
Bless the Lord, O My Soul
Body Worlds, “the anatomical exhibition of real human bodies,” was in town last
summer at the Science Museum of Minnesota, promising to enable the observer to
“experience the marvel” of these “real human bodies,” and for many it apparently
did just that.1 What it did for me was to rekindle some kind of belief in the soul. The
soul had come on hard times by the time I entered seminary, not without good rea-
son. We were in the midst of rediscovering a biblical anthropology that rejected
vague notions of ethereal and immortal souls, destined for the afterlife, and focused
instead on mortal human beings, created for this world. Any hope of afterlife came
from the doctrine of resurrection, not of immortality. Such a view fit better with our
scientific worldview, where no trace of the soul was to be found; with our ethical per-
spective, pushing toward justice in the present; and with our renewed interest in the
Bible as a source of Christian truth that trumped proposals of philosophical theol-
ogy that had accrued over the centuries. Biblical theology deliberately set itself over
against the theologies of the philosophers and dogmaticians, promising a return to
the roots of the faith. The fruits of that endeavor were rich, changing everything
about how we did theology—and still do.

The thing that struck me about the figures of Body Worlds was how pro-
foundly dead they were—not a surprise, perhaps, since the fat and water of every
cell had been replaced by chemical polymers. But the promise of the exhibit was to
reveal remarkable truths about the human body, and whatever else those artifacts
were, they were profoundly less than human. Humanity implies life, relationship,
movement, hope, passion—none of which, it seems, can be captured in plastic.
“Dead,” in fact, does not fit as a descriptor of the displayed “bodies”; for “dead” is
the opposite of “alive,” whereas the Body Worlds figures—unlike corpses—gave
little hint of ever having been such. They were show-and-tell abstractions, mecha-
nistic exhibits, from which any sense of being “human” seemed to have been eaten
away by the same caustic solutions that disposed of the “extraneous” elements un-
wanted for the present display. Interestingly, Michelangelo’s David seems to me
much more “alive” than the figures of Body Worlds. The passion of the artist and
the humanity of the subject shine through the marble in ways that the artificial
gymnastic poses of Body Worlds cannot capture.

I don’t mean this really as a critique of Body Worlds—and certainly not of
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1For more on the exhibit, which continues to tour cities throughout the United States and the world, see
http://www.bodyworlds.com/en.html (accessed 9 May 2007).



the human quest for knowledge. Many were instructed by the exhibit (and so was
I); some claimed to be inspired. The ethical debate about the validity of this form
of displaying and exploiting the body has its own significance—especially when
selling cadavers is involved, as is apparently the case in some similar enterprises,
though not in Body Worlds—but this is not my point here. I merely want to reflect
on my observation of the more-than-dead character of the displays. Perhaps—un-
like skeletons, which have never affected me in the same way—it is the attempt to
“enliven” the figures in their various poses that simply amplifies their deadness.
And I acknowledge, of course, that others responded to all this quite differently.
But I was left wondering with the psalmist, “What is the human?”

Certainly, it is more than this—more than the surprisingly intricate network
of blood vessels, the extensive branches of nerves, the exposed muscles and bones;
even more than the brains that once carried memory and imagination, but now,
remarkably dull and dense, give no evidence of the mysteries they once hid within
them. It is this “more than,” it seems to me, that the tradition was trying to get at
with its notion of soul. Stripping out the various elements of the onetime body for
display makes all kinds of things clear and visible—and among these is the realiza-
tion that putting them all back together would not yet give you a person, for there
would not yet be a personality, a human, a soul.

To know “what is a Christian”—the question of this issue—we must first
know what is a human. Genesis sees in the human the image of God, and clearly
the conglomeration of disembodied and plastinated organs can give no sense of
that. The image of God must stand in relation to God, in conversation with God, in
intercourse with God, and the various collected elements of a body cannot do
that— though, wondrously, it is the living physical body that can. This intimacy of
the human relation with God is enhanced by the Bible’s recognition that God, too,
can be said to have a “soul” (Isa 42:1).

Body and soul together is what we are, as the psalmist makes clear by bringing
“bones” and “soul” into direct poetic parallelism (Ps 6:2–3)—the “hardest” and
“softest” of the elements that make us human. Body Worlds can show us only half
of that—less, in fact. As Christians, we are, of course, first humans, like other hu-
mans. Our joy is to be given, through biblical faith, deeper insight into what it
means to be human, and for that: “Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within
me, bless his holy name” (Ps 103:1).

F.J.G.

244

Editorial


