central in Jung’s interpretation of Western religious psyche. Jung saw Christ
as a powerful image of the Self: divine-human unity, suffering wholeness, mediator, center,
redeemer, and pattern of transformation. This does not mean Jung reduced Christ to psychology
in a simple sense. Rather, he interpreted the figure of Christ as carrying the archetypal meaning
of the Self within Christian civilization. Christ images what the divided human person seeks:
reconciliation of human and divine, suffering and meaning, death and renewal, humility and

glory.

For Christian theology, Christ is more than an archetype. Christ is the incarnate Word, not
merely a psychic symbol. But Jung’s psychological reading can still illuminate why Christ so
powerfully addresses the “very me me.” The person sees in Christ not only moral example but
the possibility that human inwardness can be united with divine life without ceasing to be
human. Christ reveals the human person fulfilled, healed, obedient, surrendered, and glorified.
The Divine spark becomes intelligible only in relation to the true light.

The inner light language of Quaker and mystical traditions also fits Jung’s symbolic field. The
inward light is not merely intellectual insight. It is conscience, guidance, presence, and
illumination. It exposes falsehood and draws the person toward truth. Psychologically, such light
images may symbolize the Self’s corrective function. The ego may be living falsely, but
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something within shines against the falsehood. The person knows, at a depth prior to argument,
that a more truthful life is being demanded.

Wholeness, for Jung, is not perfection in the moralistic sense. It is integration. The whole person
includes light and shadow, masculine and feminine, spirit and instinct, consciousness and
unconsciousness, individuality and relation. A person who identifies only with light becomes
dangerous because shadow is denied. A person who identifies only with darkness becomes
despairing. The Self seeks a larger unity in which the split-off parts of the psyche are
acknowledged and transformed.

This complicates the Divine spark. If the spark is interpreted as pure inner goodness untouched
by darkness, Jung would warn against it. The spark may be real as a symbol of the Self, but the
Self includes what the ego rejects. The path to wholeness requires descent as well as ascent.
One cannot move toward the inner light while refusing to see the shadow cast by that light.
Religious language that affirms the soul without confronting sin, aggression, envy, and fear
becomes psychologically incomplete.

The mandala, Christ, inner light, and Divine spark all point toward centeredness, but not toward
easy comfort. The center judges the circumference. The light reveals disorder. Christ calls for
death and rebirth. The mandala orders chaos by requiring the scattered self to submit to a
deeper pattern. Wholeness is costly. The ego must lose its claim to be the center.

In Christian terms, this cost appears as repentance, surrender, discipleship, and transformation.
In Jungian terms, it appears as individuation. The languages differ, but they overlap at one
crucial point: the conscious ego must be relativized by a deeper center. The “very me me” is not
the ego saying “l am enough.” It is the inward center discovered when the ego is no longer
allowed to pretend it is the whole person.

Jung’s symbols also help explain why religious imagery remains powerful even for those who
struggle with doctrine. A person may not know what to believe metaphysically, but the image of
inner light may still move him. The image of Christ may still judge and heal. The mandala may
still organize chaos. The spark may still name the hidden possibility of wholeness. Symbolic
truth works before doctrinal clarity. It prepares the soul to receive deeper truth.

6.5 Jung’s Religious Seriousness Without Orthodoxy

Jung’s importance lies in his religious seriousness. He did not treat religion as a mere error to be
outgrown. He believed modern people suffer when they lose contact with the symbolic and
numinous depths of the psyche. A purely rational, material, or social account of the person
leaves the soul undernourished. The psyche then seeks substitutes: ideology, nationalism, erotic
obsession, power, consumption, celebrity, conspiracy, or private fantasy. If God-images are
repressed, they do not vanish. They return in distorted form.
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This makes Jung a valuable guide for the modern question of the “very me me.” Many people
no longer possess stable doctrinal certainty, yet they still experience inward depth, moral
summons, dreams, symbols, longing, guilt, and awe. Jung gives a way to take these experiences
seriously without requiring immediate dogmatic closure. He allows the Divine spark to be
explored as a living symbol of the deeper Self. He honors the religious dimension of the psyche.

Yet Jung is not orthodox in the traditional Christian sense. He often treats doctrines
psychologically, sometimes in ways believers find reductive or heterodox. Christ becomes a
symbol of the Self. The Trinity, incarnation, evil, redemption, and divine image are read through
psychic structure. God is discussed in relation to the God-image. Jung’s concern is less with
obedience to revealed doctrine than with psychic wholeness. This gives him interpretive
freedom, but also theological limits.

The difference matters. Christianity does not finally say that God is an archetype of the psyche.
It says God is the Creator of the psyche. It does not finally say that Christ symbolizes the Self. It
says Christ is Lord. It does not finally say that salvation is individuation. It says salvation is
reconciliation with God through grace. Jung can illuminate the psychic reception of these claims,
but he cannot replace them without changing their meaning.

Still, Jung may help theology remember something it sometimes forgets: doctrine must become
inwardly real. A person can confess correct formulas while remaining psychologically
unconverted. The ego can hide behind orthodoxy. The shadow can wear religious clothing. Fear
can masquerade as holiness. Group belonging can replace encounter with God. Jung’s suspicion
is not Freud'’s suspicion, but it is still a suspicion. He asks whether the symbol has transformed
the person or merely decorated the ego.

Jung also helps distinguish living faith from institutional fear. A living symbol draws the person
toward wholeness, truth, humility, and integration. A dead symbol is used as a badge, weapon,
or boundary marker without inward transformation. When religious institutions use fear to
incorporate people, the symbols may lose their healing function and become instruments of
control. The God-image then darkens. The person no longer encounters the divine center but
submits to external pressure disguised as sacred authority.

At the same time, Jung does not eliminate fear. The numinous is not merely pleasant.
Encounters with the Self can terrify. Dreams, visions, conscience, and religious symbols may
destabilize the ego. The deeper center is not under conscious control. It can demand sacrifice,
confession, and change. The difference is that Jungian fear arises from encounter with psychic
depth, not merely from institutional threat. It is awe before the greater center, not panic before
group exclusion.
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Jung’s view of the Divine spark is therefore both affirming and cautionary. He affirms that the
image may express a profound truth of the psyche: the ego is not the whole self, and the person
is ordered toward a numinous center. He cautions that the image must not inflate the ego,
bypass the shadow, or become dogmatic arrogance. The spark is a call to individuation, not a
certificate of purity.

For this paper, Jung provides the strongest psychological defense of religious inwardness. Freud
teaches suspicion of wish. Jung teaches reverence for symbol. Freud asks what fear created
God. Jung asks what the God-image reveals about the depths of the soul. Freud sees religion as
the ego’s consolation. Jung sees religion as the psyche’s symbolic relation to the Self. Freud
reduces the spark to defense. Jung interprets it as a sign of wholeness.

The theological question remains open beyond Jung. Is the Self only psychic totality, or does it
point beyond the psyche to God? Is the Divine spark only a symbol produced by the
unconscious, or is the unconscious itself one medium through which the human person
becomes aware of divine address? Jung does not settle this in orthodox terms. But he makes it
impossible to dismiss the symbol as merely childish. The spark has depth.

Jung’s contribution can be summarized in a disciplined formula: the “very me me” is not the
ego, but the ego’s relation to the deeper Self; the Divine spark is not proof that the ego is
divine, but a symbol that the person’s deepest center is numinous; individuation is not
salvation, but it may prepare the person to understand why salvation must involve the whole
soul. This framework allows the paper to move from psychology back toward theology without
naivety. The inward light must be tested, but it need not be extinguished.

7. Freud Versus Jung on the Innermost Person
7.1 Suspicion and Symbol as Opposing Methods

Freud and Jung represent two radically different methods for approaching the innermost
person. Freud begins with suspicion. He asks what wish, fear, repression, childhood
dependency, or unconscious conflict lies behind a belief. When the human being speaks of God,
soul, immortality, conscience, or Divine spark, Freud listens for the hidden wound. He wants to
know what the belief protects the ego from feeling. The more beautiful the religious image, the
more he suspects it may be concealing helplessness, guilt, aggression, or the refusal of death.

Jung begins with symbol. He does not deny fear, wish, projection, or unconscious conflict, but
he does not assume that these exhaust the meaning of religious imagery. When the psyche
produces an image of inner light, divine child, sacred center, Christ, mandala, or spark, Jung asks
what deeper psychic structure is trying to become conscious. A symbol may compensate for
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weakness, but it may also reveal wholeness. It may arise from need, but need does not
necessarily make it false. It may be projected, but projection may be the first crude form by
which the soul encounters a reality larger than the ego.

The difference is methodological before it is doctrinal. Freud explains downward and backward:
from religion to childhood, from God to father, from soul to ego-continuity, from hope to wish,
from conscience to superego. Jung explains inward and symbolic: from image to archetype,
from ego to Self, from fragmentation to individuation, from religious form to psychic totality.
Freud asks what illusion the person needs. Jung asks what symbol the person is being given.
Freud unmasks. Jung interprets.

Both methods are necessary because the inner person is both deceptive and revelatory. The
heart can lie. The ego can disguise pride as holiness, resentment as righteousness, fear as
obedience, and fantasy as revelation. Freud is indispensable wherever religious language
becomes a hiding place. A person who says “my deepest self is divine” may be avoiding guilt,
vulnerability, or responsibility. A church that speaks of the soul may be managing fear. A
theology that promises immortality may be soothing the ego’s terror of death. Suspicion
exposes these corruptions.

Yet suspicion alone becomes sterile. If every religious image is reduced to a defensive origin, the
soul loses its symbolic organ. The person becomes trapped inside explanation. Hope is always
wish, conscience always repression, prayer always dependency, and God always projection. This
method can clarify pathology, but it cannot easily recognize revelation, transformation, or grace.
It can show why a person needs light, but not whether light exists. It can describe the smoke,
but not the flame.

Symbol alone is also dangerous. If every inward image is treated reverently, the person may
become credulous before the unconscious. A dream may be taken as command, a fantasy as
destiny, an archetypal charge as divine election. The ego may inflate itself by identifying with
sacred imagery. The language of Divine spark may become spiritual narcissism. Jung knew this
danger, but popular spiritual uses of Jung often forget it. Symbols must be interpreted, tested,
and morally disciplined. Not every inner light is holy light.

The “very me me” must therefore be approached through both suspicion and symbol. Freud
protects us from premature sanctification of the ego. Jung protects us from premature
reduction of the soul. Freud says: do not trust the self’s religious self-description too quickly.
Jung says: do not assume that the self’s religious symbols are meaningless because they arise
from the psyche. Freud purifies by critique. Jung deepens by interpretation. Together they
prevent both naivety and cynicism.
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This opposition also clarifies the task of theology. Theology must not ignore Freud, because
religious hope can be contaminated by fear, wish, projection, and control. Theology must not
stop with Freud, because critique cannot exhaust the mystery of the person before God.
Theology must not simply adopt Jung, because archetypal wholeness is not identical with
salvation. Theology must also not reject Jung, because symbols are one way the inward person
becomes available to itself. The soul is neither transparent nor empty. It is a field of conflict and
disclosure.

The Divine spark, then, stands between suspicion and symbol. Freud asks whether it is the ego’s
wish to be eternal. Jung asks whether it is the psyche’s symbol of the deeper Self. Theology asks
whether the symbol and the wish may both point, however ambiguously, toward the created
person’s relation to God. The spark may be misused. It may be projected. It may be inflated. But
it may also name the soul’s hidden capacity to receive divine light. The method must be severe
enough to test it and generous enough not to extinguish it.

7.2 Projection Versus Revelation

Projection is one of Freud’s strongest tools against religion. The person cannot bear some
inward condition and therefore places it outward. Desire, guilt, fear, aggression, authority, or
ideality is externalized and then encountered as though it came from beyond the self. God may
become projected father. Satan may become projected aggression. The saint may become
projected purity. The enemy may become projected shadow. The Divine spark may become
projected ideal self, returned inward under sacred language. Projection allows the psyche to
encounter itself without recognizing itself.

Applied to the “very me me,” projection means that what feels like divine inwardness may be
the ego’s own fantasy. The person wants an incorruptible center, so he imagines one. He wants
to be known absolutely, so he imagines an all-knowing God. He wants to survive death, so he
imagines an immortal soul. He wants his conscience to have cosmic authority, so he imagines
divine judgment. He wants to matter infinitely, so he imagines a spark of God within. The
projected image then comforts, commands, and organizes the self.

This critique is serious because projection often occurs. Human beings do create gods in their
own image. They imagine divine approval for their tribe, class, nation, wounds, resentments,
and ambitions. They mistake inherited fear for divine command. They confuse psychological
compulsion with spiritual vocation. They imagine God’s hatred conveniently directed toward
those they already hate. They project purity into their own group and corruption into outsiders.
Religion can become an enormous theater of projection.

But projection is not the only possible category. Revelation names the opposite possibility: that
the person is not merely externalizing the psyche, but being addressed by a reality beyond the
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psyche. Revelation does not mean the absence of psychological mediation. Every revelation
received by a human being must be received through language, image, memory, emotion, body,
culture, and imagination. But mediation is not the same as invention. A window shapes light
without creating the sun.

The central question is whether the Divine spark is only projection or also response. Is the
human being inventing inward light because darkness is intolerable, or is the human being
sensing a light that truly precedes the self? Is the God-addressable center merely the ego’s wish
to be seen, or does the wish to be seen correspond to the fact that the person is created to be
known by God? Is conscience only internalized authority, or can conscience also be the soul’s
participation in truth? Is the longing for immortality only refusal of death, or does it express the
person’s orientation toward eternal life?

Freud tends to answer these questions by privileging projection. Jung complicates the answer.
For Jung, projection may be the first form in which unconscious truth appears. The person
initially sees outside what he has not yet integrated inside. This does not make the content
worthless. Projection can be pathological, but it can also be developmental. The task is not
simply to deny the projected image, but to retrieve its meaning. A God-image may be projected,
but that projection may reveal the psyche’s need for relation to a numinous center.

Theology can go still further. It can say that God may use the psyche’s symbolic capacity as a
means of address. Human beings may project, but God may also reveal through the very
structures by which humans are able to receive meaning. The existence of projection does not
prove the absence of revelation. It proves that revelation, if real, must pass through a distorted
human receiver. The problem is not whether religion has psychological form; it must. The
problem is whether psychological form excludes divine origin. It does not.

The Divine spark must therefore be tested by its fruits and its discipline. If the claimed inner
light makes the ego grandiose, contemptuous, irresponsible, or immune to correction, it is likely
projection or inflation. If it humbles the ego, deepens love, exposes falsehood, increases
compassion, strengthens courage, and draws the person toward truth, it may be functioning as
revelation or as a symbol aligned with revelation. The inward light is not validated by intensity
alone. It is validated by transformation.

Projection and revelation may also coexist in the same religious life. A person may begin with
projected fear of a punitive father and gradually encounter a truer God beyond that image.
Another may project ideal selfhood into the Divine spark and later discover that the true light
exposes rather than flatters. The religious journey often consists of the purification of
projections. False gods fall away, not so that the soul becomes empty, but so that God can be
known more truthfully.

46



Thus Freud'’s projection critique does not destroy the Divine spark; it disciplines it. Jung’s
symbolic interpretation does not prove revelation; it opens space for it. Theology must hold the
difficult middle. The “very me me” may produce illusions, but it may also be addressed. The soul
may project, but it may also receive. The candle may smoke, but it may still be lit.

7.3 Fear, Hope, and the Architecture of the Psyche

Fear and hope are not accidental additions to the question of the innermost person. They are
built into the architecture of selfhood. The human being knows vulnerability from the inside.
The body can be injured. Love can be lost. Status can collapse. Memory can fail. Guilt can
surface. Death cannot be evaded indefinitely. The ego is therefore surrounded by threats it
cannot finally master. Fear is not irrational; it is one of the psyche’s most basic
acknowledgments of finitude.

Hope arises from the same condition. Because the self is vulnerable, it longs for protection.
Because it is guilty, it longs for forgiveness. Because it is mortal, it longs for life. Because it is
fragmented, it longs for wholeness. Because it is unseen, it longs to be known. Because it is
lonely, it longs for communion. Hope is not the opposite of fear in a simple sense. Hope is fear’s
transformed twin. It is what vulnerability becomes when it reaches toward meaning rather than
collapse.

Freud interprets religious hope as fear’s consolation. The fear of death produces belief in
immortality. The fear of helplessness produces belief in providence. The fear of guilt produces
belief in forgiveness. The fear of chaos produces belief in divine order. The fear of abandonment
produces belief in a loving Father. The Divine spark, in this view, is hope manufactured under
pressure. It is the psyche’s answer to unbearable exposure.

Jung interprets the same structure more symbolically. Fear may indicate that the ego is
approaching something larger than itself. The numinous produces both dread and attraction.
The deeper Self is not under ego-control, and therefore its approach can be terrifying. A dream,
vision, or inner summons may unsettle the person because it announces a transformation the
ego does not command. Hope then is not mere consolation but the psyche’s anticipation of
wholeness. The Divine spark is not only protection from fear; it is the sign of a deeper center
that draws the person beyond fear.

Both interpretations matter. Some religious hope is indeed compensatory. People cling to belief
because they cannot bear loss. They may use heaven to avoid grief, providence to avoid
responsibility, forgiveness to avoid repentance, and Divine spark language to avoid humiliation.
Hope can become denial. A false hope comforts the ego by refusing reality.

But some hope is courage. It does not deny death, guilt, or suffering. It faces them without
granting them the final word. Christian hope, at its strongest, is not optimism. It passes through
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crucifixion, judgment, repentance, and the grave. It does not say that fear is unreal. It says that
fear is not ultimate. The inner light is not a psychological night-light against all discomfort. It is
the possibility that even the darkest inward truth can be brought before God and not annihilate
the person.

The architecture of the psyche makes fear especially useful to institutions. If people fear for the
fate of the innermost self, those who claim authority over the soul gain immense power. Fear of
exclusion, damnation, impurity, abandonment, heresy, or divine rejection can bind the person
more tightly than physical force. This is one reason the question of the “very me me” cannot
remain purely private. Any doctrine of the soul has social consequences. Whoever defines the
soul’s danger may also define the soul’s required obedience.

Freud helps us see how this works psychologically. Authority becomes internalized. The group’s
judgment becomes conscience. The institution’s boundary becomes the boundary of salvation.
Fear of losing belonging becomes fear of losing God. The person’s innermost anxiety is
harnessed to communal conformity. Religion can become an architecture of psychic control.

Jung adds that fear also arises when symbols lose their living meaning and harden into external
systems. If religious forms no longer mediate genuine encounter with the numinous, they may
become coercive substitutes. The institution may demand obedience to dead symbols while the
psyche hungers for living transformation. Fear then replaces awe. Compliance replaces
individuation. Group identity replaces encounter with the Self. The Divine spark is buried
beneath collective pressure.

The proper relation of fear and hope must therefore be carefully distinguished. Fear can awaken
seriousness, but it should not be the foundation of spiritual identity. Hope can console, but it
should not become fantasy. Awe can humble, but it should not become institutional terror.
Judgment can expose, but it should be ordered toward truth and restoration. The soul may
need trembling, but it cannot live by terror alone.

The “very me me” is most distorted when fear isolates it. The ego contracts around survival. It
hides, defends, accuses, and projects. It may submit outwardly while inwardly hardening. The
soul is most opened when hope permits truthful exposure. If the person believes that being
known by God leads only to annihilating condemnation, fear will produce concealment. If the
person believes that being known by God includes mercy, fear can become repentance and
hope can become transformation.

Freud and Jung together show that the inner person is not an abstract essence floating above
affect. Fear and hope shape the way the self interprets itself. The Divine spark may be fear’s
fantasy or hope’s symbol. It may be a defensive glow or a genuine inward orientation. The task
is to discern whether the spark frees the person into truth or imprisons the person in anxiety.
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7.4 The Religious Self Between Neurosis and Transformation

The religious self stands between neurosis and transformation. It can become sick through
religion, and it can be healed through religion. This ambiguity is unavoidable because religion
reaches the deepest levels of fear, desire, guilt, love, identity, and hope. A shallow belief may
not disturb the psyche, but a serious belief about God and soul necessarily touches the core.
The same symbols that heal can harm when distorted.

Freud’s concept of neurosis is useful here. Religious life can intensify guilt beyond moral truth. It
can produce compulsive confession, obsessive purity, fear of forbidden thoughts, terror of
punishment, dependency on authority, and inability to trust mercy. The person may become
trapped in cycles of sin, guilt, ritual reassurance, and renewed anxiety. The ego seeks relief but
never reaches peace. God becomes the name for an accusing superego. The soul becomes a
courtroom with no acquittal.

The Divine spark can become neurotic if the person obsessively tries to protect it from
contamination. Instead of receiving inward dignity as gift, the believer anxiously monitors every
thought, impulse, doubt, and bodily feeling. The self becomes divided between a fantasized
pure spark and a feared impure remainder. The person may hate the body, distrust desire, fear
spontaneity, and submit to external control in the hope of preserving inner holiness. This is not
transformation. It is spiritualized anxiety.

Religion can also become neurotic through grandiosity. A person may identify with the spark
and imagine himself specially chosen, uniquely illumined, exempt from ordinary accountability,
or secretly superior. The ego inflates around sacred language. Instead of confessing limitation, it
claims divine authorization. Instead of integrating shadow, it projects darkness onto others.
Instead of becoming humble, it becomes untouchable. This too is pathology, though it may look
like confidence or zeal.

Jung’s concern with individuation helps distinguish transformation from neurosis.
Transformation does not mean the ego becomes more defended, pure, or grandiose. It means
the ego becomes more truthfully related to the whole person and to the deeper center. The
shadow is faced. Projections are withdrawn. False innocence is surrendered. The person
becomes capable of bearing ambiguity, guilt, love, suffering, and responsibility without collapse.
The inner light does not erase darkness by denial; it makes darkness visible enough to be
integrated and redeemed.

Christian transformation has a parallel structure, though different theology. The old self dies;
the new self is received. Sin is confessed, not projected. The body is disciplined, not despised.
The heart is searched, not flattered. Fear of judgment yields to repentance and trust. The
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person becomes more capable of love. The measure of transformation is not intensity of
religious feeling but conformity to truth, humility, mercy, courage, and charity.

This gives a practical test for the “very me me.” Does the belief in an innermost Divine spark
make the person more truthful? Does it make him less afraid of exposure because mercy is
possible? Does it make her more compassionate toward others who also bear divine image?
Does it reduce the ego’s need for domination? Does it deepen responsibility rather than
evasion? Does it produce freedom from both self-hatred and self-idolatry? If so, the symbol is
functioning transformatively.

If, instead, the belief produces anxiety, contempt, grandiosity, denial, dependency, or fear-based
conformity, it is functioning neurotically. The language may remain religious, but the psychic
fruit is distorted. A doctrine of the soul can be true in itself and still be received pathologically. A
symbol can be sacred and still be misused by the ego. A church can preach judgment and mercy,
while a wounded hearer internalizes only terror. Discernment must attend not only to doctrine
but to psychic effect.

Freud and Jung both help identify false religion, but in different ways. Freud exposes religion
that enslaves the ego to guilt, wish, and authority. Jung exposes religion that fails to mediate
symbolic wholeness and instead leaves the person fragmented, inflated, or possessed by
unconscious contents. Theology must add that true religion is not only psychological health. It is
right relation to God. But psychological distortion can obstruct that relation. Grace does not
require neurosis.

The religious self is therefore a battlefield of interpretation. The same inner experience may be
read as sin, symptom, vocation, temptation, grace, repression, trauma, or archetypal summons.
A person may need confession, therapy, spiritual direction, repentance, medication, community,
silence, or forgiveness. The danger is choosing one vocabulary prematurely and excluding the
others. The soul is not helped by reduction, but neither is it helped by pious avoidance of
psychological truth.

The Divine spark becomes mature only when it passes through this testing. It must survive
Freud’s suspicion, Jung’s symbolic discipline, biblical judgment, and ethical fruit. It must cease to
be the ego’s secret jewel and become the soul’s humble openness to God. It must cease to be
self-protection and become truth-bearing. It must cease to separate the person from others and
become the basis for recognizing the image of God in all.

In the end, Freud and Jung do not simply oppose each other. They form a necessary polarity.
Freud says: beware, the soul may be hiding neurosis. Jung says: beware, neurosis may be the
distorted form of a neglected soul. Freud says: your God may be your father. Jung says: your
father-image may be the crude vessel of a God-image. Freud says: your spark may be wish. Jung
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says: your wish may carry a symbol. Theology says: both wish and symbol must be brought
before God.

The “very me me” is therefore neither safely pure nor merely pathological. It is the inward
person under construction, conflict, judgment, hope, symbol, fear, and possible grace. It may
hide from truth, but it may also be called by truth. It may invent gods, but it may also be
addressed by God. It may cling to illusions, but it may also be transformed. This ambiguity
prepares the turn to early Christianity, where the question of the inner person was explored not
in abstract psychology but in the lived drama of conversion, baptism, discipline, martyrdom,
doctrine, fear, and resurrection hope.

8. Early Christianity and the Exploration of the Inner Self
8.1 The Heart, Soul, Spirit, and Inner Man

Early Christianity did not begin as an abstract philosophy of selfhood. It began as a proclamation
of Christ crucified and risen, a call to repentance, baptism, communal life, forgiveness, and hope
in resurrection. Yet from the beginning it contained a profound exploration of the inward
person. The early Christians inherited from Judaism a rich vocabulary of heart, soul, spirit,
conscience, flesh, mind, and inward parts. They did not treat the human being as a surface
creature governed only by external conduct. They understood the person as inwardly
searchable, morally divided, spiritually endangered, and capable of renewal by God.

The heart was central. It was not merely the seat of emotion in the modern sentimental sense.
It was the center of desire, intention, thought, loyalty, and decision. Conversion was therefore
not only a change of affiliation. It was a change of heart. To become Christian was not simply to
join a visible group, accept a set of propositions, or perform public rituals. It was to turn
inwardly toward God, to repent, to receive forgiveness, and to live under a new allegiance. The
early Christian heart was the site of hidden battle: faith against unbelief, humility against pride,
love against fear, obedience against rebellion.

The soul named the living depth of the person. In early Christian usage, it could refer to the life
of the person, the inward self, the morally accountable subject, or the one who stands before
God. The soul could be healed or lost, strengthened or corrupted, saved or judged. This
language shows that early Christians did not imagine the person as merely a body under social
discipline. They believed there was an inward life whose condition mattered eternally. The “very
me me,” in this context, was not the ego’s private self-expression but the soul’s standing before
God.
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The spirit named the human openness to God and, more importantly, the work of God’s Spirit
within the believer. Early Christianity did not reduce spiritual life to human interiority. The
inward person could not heal itself by self-inspection alone. The Holy Spirit was given, received,
resisted, grieved, and manifested. The inner person was therefore relational rather than
autonomous. It became itself by receiving divine life. The Christian self was not self-enclosed. It
was indwelt, addressed, and transformed.

The phrase inner man or inward person gave early Christianity one of its clearest
anthropological distinctions. The outer person could suffer, age, be persecuted, imprisoned,
tortured, or killed, while the inward person could be renewed. This did not mean the body was
worthless. Early Christianity was committed to resurrection, not escape from embodiment. But
it did mean that visible condition did not exhaust personal truth. A martyr could appear
defeated outwardly while inwardly victorious. A poor believer could lack status outwardly while
inwardly rich. A sick body could coexist with a strengthened soul.

This inward emphasis also made Christianity attractive. It offered dignity to those without public
power. Slaves, widows, the poor, the sick, and socially marginal persons could be told that their
inner life mattered infinitely before God. Their worth did not depend on civic rank, wealth,
gender, birth, beauty, or strength. God searched the heart. God knew the soul. God gave the
Spirit. God renewed the inward person. This was not merely consolation; it was a revaluation of
human worth.

Yet the same inward emphasis made Christianity demanding. If God searches the heart, then
external respectability is insufficient. Hidden lust, resentment, pride, cowardice, hatred, and
unbelief matter. The inward person cannot hide behind ritual, ethnicity, reputation, or verbal
confession. Early Christian preaching and catechesis often pressed this point. To belong
outwardly while remaining inwardly unchanged was a grave danger. The church’s concern for
the inner person therefore produced both tenderness and severity.

This is the first answer to whether the early church explored the “very me me.” Yes, it did, but
not in modern individualist language. It explored the innermost self as heart, soul, spirit,
conscience, and inner man before God. It did not seek a private essence detached from
community and body. It sought the transformation of the whole person from within. The self
was not simply discovered. It was converted, cleansed, illumined, disciplined, and incorporated
into Christ.

8.2 The Image of God in Patristic Anthropology

The early church’s deepest account of human dignity was the image of God. Patristic
anthropology began from the conviction that humanity was created by God, for God, and in
some meaningful resemblance to God. The human person was not merely an animal with
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higher capacities, not merely a soul trapped in matter, and not merely a social role in an
imperial order. The person bore divine image. This gave Christian thought a foundation for
dignity, responsibility, fall, and restoration.

The image of God allowed early Christian thinkers to say that every human being has a sacred
origin without saying that every human being is divine by nature. This was crucial. The person is
God-related, but not God. The person reflects, participates, responds, and receives; the person
does not possess divinity as an independent essence. The image preserves both humility and
dignity. The human being is not nothing, but neither is the human being self-originating.

Patristic writers often distinguished image and likeness. The image could be understood as the
created structure of humanity: reason, freedom, moral capacity, relationality, or openness to
God. Likeness could be understood as the achieved or restored resemblance to God through
holiness, obedience, love, and grace. This distinction helped explain how sin damages humanity
without annihilating it. The person remains image-bearing but becomes unlike God through
disordered desire and action. The image is obscured; the likeness must be restored.

This bears directly on the “very me me.” The innermost self is not an untouched divine fragment
hidden beneath corruption. It is an image-bearing creature whose inward life has been
damaged and must be healed. Early Christianity avoided the sentimental idea that the deepest
self is automatically pure. It also avoided the despairing idea that the person is worthless after
sin. The self is wounded dignity. It is capable of restoration precisely because it still belongs to
God'’s creative intention.

The image of God was also Christological. Christ was understood as the true image, the visible
revelation of the invisible God, and the pattern of restored humanity. Human beings become
truly themselves by being conformed to Christ. The “very me me” is not fulfilled by self-
assertion but by Christic transformation. The deepest identity of the believer is not found by
peeling away all relations until only a private ego remains. It is found in union with Christ, who
reveals what humanity is meant to become.

This framework is very different from modern expressive individualism. The early Christian
person does not become authentic by inventing a self from private desire. The person becomes
authentic by being restored to the image and likeness of God. The inward self is not
autonomous originality. It is creaturely vocation. It is the call to become what God intended in
creation and renews in redemption.

The image of God also created a basis for moral seriousness. If the neighbor bears the image of
God, then hatred, exploitation, sexual abuse, murder, contempt, and domination are not merely
social offenses. They are violations of divine image. If the poor bear God’s image, they cannot
be treated as disposable. If the enemy bears God’s image, hatred cannot be absolute. If the
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body belongs to an image-bearing person, the body cannot be treated as meaningless matter.
Patristic anthropology tied inward dignity to outward ethics.

At the same time, image language could be institutionalized. Once the church became more
socially powerful, the claim to guard the image, heal the soul, and define orthodoxy could
become entangled with authority. The doctrine itself was profound; its social use could become
coercive. This ambiguity will matter later. But in its original theological force, the image of God
was not a mechanism of fear. It was a claim that the human person has an origin, dignity, and
destiny greater than the visible order.

The image of God remains the most orthodox form of what the phrase Divine spark tries to
name. It says there is something in the person oriented toward God. It says the innermost self is
not reducible to dust, appetite, status, or fear. But it refuses to say the human being is a literal
piece of God. The early church’s anthropology is therefore both luminous and bounded: the self
is sacred because created by God, not because it is secretly God.

8.3 Irenaeus and the Restoration of Human Likeness

Irenaeus is one of the most important early witnesses for understanding Christian selfhood
against Gnostic alternatives. He wrote in a context where some religious systems described
salvation as the escape of a hidden spiritual element from the lower material world. Such
systems could speak naturally of divine sparks trapped in flesh. Irenaeus resisted this. For him,
salvation was not escape from creation but the restoration and completion of God'’s creative
purpose. The whole human being mattered.

Irenaeus understood humanity as created immature but destined for growth into likeness with
God. This is a crucial idea. The human being was not created as a finished divine entity that
merely needed to remember itself. Nor was humanity created as worthless matter requiring
abandonment. The person was created good, embodied, image-bearing, and capable of
development. The human story is pedagogical and redemptive. God forms humanity toward
maturity.

This matters for the “very me me” because Irenaeus does not locate the deepest self in a secret
inner fragment independent of the body. The true human being is embodied, historical,
relational, and called into communion with God. The body is not disposable packaging. It
belongs to the person God intends to save. Resurrection is therefore central. If the body will be
raised, then the self is not a ghost escaping matter. The very person who suffers, obeys, loves,
sins, and dies is the one God intends to restore.

Irenaeus also emphasizes recapitulation: Christ sums up human life, redoes humanity from
within, and restores what Adam damaged. This gives Christian identity a profoundly
participatory structure. The person becomes restored not by discovering an isolated inner
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spark, but by being gathered into Christ’s faithful humanity. Christ is not merely a teacher of
inward enlightenment. He is the one who reconstitutes human nature, heals disobedience, and
brings the image toward likeness.

The restoration of likeness means that the self is dynamic. The human being is not simply either
divine or worthless. The person is created for growth into God’s likeness. This growth involves
obedience, suffering, instruction, imitation, grace, and union with Christ. The “very me me” is
therefore not a static core hidden behind appearances. It is the personal subject undergoing
restoration. It becomes itself across a redemptive history.

Irenaeus gives a strong answer to the fear that Christianity was only incorporation by terror. His
anthropology is not fundamentally a fear system. It is a restoration system. God is not primarily
an institutional threat used to absorb bodies into a group. God is the Creator and healer who
brings human beings toward the destiny for which they were made. Judgment exists, error
matters, and false teaching is dangerous, but the central vision is constructive: humanity is
made for life with God.

At the same time, Irenaeus is deeply concerned with doctrinal boundaries. He opposes
teachings he regards as destructive because they misidentify the human person, creation,
Christ, and salvation. This shows that early Christian exploration of the inner self was never
separated from communal truth claims. The church believed false anthropology could endanger
the soul. The self could be misled by wrong accounts of God and matter. Therefore, doctrine
was pastoral and protective, not merely speculative.

From a modern perspective, boundary-making can look like control. Sometimes it became
control. But in Irenaeus the impulse is also theological care. If the human person is truly
embodied and destined for resurrection, then a doctrine that teaches contempt for the body is
not a harmless alternative. It damages the believer’s understanding of selfhood. It turns
salvation into escape rather than restoration. It misnames the “very me me.”

Irenaeus therefore helps discipline Divine spark language. If the spark means a hidden divine
fragment trapped in alien matter, it is not Irenaean Christianity. If the spark means the created
image’s capacity to be restored into likeness through Christ, then it can be translated into
Christian terms. The inward light is not the remains of a fallen god. It is the sign of a creature
made for communion and healing.

8.4 Athanasius and Divinization by Grace

Athanasius pushes early Christian anthropology to one of its boldest formulations: God became
human so that humanity might become divine. This statement can sound dangerously close to
the Divine spark idea, but its meaning is different. Athanasius does not teach that human beings
are divine by nature or that the ego contains a literal piece of God. He teaches divinization by
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grace. The human person is lifted into participation in divine life through the incarnation of the
Word.

For Athanasius, the human problem is not merely ignorance, guilt, or social disorder. It is
corruption, mortality, and the loss of the divine image’s clarity. Humanity, made from nothing,
tends toward nothingness when separated from God. Sin is therefore ontological as well as
moral. The person is not merely disobedient; the person is disintegrating. Death is not a
superficial event but the sign of creaturely life collapsing away from its source.

The incarnation is the divine answer. The Word assumes human nature, enters embodied life,
defeats corruption, restores the image, and opens the way for humanity to share in divine life.
The movement is not from human inwardness upward by self-discovery. It is from God
downward in gracious self-giving. This is decisive. The “very me me” is not saved because it
finds a divine core already sufficient within itself. It is saved because God enters human life and
renews it from within.

Divinization by grace gives the strongest possible Christian form to the hope behind the Divine
spark. The person is indeed called to more than moral improvement. The destiny of humanity is
participation in God. The inward self is not merely forgiven from outside; it is transformed,
illumined, and brought into communion. The human being becomes radiant by sharing divine
life. But this is gift, not possession. Grace, not essence. Participation, not identity by nature.

This distinction guards against spiritual inflation. The person does not become God as God is
God. The creature remains creature. The divine life is received, not seized. The self is glorified,
not self-deified. In Athanasian terms, the inner person becomes most fully alive by union with
the Word who made and remakes humanity. The “spark” is not an independent fire; it is kindled
by participation in the divine light.

Athanasius also preserves embodiment. The Word does not merely inspire human minds. The
Word becomes flesh. The body matters because God enters bodily life and raises it. Christian
divinization is not escape from material existence into pure inwardness. It is the transfiguration
of the whole human being. The flesh is not discarded; it is redeemed. This again separates
Christian theosis from Gnostic spark mythology. Salvation is not flight from the body but
renewal of the body-soul unity.

Athanasius deepens the idea that the soul is God-addressable. If God becomes human, then the
human condition is not beneath divine concern. The innermost self is not merely inspected by
God from above; it is met by God in Christ. Human nature becomes the place of divine action.
The distance between creature and Creator is not abolished by human ascent but bridged by
divine descent. The person is capable of God because God makes humanity capable by grace.
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This also changes the role of fear. Fear of death is central to Athanasius’s vision, but it is not the
final religious instrument. Christ frees humanity from slavery to corruption and death. The
Christian message is therefore not merely “fear judgment and submit.” It is “death has been
invaded by life.” The church’s proclamation carries warning, but its center is victory over the
deepest fear. If institutions later used fear to dominate, that is a distortion of the liberating core.

Athanasius gives the paper a crucial theological synthesis. The “very me me” may hope to be
more than biology, but it cannot make itself eternal. It may sense inward light, but it cannot
generate divine life. It may bear the image, but the image must be restored. It may be destined
for participation in God, but only by grace. Divinization is the Christian answer to the hope for
Divine spark: not that the self already owns divinity, but that God freely gives divine life to the
creature.

8.5 Augustine and the Restless Heart

Augustine makes the inward turn unforgettable. His great contribution is not merely that he
discusses the soul, but that he dramatizes the search for the self before God. In Augustine, the
human being discovers that the innermost self is deeper than social identity, pleasure, ambition,
rhetoric, intellectual pride, or even self-command. The heart is restless because it is made for
God. The “very me me” is not complete in itself. It is an inward hunger whose true object is
divine.

Augustine’s inwardness is autobiographical, philosophical, psychological, and theological at
once. He searches memory, desire, guilt, friendship, grief, ambition, sexuality, will, and prayer.
He does not present the self as transparent. He knows division. He wants and does not want. He
seeks truth but resists surrender. He recognizes that the self can hide from itself. Long before
modern depth psychology, Augustine portrays the human being as inwardly conflicted and
unable to heal itself by knowledge alone.

For Augustine, the heart is not trustworthy simply because it is deep. The inward self is curved,
restless, and disordered. It loves lesser goods in the wrong way. It seeks satisfaction in what
cannot satisfy. It mistakes possession for peace and autonomy for freedom. The problem is not
that the self lacks desire, but that desire is misdirected. The “very me me” is therefore not pure
immediacy. It is a desiring center that must be reordered.

This is where Augustine differs from romantic spirituality. He would not say, “Look within and
you will automatically find divinity.” He would say that inwardness is necessary, but dangerous.
God is closer to the self than the self is to itself, yet the self may be far from God through
disordered love. The journey inward must become a journey upward. Self-knowledge must
become confession. Memory must become prayer. The heart must be healed, not merely
expressed.
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Augustine’s account also anticipates Freud while exceeding him. Like Freud, he knows that the
conscious self is divided and self-deceiving. He knows that desire can master the will. He knows
that childhood, habit, shame, and pleasure shape identity. He knows that the person can
rationalize what he loves wrongly. But unlike Freud, Augustine does not reduce this to psychic
mechanism. He sees the conflict as theological: the will is disordered because love is disordered.
Healing requires grace.

Augustine also anticipates Jung in recognizing that the self is larger than the ego. Memory is
vast, mysterious, and not fully controllable. The mind contains depths it cannot fully survey. The
human person is a mystery even to himself. Yet Augustine does not call the deeper center the
Self in Jung’s sense. The true center is God. The self becomes whole not by integrating itself
around its own psychic totality, but by resting in God. Wholeness is relational and theological.

The restless heart gives a precise Christian form to the “very me me.” The deepest self is the
one that cannot be satisfied by finite goods. It is the one that seeks home. It is the one that
discovers, through failure and longing, that it is made for more than itself. The Divine spark, if
translated into Augustinian terms, would not mean an innate divine fragment but an
ineradicable orientation toward God. The heart is restless because it bears the mark of its
source.

This restlessness is not merely intellectual. It is affective and moral. The person may know what
is true and still resist it because the heart loves wrongly. The will is not healed by information
alone. The inward person must be converted at the level of love. This is one of Augustine’s most
profound contributions to Christian anthropology. The “very me me” is not primarily the one
who thinks, but the one who loves. What the self loves reveals what the self is becoming.

Augustine also shows why fear can both help and harm. Fear of judgment can awaken the
sinner to seriousness. Fear can disrupt complacency. Fear can expose the false peace of
disordered love. But fear cannot produce rest. Only love can. A church that relies only on fear
may produce conformity, anxiety, or resentment, but not the healed heart Augustine seeks. The
final movement of the soul is not panic but rest in God.

Thus Augustine completes the early Christian exploration of the inner self in a distinctive way.
Irenaeus gives restoration of likeness. Athanasius gives divinization by grace. Augustine gives the
restless heart seeking rest. Together they show that early Christianity was not merely using fear
to incorporate people into an institution. It was asking, with extraordinary seriousness, what the
human person is before God, why the self is divided, how the image is restored, how mortality
is overcome, and how the heart comes home.

The early church’s exploration was not pure. It had boundaries, exclusions, warnings, and fear. It
believed error could endanger souls. It used discipline. It spoke of judgment. But its central
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anthropology cannot be reduced to manipulation. It was a deep attempt to name the innermost
person as created, fallen, embodied, image-bearing, restless, and capable of participation in
God. The “very me me” was not ignored. It was placed before God and called toward
transformation.

9. The Church’s Rejection of a Literal Trapped Divine Fragment
9.1 Gnostic Spark Language and the Escape from Matter

The phrase Divine spark becomes most dangerous, from the standpoint of early orthodox
Christianity, when it is interpreted as a literal fragment of divine substance trapped inside the
material world. This idea appears in various Gnostic and quasi-Gnostic systems, though not
always in identical form. The basic pattern is that the visible world is not the good creation of
the one God, but the product of ignorance, fall, error, or a lower cosmic maker. Human beings
are divided between a higher spiritual element and a lower material condition. Salvation then
becomes awakening to the hidden spark, receiving secret knowledge, and escaping the prison
of matter.

This view has obvious appeal. It offers an explanation for alienation. The person feels estranged
from the world because, in this account, the deepest self does not truly belong here. The body
feels burdensome because the body is a prison. Ignorance feels oppressive because the spark
has forgotten its origin. Death feels less terrifying because it may become release. The “very me
me” is not merely a creature before God; it is a fallen divine element awaiting liberation. The
human condition becomes a cosmic captivity drama.

The problem is that this changes the meaning of selfhood completely. If the deepest self is a
trapped divine fragment, then ordinary human life is not the field of redemption but the
obstacle to it. Embodiment becomes misfortune. History becomes exile. Creation becomes
suspect. Moral growth may be displaced by esoteric awakening. The neighbor may matter less
as an embodied person than as a possible bearer of hidden spiritual substance. Salvation
becomes extraction rather than restoration.

Early Christianity could not accept this because it contradicted its doctrine of creation,
incarnation, resurrection, and redemption. The world was not an evil accident. The body was
not a metaphysical mistake. The Creator was not an inferior being opposed to the true God. The
Word did not merely appear human, but became flesh. Christ did not save by teaching spirits to
flee matter, but by assuming human life and raising it. The resurrection of the body was not an
optional appendix; it was central.
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This is why orthodox Christianity had to discipline spark language. There is a legitimate way to
speak of inward light, divine image, spiritual illumination, and participation in God. But there is
also a distorted way that makes the self a piece of God imprisoned in flesh. The first can be
Christian. The second is not. The distinction is not semantic. It determines whether the body is
honored or despised, whether creation is good or fallen beyond value, whether salvation heals
the person or extracts something from the person.

The Gnostic-style spark also risks spiritual elitism. If salvation depends on secret knowledge of
one’s hidden divine origin, then humanity divides into those who know and those who do not.
The spiritual elite awaken; the ordinary remain trapped. This easily produces contempt:
contempt for the body, contempt for simple believers, contempt for ordinary moral duties,
contempt for creation, and contempt for communal accountability. The “very me me” becomes
a badge of metaphysical superiority.

Christianity’s answer is more democratic and more demanding. All human beings are creatures
of God. All bear the image in some sense. All are embodied. All are accountable. All need grace.
No one is saved merely by discovering that he is secretly divine. The way of salvation is not
private self-recognition but participation in Christ through faith, repentance, baptism, love, and
resurrection hope. The hidden self is not liberated by despising the human condition; it is
redeemed by God entering the human condition.

Thus the church’s rejection of literal trapped-fragment language was not a rejection of depth. It
was a rejection of false depth. It did not deny the inward person. It denied that the inward
person is a divine shard alien to creation. The church insisted that the whole person matters:
body, soul, history, memory, community, suffering, and hope. The “very me me” is not a godlet
in exile. It is a creature called into glory.

9.2 Orthodox Embodiment and Resurrection

The orthodox Christian answer to trapped spark religion is embodiment and resurrection. The
human person is not saved by being peeled away from the body. The human person is saved as
a body-soul unity restored by God. This is one of the most important differences between
Christian anthropology and any system that treats matter as an error. Christianity does not deny
that the body suffers, decays, tempts, and dies. But it refuses to conclude that the body is
therefore evil. The body is wounded, mortal, and subject to corruption; it is not worthless.

The incarnation makes this unavoidable. If the Word became flesh, then flesh cannot be
dismissed as a mere prison. God does not redeem humanity by avoiding embodiment, but by
entering it. Birth, hunger, fatigue, touch, tears, blood, suffering, and death become part of the
divine economy of salvation. The body is not bypassed. It is assumed. This means that any
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account of the inner self must remain incarnational. The “very me me” is not a pure spiritual
point temporarily using biological machinery. The person is embodied from the beginning.

Resurrection intensifies this point. Christian hope is not merely the survival of an immaterial
soul after bodily death. It is the raising and glorification of the person. The body that was
humiliated by mortality is not simply discarded. The person is not fulfilled by escape from
created nature but by the transformation of created nature. This gives Christianity its distinctive
refusal of both crude materialism and disembodied spiritualism. The human being is more than
dust, but not less than dust breathed into by God.

This matters for the Divine spark. If the spark is taken to mean a purely spiritual element whose
goal is to escape matter, it conflicts with resurrection. If it is taken to mean the inward capacity
of an embodied person to receive God’s light, it can be retained as metaphor. The spark is not
the real self hidden against the body. It is the illuminated depth of the embodied self. The body
is not the enemy of the spark; the body is part of the person whom God intends to glorify.

Orthodox embodiment also protects love. Human love is not directed only toward invisible
essences. We love faces, voices, gestures, hands, habits, histories, wounds, and bodily
presences. Grief is not grief over an abstract soul alone. It is grief over the disappearance of an
embodied person. Resurrection hope takes this grief seriously. It does not say, “The body never
mattered.” It says that God will not abandon the person to death. The particular embodied life
matters enough to be raised.

This is also why early Christians honored martyr bodies, burial, relics, and the memory of
embodied suffering. Whatever later distortions developed, the basic impulse came from the
belief that bodies are not trash. The martyr’s flesh bore witness. The body that suffered for
Christ was not irrelevant to the soul’s victory. The grave was not merely a discarded container
site. It was a place of awaiting resurrection. This sensibility is incompatible with a pure escape-
from-matter spirituality.

The resurrection doctrine also disciplines fear. Fear of death is real, but Christianity does not
answer it by saying the true self was never really embodied. It answers by saying that death will
be defeated. This is a stronger claim. It does not console by denying the value of what death
destroys. It consoles by promising restoration. The body’s vulnerability is not explained away; it
is taken up into hope.

For the “very me me,” orthodox embodiment means that personal identity is not located in a
hidden spiritual particle alone. The self includes bodily continuity, relational history, moral
formation, memory, suffering, and divine knowledge. God does not need to rescue a spark from
the wreckage of personhood. God rescues the person. This makes Christian hope more concrete
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and less evasive than trapped-fragment religion. The soul is not saved by abandoning the body;
the whole human being is redeemed.

9.3 Created Personhood Rather Than Divine Shards

The early church’s alternative to divine-fragment anthropology is created personhood. A human
being is not a shard of God. A human being is a creature called by God. This may sound less
exalted, but it is actually more stable. If the self is a divine shard, then its dignity comes from
being substantially continuous with God. If the self is a created person, then its dignity comes
from God’s free act of creation, knowledge, love, and intended glorification. The second
preserves relation. The first risks confusion.

Created personhood begins with dependence. The self does not explain itself. It did not choose
to exist before existing. It did not manufacture its own inwardness, body, world, language, or
capacity for love. The first truth of the person is reception. This does not humiliate the self; it
grounds the self. To be created is not to be trivial. It is to be willed into being by God. The self is
not divine by nature, but it is not accidental if creation is intentional.

The language of Divine shards makes the human problem one of misplaced substance.
Something divine has fallen into the wrong place. The language of created personhood makes
the human problem one of disordered relation. The creature has turned from its source,
damaged its likeness, fallen into corruption, and needs restoration. These are very different
diagnoses. One requires escape; the other requires reconciliation. One seeks awakening to
hidden origin; the other seeks healing of love, will, body, and community.

Created personhood also preserves the goodness of difference. If each soul is a divine shard,
individuality may appear as a temporary fragmentation of a higher unity. Salvation might then
look like dissolution back into the divine whole. Christian personhood resists this. God creates
many without regretting multiplicity. The singular person matters. Difference is not merely a fall
from unity. Communion does not require erasure. The final hope is not that all personal identity
disappears into undifferentiated divinity, but that persons are perfected in love.

This is vital for the “very me me.” The deepest self is not abolished by God. Nor is it God in
miniature. It is a personal creature whose identity is known and upheld by God. The person can
before God because God first gives that
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say being. The proper response is not self-
deification but worship, gratitude, repentance, and communion. The self is most itself when it

receives itself from God rather than claiming to be God.

Created personhood also makes moral responsibility meaningful. If the deepest self were simply
divine substance, then sin would become hard to interpret. Is the divine shard guilty? Is evil only
illusion? Is moral failure merely ignorance of origin? Christian thought instead says that the
creature can really turn from God, really harm others, really distort the image, and really need
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forgiveness. The self is not unreal. Its choices matter. Its wounds matter. Its guilt matters. Its
healing matters.

This framework gives a better account of humility. The Divine spark, if misunderstood, can
inflate the ego. Created personhood humbles without degrading. It says: you are not God, but
you are known by God. You are dust, but breathed into. You are fallen, but redeemable. You are
finite, but called to glory. You are not self-made, but you are not meaningless. The self is neither
nothing nor absolute. It is a creaturely mystery.

Created personhood also prevents the church from treating salvation as elite knowledge. The
deepest truth of the person is not hidden information available only to initiates. It is revealed in
creation, scripture, Christ, sacrament, and communal life. The gospel is not that a few possess
secret insight into their divine substance. It is that God acts in Christ for the redemption of
humanity. The soul’s dignity does not depend on esoteric discovery. It depends on God’s
creative and redemptive will.

For this reason, orthodox Christianity can speak of divine participation but not divine shards.
Participation means sharing in divine life by grace while remaining creature. A flame can light a
candle without making the candle the source of fire. A mirror can reflect the sun without
becoming the sun. A human person can be filled with the Spirit without ceasing to be human.
Participation preserves gift and relation. Fragment language threatens both.

Thus the “very me me” is best understood not as an imprisoned god-piece but as a created
center of addressability. It is the one God calls, searches, judges, forgives, heals, and glorifies. Its
dignity is not diminished by being creaturely. On the contrary, creaturehood is the condition of
receiving love as gift. The Divine spark, if used at all, must be translated into this grammar: the
spark is the inward sign of a created person’s capacity for God, not the evidence that the person
is God by substance.

9.4 Theological Boundaries Around Soul and God

The early church placed boundaries around soul and God because without boundaries religious
language becomes unstable. The soul is not God. The body is not evil. Creation is not a prison.
Salvation is not escape from humanity. Divinization is not self-deification. Inner light is not
private infallibility. These boundaries are not mere institutional control. At their best, they
protect the meaning of human dignity, divine transcendence, incarnation, resurrection, and
grace.

The boundary between Creator and creature is first. If it collapses, humility collapses with it.
The person who thinks the deepest self is divine by nature may confuse self-knowledge with
revelation, desire with command, and spiritual intensity with truth. The Creator-creature
distinction says that the self is not ultimate. It may be addressed by the ultimate, loved by the
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ultimate, and transformed by the ultimate, but it is not the ultimate. This distinction is not an
insult. It is the condition of worship.

The boundary between soul and ego is equally important. The ego is not the soul’s full depth. It
can counterfeit the soul, defend itself with religious language, and claim divine sanction for its
preferences. The early church did not use Freudian vocabulary, but it knew pride, vainglory, self-
deception, temptation, and false prophecy. It knew that inward claims require testing. The fact
that something arises within does not make it holy. Spirits must be discerned. Fruits must be
examined. Confession must expose self-deception.

The boundary between inward light and doctrine also matters. A person may experience
illumination, but illumination must be judged in relation to the truth of God revealed in Christ.
Without such a boundary, private inwardness becomes sovereign. Every impulse can claim
divine origin. Every charismatic intensity can override community. Every self-appointed visionary
can become a law unto himself. The church’s boundaries were often severe, and sometimes
later abused, but the underlying concern was real: not every spark is divine light.

The boundary between salvation and escape protects the body. If the soul’s goal is imagined as
flight from matter, then the incarnation and resurrection become secondary or unintelligible.
Christian doctrine insists that God saves the person, not an extracted essence. The body belongs
to identity. Creation belongs to God’s intention. History is the field of redemption, not merely
the setting of imprisonment. The soul is not honored by despising the body.

The boundary between participation and identity protects grace. To participate in divine life is
not to possess divinity independently. Grace is received. Union with God does not erase the
creature. The person becomes radiant by communion, not by self-originating light. This allows
Christianity to speak boldly of theosis while avoiding pantheistic or narcissistic collapse. The
human being may become godlike by grace, but never God by nature.

These boundaries also help evaluate religious fear. Some fear arises from true creaturely awe.
To stand before God is not trivial. The inward person is searched, exposed, and judged. But fear
becomes distorted when institutions confuse their own authority with God’s being. Theological
boundaries can protect against this distortion. If the soul belongs to God, then no institution
owns it. If inward light must be discerned, then no private ego owns it. If grace is gift, then no
authority can sell it as possession. Proper doctrine can restrain both institutional tyranny and
individual inflation.

Yet boundaries themselves can become instruments of control. The history of Christianity shows
this clearly. Doctrinal protection can harden into policing. Discernment can become suspicion.
Pastoral care can become coercion. Heresy boundaries can become political weapons. The
church’s rejection of trapped-fragment theology was theologically necessary, but the
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mechanisms used to enforce orthodoxy could later become entangled with fear and power. This
ambiguity must be admitted.

Still, one should not confuse the existence of abuse with the falsity of the boundary. A fence can
protect a garden or imprison a person. The question is not whether boundaries exist, but what
they serve. In early Christian anthropology, the best boundaries served the integrity of the
gospel: God creates, the Word becomes flesh, the image is restored, the body is raised, and the
creature participates in divine life by grace. These claims require saying no to rival accounts.

The “very me me” therefore must be named carefully. If called Divine spark, the phrase must be
purified of literal fragment theology. If called soul, it must not be turned into a ghost
contemptuous of flesh. If called self, it must not be confused with ego. If called image of God, it
must remain dependent on the Creator. If called inner light, it must be tested by truth, love,
humility, and Christ. Without such distinctions, the language of inwardness becomes either
sentimental or dangerous.

The church’s rejection of a literal trapped divine fragment was thus not a rejection of the
innermost self. It was a defense of a different vision of the innermost self. The deepest person is
not a divine shard fallen into matter. The deepest person is a created, embodied, image-bearing
soul called into communion with God. The self is not saved by escaping creation but by being
restored in Christ. The spark is not a possession but a reception. The candle is not the sun, but it
can be lit.

This prepares the next question. If the church had such a profound anthropology, why did fear
become so prominent? Was fear simply part of biblical seriousness about judgment, or did it
become a tool of incorporation and discipline? The answer requires a careful distinction. A
church that believes the soul is real will necessarily warn. But a church that governs souls may
also discover the power of fear. The movement from theological warning to social control is the
next stage of the argument.

10. Fear, Judgment, and Incorporation
10.1 Apocalyptic Seriousness in the Early Church

Fear entered early Christianity through apocalyptic seriousness before it entered through
institutional control. The earliest Christian message was not a calm moral philosophy or a
general program of inward improvement. It was urgent proclamation: the kingdom of God had
drawn near, Christ had been crucified and raised, the present age was passing, judgment was
real, repentance was necessary, and history stood under divine decision. Such a worldview
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naturally produced fear, but not necessarily manipulative fear. It was the fear appropriate to
ultimate stakes.

The early Christians inherited Jewish apocalyptic expectation and reinterpreted it around Christ.
The world was not spiritually neutral. It was contested by sin, death, demons, idolatry, empire,
false gods, and human rebellion. The person was not merely confused but endangered. The soul
was not merely undeveloped but accountable. To be human was to stand inside a drama of
creation, fall, redemption, judgment, and resurrection. Within such a framework, fear was not
an artificial invention. It was part of the perception that reality itself was morally and
eschatologically charged.

This fear differs from ordinary social anxiety. It is not simply fear of embarrassment, exclusion,
failure, poverty, disease, or death. It is fear before God. It is the trembling recognition that the
innermost self is not hidden from ultimate truth. The “very me me” is seen, searched, and
judged. This gives early Christian inwardness its severity. If God searches the heart, then
religious belonging cannot be only external. The person must repent inwardly, not merely
conform outwardly. The soul stands before God, not merely before the group.

Apocalyptic fear also gave courage. This is easily overlooked. A community that fears God more
than the world can resist worldly coercion. Martyrs could face imperial power because earthly
death was not the final court of appeal. Fear of divine judgment could relativize fear of human
rulers. The person who believed that the soul belonged to God could refuse idolatrous demands
from the state, tribe, market, or family. Thus early Christian fear was not only a tool of
submission. It could be a source of defiance.

This is one reason the early church cannot be reduced to a fear-machine. Its fear was bound to
hope. Judgment was real, but resurrection was real. Sin was real, but forgiveness was real.
Demonic powers were real, but Christ’s victory was real. Death was real, but death was
defeated. The apocalyptic imagination intensified fear because it intensified meaning. Life
mattered absolutely because God would bring hidden things to light and renew creation.

At the same time, the emotional power of apocalyptic fear made it vulnerable to institutional
use. Once a community believes that eternal destinies are at stake, those who interpret the
terms of salvation possess immense authority. Warnings about judgment can awaken
conscience, but they can also become mechanisms of control. The difference lies partly in
whether fear leads to truth, repentance, and freedom, or whether it leads to dependency,
conformity, and domination.

The early church stood within this tension from the beginning. Its message addressed the
innermost self with extraordinary seriousness. That seriousness necessarily included fear. But
the original fear was not simply administrative. It was eschatological. It arose from the
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conviction that the person is answerable to God and that history is moving toward revelation.
The later problem is not that fear existed, but that fear could be detached from hope, mercy,
and transformation, then used to incorporate and police souls.

10.2 Fear of Judgment as Moral Formation

Fear of judgment can form moral seriousness. A person who believes that hidden motives
matter may live differently from a person who believes only visible consequences matter. The
fear that God searches the heart can restrain hypocrisy, cruelty, lust, greed, betrayal, and secret
violence. It can awaken the conscience where social law cannot reach. External law governs
action; fear of divine judgment reaches intention. This gave early Christianity a powerful inward
moral force.

Such fear is not automatically pathological. A child may fear fire before understanding
combustion. A sinner may fear judgment before understanding mercy. A community may need
warning before it can receive wisdom. Fear can interrupt delusion. It can break the spell of self-
justification. It can make the ego pause before evil. It can expose the lie that private wrongdoing
has no reality if it remains undiscovered. In this sense, fear is an early form of moral awakening.

Early Christian preaching often used judgment language to awaken the whole person. The point
was not merely to produce panic. The point was to reorient the soul. If the person lives as
though wealth, pleasure, power, or reputation are ultimate, fear of judgment declares that they
are not. If the person hides behind religious performance, fear of judgment declares that the
heart is visible. If the person oppresses the weak, fear of judgment declares that the victim is
not forgotten. Judgment is terror to the false self, but protection for the truth.

Fear also democratized accountability. The powerful could not assume that social rank
exempted them from God. The hidden abuser, unjust ruler, exploitative rich man, hypocritical
religious leader, and respectable sinner all stood beneath judgment. In this way, fear of God
could defend the invisible victim against visible power. It said that no one finally escapes truth.
The “very me me” of the oppressed is known, and the hidden violence of the oppressor is
known.

Yet fear as moral formation must mature. If the person remains governed only by fear of
punishment, moral life remains immature. The soul may avoid evil without loving good. It may
obey while inwardly resenting. It may conform outwardly while remaining unchanged. It may
become scrupulous, anxious, or dishonest about its own motives. Fear can begin moral
awakening, but it cannot complete moral transformation. Love must become the higher
principle.

This transition is central to Christian formation. The fear of the Lord may be the beginning of
wisdom, but it is not the final perfection of the soul. Perfect love casts out servile fear. The
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person who obeys only because punishment is threatened remains spiritually fragile. The
person transformed by love desires the good itself. The early church, at its best, understood this
movement. Catechesis, baptism, Eucharist, prayer, almsgiving, fasting, and communal discipline
were not intended merely to terrify. They were intended to form a new life.

The problem arises when fear is frozen at the beginning and treated as the permanent basis of
belonging. A church can keep people morally dependent by keeping them afraid. The believer
may never move from terror to trust, from external pressure to inward love, from anxiety to
freedom. Fear then ceases to be formation and becomes captivity. The soul does not grow; it
contracts.

Fear of judgment also becomes distorted when judgment is presented without mercy. If the
inward self is searched only to be condemned, the person may hide more deeply. Shame may
become despair. Conscience may become torment. The ego may split into public righteousness
and private terror. A faith meant to restore the soul becomes an instrument of psychic injury.
The “very me me” experiences God not as truth-bearing love but as annihilating surveillance.

Therefore, fear of judgment has a legitimate but limited role. It tells the person that life is
morally serious, that hidden evil matters, that the weak are not forgotten, and that the self
cannot finally evade truth. But it must be ordered toward repentance, mercy, restoration, and
love. Fear can open the door, but it cannot be the house. If the Divine spark is the inward
capacity for God'’s light, fear may clear away darkness, but love must kindle the flame.

10.3 Excommunication, Discipline, and Boundary-Making

Early Christianity formed communities, and communities require boundaries. Baptism marked
entrance. Eucharistic communion expressed belonging. Confession, teaching, moral practice,
and mutual care shaped the life of the body. The church could not be merely an invisible
association of inward sentiments. It had public form. That form required discipline.
Excommunication, correction, penance, and exclusion from communion emerged as ways to
protect the community and call the sinner back.

Discipline was not originally identical with coercion. A voluntary religious community without
state power had limited means. It could teach, warn, rebuke, reconcile, and exclude. It could not
generally imprison, fine, or execute. Excommunication meant that a person’s behavior or
teaching had broken visible communion. It was a grave act because communion was spiritually
serious. To be separated from the Eucharistic body was not mere social inconvenience. It
signaled rupture in the soul’s relation to the church and, by implication, to God.

Such discipline can be pastoral. If a person commits serious harm, the community must not
pretend nothing happened. If a teacher corrupts the faith, the church must protect the
vulnerable. If a member exploits others while claiming Christian status, public correction may be
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necessary. Boundary-making can defend truth, victims, and integrity. A community without
discipline may become sentimental, unjust, and easily captured by the strongest personalities.

But discipline also creates power. Whoever defines the boundary can include or exclude.
Whoever interprets sin can govern shame. Whoever controls communion can shape belonging.
If the soul’s destiny is believed to be at stake, boundary-making becomes an instrument of
immense psychological force. Even when no physical coercion is used, fear of exclusion can be
profound. The believer may feel that losing the church means losing God, salvation, family,
identity, and the possibility of forgiveness.

The early church’s discipline therefore operated at the intersection of theology and psychology.
The visible act concerned membership, doctrine, or moral order. The invisible effect concerned
the innermost self. Excommunication told the person that something in the inward or outward
life had become incompatible with communion. This could produce repentance and healing. It
could also produce terror, humiliation, resentment, or despair.

The ambiguity depends partly on the purpose of discipline. If correction aims at restoration, it
remains medicinal. The sinner is wounded, and discipline seeks healing. If correction aims at
domination, it becomes punitive control. The offender is not restored but managed. If
boundaries protect truth, they serve the soul. If boundaries protect institutional pride, they
harm the soul. The same outward act can have different meanings depending on the spirit in
which it is performed.

Boundary-making also becomes dangerous when doctrinal complexity is reduced to loyalty
testing. The early church had real reasons to define belief. Christ, creation, incarnation,
resurrection, and God’s nature were not peripheral questions. But once doctrinal boundaries
become tools for sorting insiders and outsiders without patient teaching, they can serve fear
more than truth. The person may assent not because the soul has understood, but because
exclusion is unbearable.

Discipline can also create a public self that hides the private self. If belonging requires visible
conformity, the ego may learn religious performance. The person may suppress doubts, conceal
sins, mimic approved language, and avoid honest confession. Fear then produces not holiness
but duplicity. The “very me me” retreats behind the church-face. The community gains order at
the cost of truth.

A healthy church must therefore distinguish between boundary and possession. The church may
guard communion, but it does not own the soul. It may teach truth, but it does not replace
God’s knowledge of the heart. It may discipline outwardly, but it cannot fully see inwardly. It
may bind and loose, but only as servant of divine mercy and truth. When the church forgets
this, discipline becomes spiritual domination.
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In relation to the Divine spark, discipline must aim to clear and restore the inward light, not
crush it. The soul may need correction, but correction must serve life. The heart may need
exposure, but exposure must be ordered toward healing. The inner person may need fear, but
fear must be held within hope. Boundary-making is necessary because truth has shape. It
becomes abusive when shape is enforced without love.

10.4 When Pastoral Warning Becomes Social Control

Pastoral warning becomes social control when fear is used primarily to secure obedience rather
than awaken truth. The difference may be subtle at first. Both warning and control speak of
danger. Both may mention sin, judgment, hell, exclusion, error, and the soul’s peril. Both may
urge repentance. But pastoral warning seeks the good of the person before God. Social control
seeks compliance with the authority structure. Pastoral warning releases the soul into truth.
Social control binds the soul to the institution.

One sign of the shift is the loss of proportion. In healthy warning, grave matters are treated
gravely and lesser matters less gravely. In control systems, nearly everything becomes spiritually
dangerous because fear must be continually renewed. Questions become rebellion. Doubt
becomes disloyalty. Difference becomes impurity. Normal human weakness becomes threat.
The believer lives under constant alarm. The “very me me” is never allowed to rest in God
because fear keeps it dependent on external management.

Another sign is the confusion of God’s voice with institutional voice. The church has teaching
authority in its own theological frame, but no church can simply identify every administrative
demand with God’s judgment. When leaders imply that disagreement with them is
disagreement with God, pastoral care has shifted toward domination. The soul’s fear of God is
redirected into fear of human authority. This is one of the most dangerous transformations in
religious life.

A third sign is the suppression of honest inwardness. A church genuinely concerned with the
soul should allow confession, lament, questioning, grief, and struggle. Social control prefers
predictable speech. It rewards approved formulas and punishes inconvenient truth. The person
learns to manage appearances. The inner self becomes more hidden, not more healed. Fear
produces a religious mask. The church may appear unified while inward lives become isolated.

A fourth sign is the use of exclusion to protect power rather than truth. Communities must
sometimes exclude harmful behavior or destructive teaching. But when exclusion is used
against those who expose abuse, ask necessary questions, or refuse illegitimate control,
discipline has become defensive violence. The institution protects itself by weaponizing the
soul’s fear of abandonment. The person is made to feel that leaving, questioning, or resisting
means spiritual death.
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This is where Freud’s critique becomes especially relevant. The institution can activate
childhood dependency, guilt, and fear of parental rejection. God becomes the magnified
authority behind the group. The believer’s longing for safety is used to secure submission. The
Divine spark, rather than being the inward dignity that no institution can own, becomes the
hostage of institutional approval. The person fears that the inner light will be extinguished
outside the authorized structure.

Jung’s critique also matters. When living symbols harden into control mechanisms, the psyche is
deprived of authentic transformation. The person may obey externally while the shadow grows.
Unacknowledged resentment, fear, aggression, and doubt are pushed underground. The
community’s official light becomes brighter as its shadow becomes darker. Control systems
often produce the very hypocrisy they condemn because they make truthful self-disclosure
unsafe.

Pastoral warning must therefore remain cruciform. It must be willing to suffer for the person’s
good, not merely demand the person’s submission. It must speak truth without owning the
soul. It must warn without manipulating. It must distinguish God’s judgment from institutional
insecurity. It must leave room for conscience, discernment, and the mystery of God’s work
beyond visible control. It must remember that the Good Shepherd seeks the sheep; he does not
merely threaten them into the pen.

The early church contained both possibilities. Its warnings about judgment could awaken
conversion. Its communal discipline could protect integrity. Its martyrs showed that fear of God
could liberate believers from fear of empire. But the same religious seriousness could also
generate mechanisms of exclusion, conformity, and anxiety. As the church grew, organized, and
later gained public power, the temptation to use fear administratively increased.

The movement from warning to control is one of the great dangers of all soul-based institutions.
The more deeply a community understands the human person, the more deeply it can heal or
harm. If it knows that the “very me me” longs to be known, forgiven, and saved, it can minister
grace. If it knows the same truth but seeks power, it can govern through terror. The doctrine of
the soul is therefore never neutral in practice. It carries pastoral responsibility.

10.5 The Difference Between Conversion and Coercion

Conversion and coercion can look similar from the outside because both involve change. A
person leaves one way of life and enters another. Beliefs shift, practices change, community
changes, speech changes, desires may change. But inwardly they are different realities.
Conversion is the turning of the person toward truth and God. Coercion is the bending of the
person under pressure. Conversion involves the awakening of the heart. Coercion involves the
conquest of behavior, speech, or affiliation.
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Early Christianity sought conversion. Its ideal was not merely that people join the group, but
that they repent, believe, be baptized, receive the Spirit, and live a transformed life. The self
was to be changed from within. The old life was to die; the new life was to be born. Conversion
touched the “very me me” because it claimed that the deepest person must turn toward God.
Christianity was never only a public badge. It required inward reorientation.

But the desire for conversion can slide into coercion when results matter more than truth. A
community may want numbers, unity, doctrinal compliance, moral reputation, or political
strength. Leaders may become impatient with the slow work of conscience. Fear then becomes
efficient. Threats can produce quick conformity. Shame can silence dissent. Exclusion can secure
obedience. The visible signs of conversion may be obtained without the inward reality. Coercion
imitates conversion’s outward form while destroying its inward freedom.

The distinction matters theologically because love cannot be coerced. Fear can force speech,
posture, ritual participation, or public submission. It cannot create love of God. It cannot create
repentance in the deepest sense. It cannot create trust. It cannot create the freedom of the
children of God. Coerced religion may produce order, but not communion. It may produce
institutional strength, but not the healed soul.

This does not mean conversion lacks pressure. Truth itself presses. Conscience presses. The
awareness of sin presses. The fear of judgment presses. Love presses. The gospel presses
because it claims the whole person. But this pressure differs from manipulation. The pressure of
truth invites surrender; the pressure of coercion demands compliance. The pressure of grace
exposes the self for healing; the pressure of control exposes the self for leverage.

A useful test is whether the person becomes more truthful. Genuine conversion increases
truthfulness before God, self, and neighbor. Coercion decreases truthfulness because the
person must survive within the system. Genuine conversion deepens humility. Coercion often
produces either humiliation or prideful conformity. Genuine conversion opens love. Coercion
produces anxiety, resentment, or dependence. Genuine conversion allows the soul to stand
before God. Coercion makes the soul stand primarily before human authorities.

The early church before imperial power had limited coercive capacity, though social and
spiritual pressure were real. It could persuade, warn, baptize, discipline, and exclude. It could
not usually enforce belief through state machinery. This does not make it automatically pure,
but it matters. The later alliance of church and empire changed the texture of incorporation.
When religious identity became tied to law, status, office, inheritance, and political order, the
boundary between conversion and coercion became more difficult to preserve.

At the level of the innermost self, coercion is especially destructive because it invades the place
where freedom before God should exist. If the soul is the God-addressable center, then no
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human institution should force itself into God’s place. The church may witness, teach, warn, and
guide, but it must not confuse its own control with divine possession. The “very me me”
belongs before God. It may be formed in community, but it is not owned by community.

The Divine spark metaphor, properly disciplined, can help resist coercion. If every person bears
an inward capacity for God, then the person cannot be treated as raw material for institutional
expansion. The soul must be addressed, not manufactured. Faith must be invited, not
engineered. The inner light must be kindled, not seized. A coerced spark is no spark at all; it is
only the glow of fear mistaken for fire.

The difference between conversion and coercion therefore brings the section to its central
conclusion. Fear has a place in early Christianity because judgment is real, the heart is
searchable, and moral life has ultimate stakes. But fear becomes corrupt when it is detached
from love, hope, mercy, and freedom. Judgment can awaken the soul; terror can imprison it.
Discipline can restore communion; control can counterfeit it. Conversion can transform the
“very me me”; coercion can bury it under religious performance.

The early church explored the innermost person seriously. It also developed forms of warning,
discipline, and boundary-making that could be used fearfully. The decisive question is not
whether fear existed, but what fear served. When fear served truth, repentance, courage, and
hope, it belonged to spiritual formation. When fear served incorporation, conformity, and
institutional power, it became a betrayal of the very soul it claimed to save.

This tension prepares the next stage of the argument. Once Christianity gained imperial favor,
fear no longer operated only through preaching, conscience, and communal discipline. It could
be amplified by law, status, punishment, and political order. The question of the inner person
then entered a new and more dangerous phase: the institutional use of fear within imperial
Christianity.

11. Imperial Christianity and the Institutional Use of Fear
11.1 The Pre-Constantinian Church Without State Power

Before imperial favor, the church possessed spiritual authority, communal structure, moral
discipline, and doctrinal boundaries, but it did not possess the machinery of the state. This
distinction matters. A pre-Constantinian bishop could teach, warn, reconcile, excommunicate,
and defend doctrine. He could not generally command armies, legislate for the empire,
confiscate property through civil apparatus, or make Christian identity the normal pathway of
public advancement. The church could incorporate people through preaching, baptism,
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catechesis, sacrament, charity, martyr memory, and communal belonging, but it could not yet
incorporate the population through imperial expectation.

This does not make the early church free of pressure. Communities always exert pressure. A
convert might lose family, social standing, trade connections, or safety. A believer under
discipline might experience profound shame. A heretic or schismatic might be treated as
spiritually dangerous. The church’s claim over the soul was serious from the beginning because
it believed salvation, truth, and communion were at stake. Even without state power, fear could
exist: fear of judgment, fear of exclusion, fear of demonic deception, fear of apostasy, fear of
betrayal under persecution, fear of dying outside communion.

Yet the absence of state power limited the form that fear could take. The church’s authority had
to be persuasive, sacramental, communal, and theological before it could become juridical in
the broader civil sense. People entered under conviction, family influence, social networks, or
crisis, but not because Christianity was the default identity of empire. Conversion was costly
enough that mere convenience could not explain it. To become Christian before imperial favor
could mean danger rather than advantage. This gave early Christian identity a voluntary
intensity even when the community’s inner life could be strict.

The pre-Constantinian church therefore complicates the claim that Christianity spread simply by
fear-based incorporation. It certainly preached judgment. It warned against damnation, idolatry,
demons, sin, and apostasy. But it also offered forgiveness, resurrection, adoption, new
community, care for the poor, dignity before God, and victory over death. Fear alone cannot
explain martyrdom. A religion of pure administrative terror does not easily produce people
willing to die rather than sacrifice to the gods of the state. The early Christian fear of God often
weakened the empire’s fear of punishment.

This is crucial for the “very me me.” Before imperialization, the church told the inward person
that it stood before God more finally than before Caesar. That could intensify fear of judgment,
but it also liberated the self from total state possession. The soul belonged to God. The body
could be imprisoned, tortured, or killed, but the inner person could remain faithful. The church’s
anthropology gave the believer an inward dignity that imperial power could not fully seize. The
“very me me” was not merely a subject of Rome; it was a soul addressed by God.

At the same time, this inward dignity existed within a disciplined community. The believer was
not an isolated spiritual atom. Baptism incorporated the person into the body of Christ.
Eucharist, confession, teaching, fasting, prayer, charity, and moral discipline formed a communal
self. The church claimed to mediate truth and sacramental life. Thus even before imperial
power, the individual soul and the church were deeply linked. The danger of institutional
overreach was already possible, though not yet amplified by the state.
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The pre-Constantinian period should therefore be understood as a field of tension. The church
explored the innermost self with remarkable seriousness. It taught that the heart could be
searched, the soul saved, the spirit renewed, the image restored, and the body raised. It used
fear because judgment mattered. It used discipline because communion mattered. But it lacked
the full coercive apparatus that later made religious fear politically enforceable. Its power was
real, but not yet imperial. Its authority was intense, but not yet fused with law.

This distinction prevents both romanticism and cynicism. The early church was not a pure
fellowship without fear, hierarchy, or exclusion. Nor was it originally an imperial fear-machine. It
was a persecuted and missionary community claiming that the hidden person belonged to God,
not to the gods of empire. That claim could be severe. It could also be liberating. The shift after
Constantine was not the invention of all fear, but the political amplification of fear already
present in the church’s theology of judgment and salvation.

11.2 Imperial Favor and the Politics of Orthodoxy

Imperial favor changed the social meaning of Christianity. Once Christianity moved from
marginal, suspect, or persecuted movement into a religion favored by imperial authority, the
incentives surrounding belief changed. Christian identity could become not only a matter of
conviction, but a matter of public belonging, patronage, office, safety, legitimacy, and social
advancement. The church’s claims about the soul did not disappear, but they entered a new
political environment. Orthodoxy became not only a theological question, but also a civic and
imperial concern.

This transformation did not happen all at once, and it should not be reduced to a simple
conspiracy. Many Christians experienced imperial favor as deliverance from persecution and as
recognition of the true God. Bishops could build churches, convene councils, support charitable
institutions, and speak publicly without fear of suppression. Doctrinal disputes could be
addressed on a broader scale. The church could influence law, morality, and public life. To those
who had endured vulnerability, imperial support could look like providence.

But the cost was profound. When empire becomes interested in orthodoxy, doctrine gains
political weight. Theological disagreement no longer remains only a dispute among teachers,
bishops, and communities. It becomes a possible threat to public unity. Heresy becomes not
only error but disorder. Schism becomes not only spiritual rupture but civic fragmentation. The
emperor has reasons to desire religious unity, and those reasons are not identical with the
church’s reasons for guarding truth. The soul and the state begin to share a vocabulary of
obedience.

The politics of orthodoxy changes fear. Before imperial favor, fear centered on judgment,
exclusion from communion, apostasy, and persecution. After imperial favor, fear could include
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loss of status, legal penalty, exile, property pressure, public disability, or association with
condemned groups. To be outside orthodoxy could become socially and politically costly in ways
beyond purely ecclesial discipline. The boundary around doctrine hardened because the empire
had an interest in settled boundaries.

This did not mean doctrine was insincere. The great doctrinal controversies were not merely
power struggles wearing theological masks. Christians argued over Christ, Trinity, creation,
salvation, scripture, sacrament, and the nature of God because they believed these truths
mattered eternally. The problem is not that theology became fake. The problem is that true
theological concern became entangled with imperial mechanisms. Once this happens, even
sincere doctrine can be enforced in spiritually dangerous ways.

The “very me me” is affected because the inward self now stands within overlapping
authorities. The believer must answer to God, the church, and increasingly to a Christianizing
public order. The soul’s belonging to God can be mediated through institutions that also possess
political influence. Fear of God can blend with fear of bishop, council, emperor, magistrate,
neighbor, and social exclusion. The inner self is no longer formed only by preaching and
sacrament; it is formed by a whole civilization that increasingly assumes Christianity as
normative.

Imperial Christianity also changes conversion. When Christianity is costly, conversion tests
conviction. When Christianity is advantageous or expected, conversion can become social
conformity. This does not make all later Christians insincere. Many were deeply faithful. But
mass Christianization inevitably creates mixed motives. People may join because they believe,
because family expects it, because law favors it, because office requires it, because culture
assumes it, or because nonmembership is dangerous. The boundary between conversion and
incorporation becomes harder to see.

The politics of orthodoxy also changes leadership. Bishops become not only pastors and
teachers but public figures. Councils become not only theological gatherings but events with
imperial implications. Doctrinal formulas become markers of unity. Excommunication and
deposition may have consequences beyond the altar. The church’s internal acts begin to echo
through the civil order. This can strengthen the church’s public mission, but it also tempts the
church to measure truth by administrative success.

The deepest danger is that the church may begin to confuse the peace of Christ with the
stability of empire. If unity becomes the highest public good, then dissent appears intolerable
even when some dissent is conscience. If orthodoxy is treated primarily as a tool of social
cohesion, the soul becomes subordinate to order. The church’s care for the “very me me” then
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risks becoming care for the system that claims to save the self. Fear no longer merely awakens
conscience; it protects institutional structure.

Still, imperial Christianity also preserved and transmitted immense spiritual, intellectual, and
charitable goods. It produced councils, creeds, monastic movements, liturgical depth,
theological synthesis, hospitals, poor relief, and durable institutions. The critique must therefore
be precise. The issue is not that all imperial Christianity was corrupt. The issue is that the fusion
of spiritual authority with political favor created new uses for fear. Orthodoxy remained a search
for truth, but it also became a politics. The soul remained God-addressable, but it now lived
inside a Christianized order capable of pressuring the soul in God’s name.

11.3 Heresy, Law, and Social Exclusion

The word heresy originally concerns choice, teaching, and deviation from received truth. In
early Christianity, heresy was feared because false teaching was believed to endanger salvation.
If Christ is misidentified, God misnamed, creation despised, the resurrection denied, or grace
distorted, then the soul may be led away from life. This fear was not merely political. It arose
from the conviction that truth matters for communion with God. The church’s opposition to
heresy was therefore part of its care for the inner person.

Once imperial power enters the picture, heresy changes social form. What was once primarily
an ecclesial and theological category can become a legal and civic category. The heretic is not
only wrong but potentially punishable, marginal, exiled, dispossessed, or excluded from public
legitimacy. Law gives doctrinal boundary an external force. Social exclusion gives theological
difference a communal cost. Fear of error becomes fear of consequences administered through
visible systems.

This creates a dangerous compression. The inward state of faith, the public confession of
doctrine, the social identity of the believer, and the legal status of the subject begin to overlap.
A person may conform outwardly to avoid penalty. A community may suppress theological
guestions to preserve safety. A leader may accuse opponents of heresy not only to protect truth
but to weaken rivals. The accusation itself becomes powerful because it touches both soul and
society. To be called heretic is to be spiritually and socially marked.

Heresy law also changes the psychology of belief. True belief cannot be produced by law, but
public confession can be compelled or incentivized. The result may be outward orthodoxy
without inward conversion. The “very me me” retreats. The person learns to say what is safe,
not necessarily what is true. Fear may protect doctrinal uniformity, but it can also injure
conscience. A church that seeks truth may accidentally train duplicity when it relies too heavily
on social or legal pressure.
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At the same time, total rejection of boundaries is impossible. A community that believes
something definite about God, Christ, creation, and salvation cannot treat every doctrine as
equally compatible. The question is not whether heresy exists. The question is how error is
addressed. Patient teaching, argument, prayer, correction, and communal discernment respect
the person as a soul before God. Coercive suppression treats the person as a problem to be
managed. The first aims at conversion of understanding. The second aims at elimination of
disorder.

Social exclusion is subtler than law but often more intimate. Even where formal penalties are
absent, fear of losing family, friends, reputation, marriage prospects, work, or burial can enforce
conformity. A person may remain within orthodoxy because departure means social death. This
kind of fear reaches deeply into the self because human identity is relational. The soul is not
isolated from belonging. To threaten belonging is to threaten the experienced self. Institutions
that understand this can govern without overt violence.

This is especially powerful when the community presents itself as the only safe home for the
soul. If outside the boundary there is only error, damnation, impurity, or abandonment, then
dissent becomes existential terror. The believer may feel that questioning a doctrine endangers
the “very me me.” The fear is not merely intellectual. It is fear of losing God, family, meaning,
and self. Such fear can preserve continuity, but it can also prevent truthfulness.

The Christian doctrine of the soul should resist this abuse. If the soul belongs to God, then no
institution may possess it absolutely. If conscience matters, then forced confession is spiritually
ambiguous. If truth matters, then teaching must persuade the inward person rather than merely
silence the mouth. If love matters, then correction must seek restoration, not humiliation. The
church may guard doctrine, but it must not forget that heretics, doubters, and dissenters are
still persons before God.

Heresy, law, and social exclusion therefore reveal the institutional danger of a high doctrine of
the soul. The more important the soul is believed to be, the more intense the pressure to
protect it. But the more intense the protection becomes, the easier it is to violate the soul in the
name of saving it. Fear of spiritual danger can justify worldly harshness. The church can begin by
guarding divine truth and end by reproducing mechanisms of domination.

The solution is not indifference to truth. It is a disciplined distinction between truth and control.
Truth can be confessed, taught, defended, and suffered for. Control seeks to manufacture
agreement by fear. Truth addresses the “very me me” as a responsible center before God.
Control bypasses that center and compels conformity. The history of heresy under imperial
Christianity shows how easily the two can be confused when church and state share power.
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11.4 Fear as Administrative Technology

Fear becomes administrative technology when it is no longer merely a response to divine
mystery, moral danger, or eschatological judgment, but a tool for governing populations. In this
form, fear is organized, repeated, ritualized, and institutionalized. It is attached to rules, offices,
penalties, boundaries, and identities. It becomes predictable. It teaches people what to say,
where to stand, whom to avoid, what questions not to ask, and which authorities must not be
challenged.

Imperial Christianity made this possible on a new scale. The church already had sacraments,
doctrine, discipline, hierarchy, and moral teaching. The empire had law, bureaucracy, patronage,
punishment, public order, and territorial reach. When these systems interacted, fear could move
through both spiritual and civil channels. The person might fear God, bishop, magistrate,
neighbor, family, and imperial expectation at the same time. The inward life became surrounded
by reinforcing pressures.

Administrative fear works by making consequences legible. It identifies dangerous beliefs,
suspect associations, forbidden practices, unacceptable speech, and disobedient bodies. It
creates categories: orthodox and heretic, faithful and apostate, pure and impure, obedient and
rebellious, inside and outside. These categories simplify complex inward realities into
governable labels. A soul becomes a status. A question becomes a threat. A person becomes a
case.

This is a profound distortion of the “very me me.” The innermost self is singular, hidden,
conflicted, and known fully only by God. Administrative systems prefer visible classification.
They cannot search the heart as God searches. They can only process signs. Therefore,
institutional fear tends to shift attention from inward transformation to outward markers. The
person learns the signs of safety: approved formulas, approved rituals, approved affiliations,
approved silences. The hidden self may remain unchanged.

Administrative fear also produces anticipatory obedience. People do not need to be punished
constantly if they internalize the possibility of punishment. They monitor themselves. They
avoid dangerous thoughts, not because the thoughts have been answered, but because thinking
itself feels risky. They silence questions before speaking. They conform before being
commanded. The authority becomes present inside the conscience. Freud’s superego and
institutional religion can reinforce one another here: the external structure becomes internal
accusation.

This can create religious efficiency. A large population can be managed more easily through fear
of spiritual and social consequences than through constant force. People will police themselves
and one another. Families will transmit caution. Communities will identify deviants. Clergy will
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classify risks. Law will reinforce boundaries. Public identity will stabilize. Administrative fear
works because it recruits the soul’s own longing for safety and belonging.

But this efficiency is spiritually costly. The gospel seeks truth, love, repentance, and freedom
before God. Administrative fear seeks predictability. A predictable religious population may not
be a converted population. It may be a managed population. The church may appear successful
because dissent decreases, doctrine appears uniform, and attendance remains strong. But
inwardly, people may be anxious, numb, resentful, performative, or secretly unbelieving. The
“very me me” is buried beneath compliance.

Fear as administrative technology also damages leaders. Those who govern by fear become
dependent on fear. They may begin to interpret freedom as disorder, questions as rebellion, and
conscience as threat. Pastoral imagination narrows. Instead of shepherds, leaders become
managers of risk. Instead of trusting the Spirit’s work in the soul, they trust systems of
surveillance, penalty, and reputation. The institution becomes anxious about losing control
because control has replaced confidence in truth.

This pattern is not limited to ancient imperial Christianity. It recurs wherever religious systems
become bureaucratic, political, or reputationally defensive. The specific laws change, but the
mechanism remains: define danger, attach fear to danger, centralize interpretation, reward
conformity, punish deviation, and call the result faithfulness. The soul may still be spoken of
constantly, but the soul is no longer truly trusted before God. It is managed.

The theological failure lies in confusing fear of God with fear of systems. Fear of God, rightly
understood, humbles every human authority. It reminds the bishop, emperor, magistrate, and
believer alike that all stand under judgment. Administrative fear often reverses this. It places
certain authorities in the position of managing divine judgment for others. The result is
asymmetry: the governed tremble, while governors claim to act for God. This is spiritually
dangerous because it shields power from the fear it imposes.

A proper doctrine of the inner person should resist administrative reduction. The soul is not a
file. The heart is not a category. The image of God is not a compliance marker. The candle of the
Lord cannot be replaced by institutional surveillance. The church may need order, but order
must serve communion, not replace it. Fear may warn, but it must not become the operating
system of religious life.

The tragedy of imperial Christianity is not that it invented fear, but that it gave fear durable
administrative channels. What began as awe before God could become fear of religious-state
classification. What began as concern for truth could become uniformity management. What
began as care for the soul could become governance of populations. This is the danger
whenever the “very me me” is taken seriously by institutions that also seek control.
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11.5 The Cost of Confusing God’s Judgment with Institutional Power

The highest cost of imperial Christianity’s fear-system is the confusion of God’s judgment with
institutional power. God’s judgment, in Christian theology, is perfect truth. It sees the heart
without error. It exposes hidden evil, vindicates the wronged, purifies what can be healed, and
destroys falsehood. Institutional power, by contrast, is partial, historical, interested, limited, and
often afraid. When these two are confused, human judgment borrows divine absoluteness
while retaining human fallibility. The result can be devastating.

The institution may begin to speak as though its boundaries are identical with God’s boundaries.
Its enemies become God’s enemies. Its anxieties become doctrinal emergencies. Its survival
becomes the kingdom’s survival. Its discipline becomes divine wrath. Its approval becomes
grace. This is not always stated explicitly, but it can be felt. The believer experiences institutional
displeasure as cosmic rejection. The “very me me” trembles before human authority as though
before God.

Such confusion damages conscience. A healthy conscience answers to truth before God. A
captured conscience answers primarily to institutional signals. It asks, “What will they think?
What will they do? Will | be excluded? Will | be safe?” rather than “What is true before God?”
Over time, the person may lose the ability to distinguish divine conviction from social fear. The
inner lamp is replaced by external alarm. The self becomes obedient but not free.

It also damages doctrine. Doctrine should name truth about God, creation, Christ, salvation, and
human destiny. When fused with power, doctrine can become a weapon of institutional
survival. The content may remain verbally orthodox, but its use becomes distorted. A creed
meant to confess mystery becomes a loyalty oath. A boundary meant to protect truth becomes
a tool for removing inconvenient people. A warning meant to save the soul becomes a threat
used to secure compliance.

It damages pastoral care. The pastor or bishop who believes he is defending God may stop
listening. Complexity becomes compromise. Wounds become disobedience. Doubt becomes
sin. Protest becomes rebellion. The suffering person may be treated as a threat to order rather
than as a soul in need. Institutional power prefers clean categories, but pastoral truth often
appears in messy, slow, ambiguous lives. Confusing God’s judgment with power makes patience
harder.

It damages the church’s witness. A community that proclaims divine love while governing by
fear teaches contradiction. Outsiders may conclude that God is merely the highest name for
control. Believers may internalize anxiety and call it holiness. Victims may associate God with
those who harmed them in God’s name. The gospel becomes less credible because the
institution’s use of fear obscures the God it claims to serve.
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Most seriously, this confusion damages the idea of the soul itself. If the soul is constantly used
as the reason for control, people may begin to reject the soul to escape control. They may
conclude that language of inner self, sin, judgment, salvation, and Divine spark is merely a
technology of domination. Freud becomes more persuasive because the institution has supplied
evidence for his suspicion. What may be true in itself becomes unbelievable because it has been
misused.

This is one of the great tragedies of religious history. The doctrine that the person is infinitely
precious before God can be turned into a means of governing the person through infinite fear.
The claim that God searches the inward parts can become surveillance. The claim that the
church guards truth can become censorship. The claim that the soul must be saved can become
coercion. The claim that the inner light matters can become a reason to control every thought.

The corrective is not to deny judgment, abandon doctrine, or dissolve the church into private
spirituality. The corrective is to restore the distinction between God and institution. The church
witnesses to God; it is not God. The church teaches judgment; it does not possess omniscience.
The church disciplines; it must do so as servant, not owner, of souls. The church guards
sacraments; it does not manufacture grace. The church forms conscience; it must not replace
conscience. The church speaks to the “very me me”; it must not capture it.

A renewed theology of the Divine spark or inner person must therefore include anti-idolatrous
safeguards. No bishop, council, empire, denomination, pastor, theologian, or community owns
the inward center of the person. The soul is God-addressable before it is institution-
addressable. The image of God precedes membership status. The candle of the Lord cannot be
reduced to administrative visibility. The person may need community, correction, sacrament,
and teaching, but the deepest self remains before God.

Imperial Christianity shows what happens when the church’s profound anthropology is joined to
political power without sufficient humility. The result is not simply corruption; it is ambiguity.
Great theology and real coercion can coexist. Genuine holiness and institutional fear can
coexist. Care for souls and domination of souls can coexist. This ambiguity must be faced
honestly. It prevents both anti-Christian caricature and triumphalist denial.

The central lesson is severe: the more sacred the doctrine of the person, the more dangerous its
institutional misuse. If human beings are merely animals, control is physical. If human beings
are souls, control can become spiritual. The church’s language of the innermost self reaches
depths no secular bureaucracy can easily reach. That depth can heal. It can also wound.
Therefore, the church must tremble before the souls it addresses.

The “very me me” is not saved by empire. It is not created by orthodoxy policy. It is not secured
by fear. It is addressed by God, restored by grace, and formed in truth and love. The institutional
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church can serve that mystery, or it can obscure it. Imperial history proves both possibilities. The
final section must therefore return to the central hope: that beneath ego, fear, projection,
symbol, doctrine, and institution, the innermost person may indeed be a God-addressable
center, a candle capable of being lit by divine light without being possessed by human power.

12. The Very Me Me as the Soul’s God-Addressable Center
12.1 Not Ego, Not lllusion, Not Possession

The final synthesis must begin by refusing three reductions. The “very me me” is not simply the
ego. It is not merely an illusion. It is not a possession. Each reduction captures a partial truth
and then mistakes the part for the whole. The ego is real and necessary, but it is not the deepest
self. lllusion is possible and common, but not every inward intuition is therefore false.
Possession is how the ego tries to secure itself, but the soul is received before it is owned. The
innermost person must be approached through humility rather than seizure.

HIII

The ego says “I” in practical life. It chooses, remembers, defends, plans, explains, hides,
competes, and negotiates. Without ego, the person could not function coherently in the world.
Yet the ego is also unstable. It is wounded by shame, inflated by praise, frightened by death,
angered by criticism, and tempted by self-importance. It tells stories that preserve its dignity. It
edits memory. It may confuse its preferences with truth and its fears with conscience. The ego is
therefore too shallow, too defensive, and too self-interested to be the “very me me” in the

fullest sense.

The innermost self is also not merely an illusion, though illusion surrounds it. Humean,
Buddhist, Freudian, and modern psychological critiques all warn that the stable self may be less
substantial than it appears. When one looks inward, one finds sensations, memories, impulses,
images, moods, and narratives, not a separable object called the self. This critique purifies the
guestion. It shows that the “very me me” cannot be treated as a hard inner pebble. But the
absence of a visible inner object does not prove that the self is nothing. The self may be the
subject of experience, the unity of address, the one for whom the world matters, rather than an
object within experience.

Nor is the “very me me” a possession. This may be the deepest correction. The ego wants to
own the innermost self as a guarantee of permanence. It wants to say, “Here is my immortal
core, my divine entitlement, my private spark.” But religiously understood, the soul is not
owned in that way. It is given. No one chooses to exist before existing. No one authors the
original fact of being this one. The self awakens into itself already dependent, already breathed
into, already addressed. The deepest identity is gift before it is achievement.
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This is why the Divine spark must be carefully translated. If it means that the ego owns a piece
of God, the phrase is false and dangerous. If it means that the human person is secretly divine
by nature, it collapses creature into Creator. If it means that the true self is pure while the body,
history, and neighbor are distractions, it becomes anti-Christian. But if Divine spark means that
the created person bears an inward capacity for divine illumination, then the phrase can be
rescued. It becomes metaphor rather than metaphysical arrogance.

The soul’s God-addressable center is not the ego’s private kingdom. It is the inward place where
the person can be summoned beyond ego. It is the one who can hear judgment without being
reduced to shame, receive mercy without pretending innocence, and enter communion without
dissolving into God. It is not the mask, not the résumé, not the social role, not the defense
system, not the passing mood, and not the fantasy of purity. It is the person at depth before
God.

This center is not found by escaping embodiment. The body belongs to personhood. The face,
voice, memory, wound, hunger, fatigue, touch, aging, and mortality of the person are not
accidental to the self. A disembodied spark trapped in flesh is not the Christian answer. The
whole person is the one addressed by God. The inward center is not against the bodyj; it is the
depth of the embodied life. The candle burns in the house of dust.

The “very me me” is therefore best named as soul only if soul means the living depth of a
created, embodied, morally accountable, God-addressable person. Soul does not mean ego.
Soul does not mean illusion. Soul does not mean a fragment of God owned by the creature. Soul
means the hidden center where the creature receives life, bears responsibility, suffers division,
longs for God, and can be restored by grace. This is the synthesis toward which the argument
has moved.

12.2 The Self Received Rather Than Self-Made

Modern identity often assumes that the self is self-made. The person is told to construct,
express, brand, curate, perform, and define the self. There is truth in this. Human beings do
make choices. They shape character through habit, discipline, love, work, failure, and
repentance. They can revise their lives. They can reject false labels. They can become more
truthful. But this self-making occurs within a deeper reception. Before the person chooses, the
person is. Before the self narrates, it has been given existence. Before identity is expressed, life
has been received.

The received self is not passive in the trivial sense. A seed receives life but must grow. A child
receives language but must speak. A musician receives an instrument but must learn to play. A
soul receives existence but must answer. Reception is not inactivity. It is the foundation of
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meaningful action. The self becomes mature not by denying that it is received, but by accepting
reception and responding freely.

This is a direct challenge to egoic autonomy. The ego wants to be author without source. It
wants to stand at the beginning of itself. It wants to declare its own meaning without appeal.
But the self cannot be its own origin. Even the declaration “I define myself” is made by one who
did not create the capacity to speak, desire, think, or exist. The modern self can choose among
meanings, but it cannot manufacture the sheer fact that it is a self at all.

Religious anthropology begins with this receivedness. God forms, breathes, names, calls,
searches, judges, forgives, and renews. The person’s deepest identity is not invented from
nothing; it is discovered as gift and vocation. To be created in the image of God is to receive a
dignity that precedes performance. To be called by God is to receive a summons that precedes
self-invention. To be redeemed is to receive a life that the ego could not produce.

This receivedness also grounds humility. If the self is received, then pride is irrational. One may
be gifted, brilliant, beautiful, courageous, or spiritually sensitive, but none of these begins in
self-origin. Even discipline depends on received capacities. Even virtue depends on grace,
formation, and opportunity. The received self can give thanks because it knows it is not self-
created. Gratitude becomes the proper metaphysics of personhood.

At the same time, receivedness grounds dignity more securely than self-construction can. A self
that must constantly manufacture its own worth is always under threat. Failure, illness,
rejection, aging, poverty, obscurity, or humiliation can seem to erase value. But if worth is
received from God, it does not vanish when performance collapses. The infant has dignity
before achievement. The disabled person has dignity beyond productivity. The elderly person
has dignity beyond utility. The sinner has dignity even while needing repentance. The hidden
self remains addressable by God.

The received self also changes the meaning of authenticity. Authenticity is not merely being
faithful to inner impulse. Inner impulse may be disordered, wounded, mimetic, or false.
Authenticity means becoming faithful to the truth of one’s received being. The self is most
authentic when it lives in accordance with its created and redeemed vocation. The ego’s
spontaneous desire is not always the soul’s truth. The self must discern, not merely express.

This is where Freud and Jung can be integrated without final authority. Freud teaches that many
claims of authenticity are defenses. Jung teaches that the ego is not the whole self. Christian
theology adds that the self is not merely unconscious totality but creaturely vocation before
God. To discover the “very me me” is not to indulge every desire or identify with every symbol.
It is to receive the self from God more truthfully than the ego can construct it.

85



The self received rather than self-made also resists institutional possession. If God gives the self,
no human institution may claim ownership of it. Family, church, state, market, tribe, and
ideology may shape identity, but they do not create the soul. They may serve the person or
deform the person. They may call forth truth or impose masks. But none of them stands at the
origin of the “very me me.” The soul is socially formed but divinely grounded.

Thus the proper response to the received self is not passivity, narcissism, or fear. It is gratitude,
discernment, repentance, and offering. The person receives life and then returns life to God
through love. The self becomes most itself not by clutching identity as property, but by offering
itself back to the source from whom it came. This is the difference between ego-possession and
soul-surrender.

12.3 The Divine Spark as Hopeful Metaphor

The phrase Divine spark should be retained only as hopeful metaphor. It is too powerful to
discard entirely and too dangerous to use carelessly. It captures something real in human
experience: the sense that the inward person is lit from beyond itself, that conscience is more
than social pressure, that love recognizes more than biology, that the soul longs for a source it
cannot invent, and that each person carries hidden dignity. But the phrase must be disciplined
by creation, incarnation, resurrection, and grace.

As metaphor, the spark suggests smallness and dependence. A spark is not the sun. It is not the
source of all light. It is vulnerable. It can be covered, smothered, neglected, or fanned. It points
beyond itself to a greater fire. This makes it a fitting image for the human soul when rightly
understood. The person is not God, but can receive God’s light. The self is not ultimate, but can
be illumined by the ultimate. The inward life is fragile, but not meaningless.

The spark also suggests hiddenness. Much of the person is concealed from public view. Social
identity can be misleading. A person may appear confident while inwardly afraid, pious while
inwardly cold, sinful while inwardly repentant, ordinary while inwardly luminous, broken while
inwardly faithful. The Divine spark metaphor says that the most important thing about a person
may not be visible from the outside. The soul’s truth is not fully captured by reputation.

But the spark metaphor must not become false innocence. The inward light does not mean the
inner self is automatically pure. The heart can deceive. The ego can counterfeit spirituality. The
unconscious can project. Religious language can conceal aggression, fear, lust, envy, or
grandiosity. Therefore the spark must be searched by God’s light. The candle of the Lord reveals
the inward parts. A spark that refuses truth is not divine light but fantasy.

The metaphor must also remain communal and ethical. If there is a Divine spark in the self,
there is also an image of God in the neighbor. The metaphor cannot be used to exalt one’s own
inwardness while ignoring others. Every doctrine of inner dignity becomes false if it does not
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deepen love. The spark is not private privilege. It is the basis of reverence for persons. To
recognize light within oneself while despising another is to misunderstand the light.

As hopeful metaphor, Divine spark can speak across philosophy, psychology, and theology.
Philosophically, it resonates with ipseity and thisness: the person is not merely an instance but a
singular inward life. Psychologically, it resonates with Jung’s Self and the archetype of light: the
ego senses a deeper center. Theologically, it resonates with the image of God, the breath of life,
the inner man, the indwelling Spirit, and theosis by grace. The metaphor gathers these without
collapsing them.

Freud’s suspicion must remain attached to it. The spark may be wish. It may be the ego’s refusal
to die. It may be the idealized self projected inward. It may be a defense against guilt. It may be
a substitute for repentance. This suspicion is healthy. It prevents the metaphor from becoming
cheap comfort. Any mature use of Divine spark must allow the question: is this light humbling
me into truth, or flattering me away from truth?

Jung’s symbolic seriousness must also remain attached to it. The spark may be more than wish.
It may be the psyche’s image of the deeper center. It may arise when the ego is ready to be
relativized. It may symbolize the call to wholeness. It may appear when the person needs to
recover meaning beyond social function. This prevents the metaphor from being dismissed too
quickly. Not every consolation is illusion. Not every symbol is escape.

Christian theology then gives the decisive grammar. The spark is not an independent divine
substance. It is the creature’s capacity for participation in divine life. It is not the ego’s glory. It is
grace’s point of reception. It is not escape from flesh. It is illumination of embodied
personhood. It is not self-salvation. It is the sign that the self was made to be lit by God.

Hope is the correct mode because the metaphor exceeds proof. One cannot dissect the soul and
display the spark. One cannot demonstrate divine address by laboratory procedure. But one can
live toward the possibility that the innermost self is known by God. One can test the hope by its
fruits: humility, courage, repentance, love, endurance, mercy, truthfulness, reverence for others,
and freedom from both self-hatred and self-idolatry. Hope becomes credible when it
transforms.

Thus the Divine spark remains useful if it is made humble. The spark says: | am more than
mechanism, but | am not God. | am inwardly significant, but not self-originating. | am
searchable, but not abandoned. | am guilty, but not beyond mercy. | am mortal, but not finally
explained by death. | am singular, but not isolated. | am lit only insofar as | receive light.
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12.4 A Synthesis of Philosophy, Psychology, and Theology

The argument has moved through three major fields: philosophy, psychology, and theology.
Each field names something necessary about the “very me me,” and each becomes distorted
when isolated. Philosophy clarifies the structure of selfhood. Psychology exposes the conflicts
and symbols of inward life. Theology places the self before God. A mature account requires all
three.

Philosophy teaches that the self cannot be reduced to external description. The thinking subject
cannot be eliminated in the very act of denial. Haecceity protects singularity. Kant’s
transcendental “I think” protects the unity of experience. Phenomenology’s ipseity and
mineness protect the first-person givenness of consciousness. No-self traditions challenge
possessive ego-substance and purify the search. Philosophy therefore gives precision. It shows
why the “very me me” is not easily captured as a thing, and why the question cannot be
dismissed.

Yet philosophy alone can become too thin. The transcendental subject lacks tears. Haecceity
lacks repentance. Minimal self lacks biography, guilt, prayer, and love. No-self critique may
dissolve false ego but does not necessarily tell us how the person stands before mercy. The
philosophical self can become formal, abstract, or indeterminate. It clarifies conditions but may
not heal the person.

Psychology adds depth and danger. Freud reveals the ego’s defenses, projections, wishes,
father-images, guilt, and fear of death. He warns that religion can function as consolation,
illusion, and control. Jung reveals symbols, archetypes, the Self, individuation, shadow, and the
numinous depth of psyche. He warns that the ego is not the whole person and that religious
images may disclose more than conscious reason knows. Together, Freud and Jung make the
inner self psychologically serious. The soul is not a smooth luminous marble. It is conflicted,
symbolic, wounded, defensive, and called.

Yet psychology alone can become either reductive or immanent. Freud may reduce God to need
and soul to ego-defense. Jung may translate God into God-image and salvation into
individuation. Both illuminate the human reception of transcendence, but neither can finally
decide whether transcendence is real. Psychology can describe how the person experiences
God, resists God, projects God, and symbolizes God. It cannot by itself determine whether God
exists beyond the psyche or whether grace truly addresses the soul.

Theology supplies the decisive claim: the self is created, addressed, judged, redeemed, and
loved by God. The human being is dust and breath, image and sinner, heart and spirit,
embodied and destined for resurrection. The innermost person is not divine by nature, but
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capable of participation in divine life by grace. The soul is not a possession but a vocation. The
“very me me” becomes intelligible as the God-addressable center of the embodied person.

Yet theology without philosophy and psychology risks naivety. Without philosophy, theology
may speak of the soul without conceptual discipline. Without psychology, theology may mistake
ego-defense for faith, projection for revelation, fear for holiness, and institutional control for
pastoral care. Theological language is powerful enough to heal and powerful enough to harm. It
must be purified by careful thought and honest knowledge of the psyche.

The synthesis can be stated in layered form. At the first layer, the human being is an embodied
organism. Biology is real. At the second layer, the human being is a conscious subject with first-
person mineness. Ipseity is real. At the third layer, the human being is a person with history,
memory, responsibility, and relation. Personhood is real. At the fourth layer, the human being is
psychologically divided, symbolic, wounded, and capable of transformation. Depth is real. At the
fifth layer, the human being is a soul before God. Divine address is the hoped-for and confessed
deepest reality.

These layers do not cancel one another. Biology does not abolish soul. Soul does not abolish
biology. Psychology does not disprove theology. Theology does not excuse psychological
ignorance. Philosophy does not replace prayer. Prayer does not eliminate conceptual
responsibility. The person is complex because reality is complex. The “very me me” is not found
by choosing one layer and denying the rest. It is approached by seeing how the layers converge
in one singular life.

The early church’s best anthropology already held many of these layers together. It affirmed
creation, embodiment, image, sin, inward transformation, communal formation, judgment,
grace, and resurrection. It rejected trapped-fragment spirituality because it fractured the
person. It warned of judgment because the soul mattered. It practiced discipline because
community mattered. But it also became vulnerable to fear-based institutionalization, especially
when joined to imperial power. The same doctrine of the soul that dignified persons could be
misused to govern them.

The synthesis must therefore include a political and ecclesial safeguard. The soul’s God-
addressability is prior to institutional addressability. The church may serve, teach, warn, and
sacramentally form the person, but it does not own the innermost self. The state certainly does
not. Any institution that uses fear to capture the soul betrays the soul’s divine relation. The
deeper the doctrine of the person, the greater the responsibility not to manipulate persons.

The final synthesis is not a proof but a disciplined hope. The “very me me” is not provable as a
Divine spark in the crude sense. It is not reducible to a neural profile, ego-story, social role, or
unconscious wish. It is the singular inward person who experiences, suffers, remembers,
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desires, deceives, hopes, repents, and can be addressed by God. This center is not self-made. It
is received. It is not pure by possession. It must be illumined. It is not isolated. It is called into
communion.

12.5 Final Argument: The Human Person as Thou Before God

The final argument of the paper is that the “very me me” is best understood as the human

lll”

person as “thou” before God. The deepest self is not the ego saying “I” into emptiness. It is the
creature addressed by the Creator. The self is not merely a subject looking out at objects. It is
one who can be known, called, judged, forgiven, loved, and glorified. The innermost identity of
the person is relational before it is possessive. | am most deeply myself not because | own

myself absolutely, but because God can say thou to me.

This formulation preserves the truth in Divine spark language while avoiding its dangers. The
person is not a piece of God. The person is not divine by nature. The person is not saved by
discovering a private god within. Rather, the person is capable of receiving divine address. The
spark is the soul’s capacity to answer light. The human being is a candle, not the sun. But to be a
candle of the Lord is already an astonishing dignity.

To be “thou” before God means that the self is singular. God does not love only humanity in
general. The person is not an anonymous instance of a species. The hidden life matters. The
unspoken grief matters. The concealed guilt matters. The forgotten kindness matters. The
inward wound matters. The person is known in a depth beyond social visibility. This singularity is
what haecceity sought to protect and what religion intensifies: this one is known.

To be “thou” before God also means that the self is accountable. Divine address is not mere
affirmation. God’s knowledge searches the inward parts. The soul cannot hide behind ego,
group, doctrine, trauma, status, or performance. The inward self is seen truthfully. This
produces fear, but fear need not become terror if judgment is held within mercy. The person is
exposed in order to be healed, not merely annihilated. The false self must die so the true person
can live.

To be “thou” before God means that the self is not autonomous in the modern absolute sense.
It is free, but its freedom is responsive. It is not self-originating. It receives life and returns life. It
is not degraded by dependence because its dependence is on the source of love. Autonomy
without source becomes loneliness. Dependence without freedom becomes coercion. The soul
before God is neither isolated nor enslaved. It is called.

To be “thou” before God means that embodiment matters. God addresses the whole person,
not an extracted essence. The body is not a disposable shell around the real self. The face,
hands, voice, scars, tears, hunger, aging, sexuality, and death of the person belong to the drama
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of salvation. Resurrection hope says that God does not abandon embodied identity. The “very
me me” is not rescued from humanity; it is restored as human.

To be “thou” before God means that the neighbor is also “thou.” This is the ethical consequence
that prevents spiritual narcissism. One cannot claim an inward Divine spark while treating
others as objects. If | am God-addressable, so is the other. If my hidden life matters, so does the
hidden life of the stranger, enemy, prisoner, child, elderly person, disabled person, and sinner.
The doctrine of the innermost self becomes Christian only when it increases reverence for other
selves.

To be “thou” before God also relativizes institutions. Church, state, family, and culture can
address the person, but none of them is the final addressee or final judge. The church may
mediate grace, proclaim truth, and form souls, but it must tremble before the mystery of the
person it serves. The state may govern bodies and public order, but it cannot own the soul. The
market may price labor, but it cannot price the person. The “very me me” remains beyond total
institutional capture because it stands before God.

This final argument also answers Freud and Jung. Freud is right to warn that the ego may invent
God for comfort. Therefore the self as “thou” before God must pass through suspicion,
confession, and the exposure of wish. Jung is right to see that the ego is not the whole self and
that religious symbols disclose a deeper center. Therefore the Divine spark may be honored as
symbol. But theology goes further: the deeper center is not merely psychic totality; it is the
person’s relation to the living God.

The early church’s best insight was precisely this. It explored the inward person because it
believed the person was made by God, wounded by sin, restored in Christ, indwelt by the Spirit,
and destined for resurrection. Its worst temptation was to let institutions use fear to govern the
very soul they were called to serve. The lesson is not to abandon the soul, but to protect it from
both reduction and capture. The soul must be protected from materialist flattening, egoic
inflation, psychological evasion, and religious domination.

The “very me me” therefore remains a mystery of hope. It cannot be displayed as an object. It
cannot be secured by argument alone. It cannot be owned by ego or institution. It can be
named only indirectly: inward subject, this one, minimal self, heart, soul, image, candle, spark,
thou. Each name approaches the center and then falls short. The center is finally known not by
possession but by address.

The concluding formula is simple: the ego says, “l am me.” The anxious ego says, “I must
preserve me.” The inflated ego says, “I am divine.” The despairing ego says, “l am nothing.” The
soul says, “l am received.” The Christian soul says, “l am thine.” The Divine spark, if the phrase is
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redeemed, is the small light by which the self discovers that its deepest truth is not self-
possession, but being known and loved by God.

The human person is therefore not a machine, not a mask, not a mere bundle, not a trapped
god, not a private possession, and not an administrative unit. The human person is an
embodied soul, created in the image of God, inwardly searchable, psychologically complex,
morally accountable, symbolically deep, vulnerable to fear, capable of hope, and called into
communion. The “very me me” is the name we give, in simple speech, to this profound center.
Theology gives it its final dignity: the person as thou before God.
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