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YET IN MY FLESH SHALL
I SEE GOD”:

Culture and Embodiment!

By JANE BUCKINGHAM

p=={['E BODY IS A DEFT THING. Ensouled, essential to our person-
hood, compact or clumsy, our body gives us shape and reso-
nance in the world, proposes our sexuality, expresses person-
ality, connects us with others. It resists stasis. In death it
exchanges living change for decay and Christians anticipate the body’s
glorification and reunion with the soul in God.

But perhaps such affirmations are simply cultural constructs, born of
my Australian, primarily Ignatian, Catholic heritage, humanities edu-
cation and a romantic disposition! Does culture bind me into one
understanding of body in relation to personhood and to God? Will my
view be different from that of someone from a different cultural back-
ground? To some extent the answer to both questions is yes.

I was first struck by the power of cultural assumptions about the
body to influence a person’s sense of self and sense of relationship with
God when, during my post-graduate research in south India, I spoke
with leprosy sufferers in the Hindu community. Many had been driven
out of their families while others had left freely, not simply out of fear of
contagion, but because of a firm belief that leprosy was a sign of God’s
curse, a punishment for bad action in a previous life. The presence of a
Jeper in the home would inflict not only social ostracism on the family
but separation from God.

I discovered here also, however, that cultural assumptions about the
body are not necessarily binding. Among the people I met one man, an
elderly street Hindu r@hman, who had remained within his family and
found a deep personal fulfilment through his experience of leprosy. It
seems that cultural assumptions may condition understandings of the
body in relation to personhood and to God, but they cannot determine
the relationship itself. Many leprosy sufferers had felt less than human,
and irrevocably separated from God, because of cultural perceptions of
their disease. Others however, from the same Hindu culture, had
experienced God breaking through their cultural bonds to free them
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into a new perception of their diseased bodies and of their value as
people beloved of God.

Taking a wider context, in the last twenty years, and on good evi-
dence, a consensus view has emerged in the social sciences that our
understanding of the body is in large part socially and culturally con-
structed.? Our understanding and experience of God also has been
shown to be culturally defined to a great extent. Steven Katz in his
work on the ‘conservative’ character of mysticism has argued convinc-
ingly that, even among such radical spiritual innovators as the mystics,
both the experience of God and the language and form in which that
experience is expressed are shaped by concepts which the mystic brings
to the experience.? . :

Equally, however, much contemporary discussion in the social sci-
ences on the relationship of the body to culture bears out my experi-
ence in India. Though our understanding of the body in relationship to
the self and to God is socially and culturally conditioned, it is not
necessarily socially and culturally determined. Many social scientists
now find abstract conceptualizations of the body in terms of ‘represen-
tation’ or ‘text’ or ‘socio-cultural construct’ to be inadequate, since such
ideas neglect the concrete actuality of the experienced, ‘lived body’. It
has been found that fundamental questions in contemporary western
philosophy concerning the relationship of the embodied person to tech-
nology,* particularly the ethical and emotional relationship of the
embodied person to medical technology, cannot be satisfactorily
answered without taking into account embodied experience.

Extending this insight, I would suggest that it is also inadequate to
see our embodied experience of God as inevitably culturally deter-
mined. It is not only an impoverishment but also an impediment to
greater insight to discuss personhood and embodiment in ways which
neglect the actuality of God’s, however understood, engaging in
relationship with the embodied person. As we are confronted in mod-
ern culture with new opportunities for the body’s transformation
through the use of donor and artificial organs and limbs and, more
controversially, through genetic engineering, there is an urgent need to
affirm the reality of God’s relationship with the embodied person. Only
by seeking the fullest understanding of the relationship between the
embodied person and God will we be able to respond truthfully to the
challenges of modern medical technology.

I cannot hope to describe the exact relationship between culture and
. the experience of God. Rather I would like to offer a reflection on the
experience of God in two religious cultures, Christian and Hindu, and
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in our own modern ‘secular’ culture of technological medicine. My
suggestion is that while different cultures propose and endorse different
perceptions of our bodies in relationship with God, these perceptions
are not binding. Our understanding and experience of God may be
culturally conditioned, but God and our desire for God cannot be lim-
ited by culture. The desire to know and experience the action of God in
the fissures of body and soul, the desire to b¢ known utterly in body and
soul by a living and active God and to be touched by that God — these
can and do carry us beyond existing culture.

Paul

In the Christian tradition, Paul’s sense of gaining life through being
‘crucified with Christ’ (Gal 2:19) offers a rich opportunity for reflection
on the presence of God in human life, and the breaking open of old
cultural assumptions about our embodied relationship with God.

In Paul’s culture, which still influences us today, the predominant
influences were Greek and Hebraic. The Greek tradition understood
the body to be the temporary, perishable vessel of the soul which only
in death freed the soul into eternal life. By contrast, the Hebraic tra-
dition affirmed the centrality of the body in personal relationship with
God. The body is made by God, male and female, in God’s likeness
(Gen 1:27), infused and animated by the breath of God, of life itself
(Gen 2:7). Body and soul are essential to personhood and to relation-
ship with God: the body is the expression of the soul.

The Hebraic tradition recognized a likeness between the divine body
and our own and an intimate, life-breathing relationship between the
embodied person and God. However, the profound mystery of God’s
redemptive participation in our physical life through Jesus offered to
Paul and offers to us an entirely new relationship between body, soul
and God (2 Cor 5:17-18). In Genesis, before the Fall, Yahweh breathes
life into the body, an expression of God’s creative power in relationship
with the person. The body is made in the likeness of a God of strength
and beauty and power; the same God whom Ezekiel prophetically
describes giving flesh to the bones of the dead and breathing life into
them to raise an army (Ezek 37:4—10).

In Christ, life is given to our fallen body and soul through the weak-
ness and suffering of God in physical death. The sin which separates us
from God has yet brought God even closer in love. God is no longer
distant and supreme, bestowing power and beauty on the human form.
God is so close as to be physically one with us, living the same embod-
ied life, sinless yet tormented by sin and death, struggling to love and to
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live in God. We are no longer simply in the image of God; God embod-
ied in Christ is one of us.

Paul, burning with knowledge and love of Christ, can still barely
grasp the profound mystery of the new, life-giving, embodied relation-
ship with God offered through Christ, and how a divine love expressed
in death transforms his sense of life and selthood:

I have been crucified with Christ, and I live now not with my own life
but with the life of Christ who lives in me. The life I now live in this
body I live in faith; faith in the Son of God who loved me and who
sacrificed himself for my sake. (Gal 2:19-20)

In terms of Jewish expectation of a powerful Messiah, it is inconceiv-
able that the physical horror and public humiliation of Jesus’ slave’s
death on a Roman cross could be redemptive; for the Gentiles it can
only be incomprehensible ‘folly’.> Yet for Paul, and for us, it is the
source of life. Because of our own weakness and vulnerability to sin, the
bodily weakness of God as ‘Christ crucified’, not the power and auth-
ority of God as expressed in the Hebraic tradition and embodied in
Hebraic law, redeems Paul and redeems us: :

. . . the law of the spirit of life in Jesus Christ has set you free from the
law of sin and death. God has done what the Law, because of our
unspiritual nature, was unable to do. God dealt with sin by sending his
own Son in a body as physical as any sinful body and in that body God
condemned sin . . . if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead
is living in you, then he who raised Jesus from the dead will give life to
your own mortal bodies through his Spirit living in you.
(Rom 8:1-3,11)

Through the death of Jesus, living in the body is no longer a sign of
failure and separation from God but of life in the spirit.

In Jesus the body is not, as in Hellenic thought, something intrin-
sically separate from the soul, an impediment to freedom in eternity.
Nor is the body simply a source and expression of antagonism to God,
as it can seem when felt to be in conflict with an apparently divine Law,
whether Judaic, Catholic or any other (Rom 7:21-23). Jesus embodies a
new relationship between the whole person, body and soul, and God,
which places the body not in opposition to the desire of the soul for
God and of God for us but in the heart of redemption.

In Jesus, the body is where we experience both the death rooted in
our sinfulness and our life in the Spirit. It is in our body that we feel the
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conflict between our resistance to God and our desire for God
(Rom 7:14-24). Even harder to bear, it is where we feel the splintering
blade of God’s loving desire for us, touching ‘the place where the soul is
divided from the spirit, or the joints from the marrow’ (Heb 4:12),
paring back, healing, redeeming every particle of our embodied self.
And it is in our body that we experience rare moments of connection
when resistance is gone and mind, heart, soul, body, all that make us in
God’s image, seem at rest.

The Siddhas

The sense that experience can challenge a culture’s understandings
of the relationship between God and the embodied self is by no means
unique to Christianity. In south India, from the seventh to the fifteenth
centuries,® Tamil siddhas,” philosopher-poets renowned for their good-
ness, wisdom and supernatural powers,® offered a profound challenge
to the dominant advaita brahkmanic Hindu religious culture, based in
Vedic literature dating from the second millennium before Christ. In
particular, the siddhas condemned brahmanic concepts of the relationship
between body, soul and divinity, expressed in the theories of karma,
caste and the reincarnation of souls, which, within the terms of
brahmanic Hinduism, excluded many people from God. The siddhas
proposed a new relationship between body, soul and divinity which, not
unlike Paul’s preaching of Jesus, affirmed against prevailing cultural
understanding the essential role of the body in bringing the person into
unity with God.

In the advaita tradition, the person was not a unique creation consist-
ing of a single, coexistent and integrated body and soul. The ‘true self’
was immortal, bodiless and identical with the ‘ultimate reality’, the
‘supreme person’, Brahman.® The ‘true self” however, ignorant of its
identity with Brahman, was bound into the cycle of karma (deeds), trans-
migration and reincarnation until, realizing its true identity, it attained
moksha (liberation) and, released from bodily form, was absorbed into
Brahman.*0 The body thus did not participate in final unity with Brah-
man but was part of the ‘true self’s’ bondage in ignorance to the
material world.1! The body into which the soul was reincarnated was
determined by its karma, that is, how well it lived the life appropriate to
its previous incarnation, and the degree of its knowledge of identity
with Brahman. Those souls with no sense of their true identity as Brahman
were reborn in animal, bird, fish or reptile form.!? Only by incarnation
into a human body could the soul attain moksha.3

However, within brahmanic Hinduism, not all human bodies offered
the same opportunities for the reincarnated soul to gain knowledge of
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the divine. The degree to which the soul could gain access to Brakman
through contact with sacred Vedic texts and ritual was determined by
the varna (caste) status!* of the body into which the soul was reborn.
There were four vamas: brahman, the intellectual and priestly class;
rajanya, later known as kshairiya (ruler), the kingly and warrior class;
vaishya, the landlord and merchant class and shiidra, the labourer, arti-
san and serf class. Although the traditional allotment of specific types of
work to each vama has meant that social and economic status is often
closely linked with vama status, varma is not simply a social or economic
hierarchy. Rather, it is a ritual order, originating in the ritual sacrifice
of Purusha, the male form of the cosmic being, as described in the Rig
Veda.'> Varna status specifies a person’s degree of ritual purity,! that is,
their fitness to perform religious rites.

Only the ‘twice-born’,17 that is, men of the three highest vamas, were
permitted access to the Vedas, believed to hold the knowledge and wis-
dom needed to assist the soul to Brahman. The brahman, born of Pur-
usha’s head, the source of heaven itself, was the purest on the ritual
scale. Thus he was the custodian of Vedic religious knowledge and
responsible for the performance of ritual. Those reborn into a brahman
body had the greatest opportunity to attain mokska. The shiidra, formed
from Purusha’s feet, the source of the earth,!8 furthest from the divine
and closest to the material world, was the least pure within the vama
system. Even lower than the shiidra were the ‘outcastes’, mentioned in
the Upanishads as those with such bad karma that they are as impure
ritually as a dog or a pig and so, like animals, reborn outside zama.!?
Those reborn as shiidra, or outside vama, were excluded from contact
with and knowledge of Brakman through Vedic ritual and text. Thus
they were impeded by their incarnation from knowledge of their true
identity as Brahman and thus from moksha. Those born into the female
body of any zama were excluded from Vedic religion because of men-
struation and childbirth, both considered sources of profound ritual
pollution. Since caste status theoretically could not be changed during
a current incarnation, women of any vama, shizdras, and the vast number
of those reborn outside varma could only gain access to Vedic knowledge
and ritual, and thus to God, through 2 higher rebirth.20

The siddhas, most of whom were non-brahman,?! vehemently opposed
the brahmanic spiritual monopoly and despised Vedic learning as the
path to God. They refuted karma and reincarnation, and advocated
knowledge, attention to the care and discipline of the body through
yoga and medicine, and good conduct as the means of gaining eternal
life and the true liberation of body and soul in God. Though siddha
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thinking considered the soul as the life force of the body and, like
brahmanic Hinduism, held the soul to be identical with the divine, the
soul was not seen as the ‘true self” and could not exist apart from the
body. Body and soul were mutually dependent: both were essential to
personhood and both were essential to unity with God. Tirumilar,
writing in the seventh century, encapsulated the concept in one stanza:

If body is destroyed, soul is destroyed,;

and one will not attain true powerful knowledge.
Having acquired the skill to foster the body,

I cherished the body, and I fostered the soul.22

In siddha thought, as in Paul’s experience of Jesus, the prevailing cul-
tural understandings of the body’s relationship to personhood and to
God are overthrown. The body is no longer the temporary abode of the
‘true self’, each incarnation signifying different degrees of fitness to
approach God through Vedic knowledge and ritual. For the siddhas, the
person is one body and one soul destined together for immortality in
God. The soul can only live in God through the body. In the words of
siddha Roma Rishi: ‘If you ask what is the sign of true liberation of body
and spirit, it is the physical body aglow with the fire of immortality’.23

The siddhas were not the only critics of brahkmanic Hinduism. Their
popular contemporaries, the bhakti poets, also rejected the drahmanic
idea that contact with God was dependent on the body’s varna status
and thus on the person’s access to Vedic religion. For the bkakti the
ardent soul’s loving desire for God could overcome all the limitations of
varna. If the soul yearned for God, God could annihilate the devotee’s
karma and free their soul, no matter what the varna status of their
body.2* :

The bhaktis were, however, less radical than the siddhas in their under-
standing of the body’s relationship to God. The bhaktis shared with
brahmanism the belief that ultimately only the soul, freed from the body,
could truly exist in God. For the siddhas, by contrast, the body was not
irrelevant to relationship with God, but rather essential to it. Body and
soul together were destined for God. The bhakti poets replaced the
Vedic path with ecstatic worship of a personal God in shrines and
temples. But for the siddhas such worship was as futile as the Vedic path,
since God was already present within the devotee’s body. The siddha
Siwavakkiyar chastised both bhakti and Vedic adherents: ‘If you could
learn to know yourself first, the God in temple will dance and sing
within you’, and urged all to: ‘Know well that Godhead is right there
within you, and stand stilll’?> Siddha refuted not only the dominant
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brahmanic concept of the relationship between body, soul and God but
also that advocated by bkakti, the most popular and influential protest
against brakmanic spiritual ascendency of the time.

The siddhas, frustrated by cultural concepts of body and soul which
claimed the body to be an impediment to unity with God, reached, like
Paul, beyond these cultural limitations to proclaim their salvific experi-
ence of God within the body. Although siddha philosophy was sup-
pressed by the brzhmans, and many writings destroyed, the medicine
based in siddha philosophy is still widely practised in South India and
siddha poems are still sung today by India’s wandering religious mendi-
cants.26 Culture, though pervasive and assertive, could not bind either
Christian or siddha mystics into existing concepts of the relationship
between the body and God. For the siddha, as for Paul, living in the
body was synonymous with living in the spirit.

The culture of modern medicine

In the contemporary world too there are powerful cultural influences
conditioning us to deny the importance of the body for an understand-
ing of the human person. These influences come not so much from
religious traditions as from the modern culture of technological medi-
cine, which, though originating in the ‘developed’ West, now exists
internationally. Currently in India, as in the West, it is not religious
culture but technological medical culture which raises questions about
perceptions of the body in relation to personhood and to God. For
example, in the south Indian village of Villivakkam, four hundred
inhabitants, the majority of them women, have sold one of their kidneys
for transplant into wealthy Indians or foreigners, hoping thereby to pay
off money-lenders and save their families from crippling debt.2”

The existence of such a trade in human organs, the rapid progress in
the fields of genetic and bio-engineering, and the continuing pressure
to find ways of sustaining, transforming and improving the human
body are not simply reflections of modern technological sophistication.
They suggest also a profound cultural shift in modern understanding of
the integrity of the human body, the reality of physical suffering and
death in human life, and ultimately of the relationship between the
person and the divine.

Modern ‘secular’ culture no longer sees life as Renaissance Christen-
dom saw it, as a time of preparation for death and eternity during
which the soul is tempered and purified by patient endurance of suffer-
ing. Few of us hope to learn the art of dying well.28 In ‘secular’ culture
there is a strong tendency to seek in medicine and technology the prom-
ise of salvation and eternal life previously sought in religion.2® Like the
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siddhas we now see in the medical transformation of the body the means
to ‘quality of life’ but, unlike them, we too often attend only to the life of
the body without concern for the life of the spirit.

Those who have had the privilege of sitting with a friend as they
slowly turn to face physical death have perhaps had a similar experi-
ence to myself: surprise, profound relief and joy to find that in the
gradual loss of physical and mental capacities, the person I knew was
not lost, but simply that the physical expression of her self was chang-
ing. Blind, speechless, shuddering in pain or paralysed, unaware and
exhausted beyond movement, she was still present. Her self, body and
spirit, expressed before in walking, speaking and doing, was now incar-
nate in stillness and silence, asking and deeply needing a more tender,
more subtle attention than ever before in more boisterous times.

The enormous value of medical technology, particularly organ trans-
plants, in alleviating physical suffering and enabling us to live full rich
lives and come peacefully to death cannot be denied. However, medical
transformation of the human body is often driven by fear that physical
decline and death entail loss of self. Yet such experiences as a friend’s
slow death can show that selfhood may be physically expressed in many
different ways, and that the essential value of a person is not diminished
by the loss of their physical health. There is a modern tendency to
perceive personhood in physical rather than spiritual terms and the
consequent anxiety to protect and enhance the physical completeness
and strength of the body. This can easily lead to the discarding of any
concept of the human person as of intrinsic worth and justify the plun-
der, and even farming, of body parts from those less powerful in
material and physical terms.3? Such anxiety, coupled with wealth and
technological power, makes the poor, the weak, the physically and
mentally disabled, profoundly vulnerable to commodification and
exploitation by those determined to keep health and life at any cost.

While the challenge to contemporary spirituality is to remember and
~ to affirm the equal significance of the body with the soul in personhood
and in relationship with God, the challenge to medical technology is
not to forget the soul in the overwhelming concern with the body. In a
technological culture, where we are fearful and ashamed of death, it is
not easy to face a God who suffered weakness, pain and death and
difficult to trust that in death, life can exist most profoundly.

Medical use of donor organs, and of artificial body parts, and par-
ticularly experiments in developing animal organs for transplant pur-
poses®! and in human genetic engineering32 — all these can seem, as did
the first autopsies in the West,33 an almost blasphemous intrusion into
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the body, opening to human intervention a world previously designated
for God alone and threatening our understanding of our physical selves
as unique creations of God. It is essential now not to be bound by
cultural perceptions of the body which deny or disregard the spirit but
rather to find where God is most present in the complex relationship of
the person to medical technology. In a language accessible and valid for
secular culture, we must resist and modify any technologies which per-
secute the spirit, and assert the need to attend to God in every aspect
and at every stage of medical ‘progress’ so as to ensure that it is truely
human in its endeavour.
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