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This article presents a new analogy for three biblical theophanies: the
burning bush at the call of Moses; the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove at

the baptism of Jesus; and the tongues of fire on the day of Pentecost. The
article proposes that these visible manifestations of God’s presence could
be understood—analogically—as holographic-like objects created by the
Holy Spirit. The biblical and theological contexts of these theophanies are
discussed. The history and technology of holographic imaging are sketched.
Arguments for the validity of the theophany—holographic image analogy are
expounded. Theological advantages of the analogy are suggested.
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Introduction:

This article presents a new analogy for three biblical theophanies: the burn-
ing bush at the call of Moses; the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove at the baptism
of Jesus; and the tongues of fire on the day of Pentecost. The article proposes
that these visible manifestations of God’s presence could be understood--ana-
logically--as holographic-like objects created by the Holy Spirit. Analogies, of
course, imply both elements of similarity and difference. The claim being made
in this paper is not that the burning bush, heavenly dove, or flames of fire at
Pentecost were literally holograms. Rather, the proposal is that these biblical
theophanies were analogous, in some respects, to holographic images—-pho-
tonic entities lacking properties such as combustive heat. The outline of the
paper is as follows: first, definition and background of theophany; second, dis-
cussion of three selected theophanies (burning bush, heavenly dove, tongues
of fire); third, characteristics of holographic images; fourth, rationale for the
holographic image analogy; fifth, theological advantages; finally, possible fur-
ther applications.

Three Theophanies: Burning Bush; Heavenly Dove; Tongues of Fire

The term theophany (Gr. theophaneia, fr. theos, god + phainein, to show; Lat.
theophania, c. 400 in Rufinus) has been defined as a (visible) “manifestation or
appearance of God or a god to man.”

1 ‘Theophany, The Oxford English Dictionary, v.11 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1933), p. 276. Cf.
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The burning bush

The first such theophany selected for discussion in this paper? is Moses’ en-
counter with God at the burning bush,® recounted in Exodus 3:1-6, where God
calls Moses to lead his people from slavery in Egypt:

INow Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of
Midian, and he led the flock to the far side of the wilderness and came to
Horeb, the mountain of God. 2 There the angel of the Lord appeared to him
in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on
fire it did not burn up. *So Moses thought, “I will go over and see this strange
sight—why the bush does not burn up.” *When the Lord saw that he had
gone over to look, God called to him from within the bush, “Moses! Moses!”
And Moses said, “Here I am.” °“Do not come any closer,” God said. “Take off
your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground.” ¢ Then
he said, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac
and the God of Jacob.” At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to
look at God.

The bush, probably at most a few feet in diameter,* has been variously
identified as a thorny desert plant Rubus sanctus that grows near wadis and
moist soil, or as the cassia senna shrub known in Arabic as the sene,” or as the
blackberry bush Rubus discolor commonly found in the steppe country.® The
botanical identification of the bush is, however, not the point of the narrative.
The burning bush, from the midst of which the angel of the Lord (v.2)--identi-
fied as the Lord, God himself (v.4)--speaks to Moses, is a supernatural, visible

the similar definition as ‘An appearance of God in visible form, temporary and not necessar-
ily material’ in The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, Cross, EL. (ed), London: Oxford
University Press (1858) p. 1344.

2 The three theophanies discussed in this paper were selected in view of their familiarity to
most readers of scripture, and in view of their connections with both testaments, and their
direct or indirect associations with the three Persons of the Trinity--Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit. For broader discussions of biblical theophanies, see Williams, W.C., “Theophany, in
Elwell, W.A. (ed) Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books
1996) pp. 770-71; Chisholm, R. B./Theophany, in Alexander, T.D. & Rosner, B.S. (eds) New
Dictionary of Biblical Theology, Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press (2000) pp. 815-19; and
Davies, G.H., ‘Theophany, in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, v.4, New York: Abingdon
Press (1962) pp. 619-20.

3 For a history of the reception and interpretations of this text in Judaism, the New Testa-
ment, in later Christian history, and Islam, see Berner, C. et. al., ‘Burning Bush,’ in Encyclopedia
of the Bible and Its Reception, Klauck, H-]. et. al. (eds), Berlin: De Gruyter (2009) pp. 662-75.

4 Stuart, D.K. Exodus: The New American Commentary, V.2, Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman
(2006) p. 109.

5 Sarna, N.M. The JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus, New York: Jewish Publication Society (1991) p. 14.
6 Cassuto, U. A Commentary. On the Book of Exodus, Jerusalem: Magnes Press (1967) p. 31.
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manifestation of God’s revelatory presence, i.e., a theophany.’” Fire, because
of its nonmaterial, formless, and luminous characteristics is evocative of the
divine nature;® fire is insubstantial yet powerful; illuminating and purifying.®

Fire is frequently associated with the divine presence, as at Sinai (Exod
19:18; Deut 4:24); at the crossing of the Red Sea (Exod 14:24); during the
wilderness wanderings (Exod 40:36-38); on Mount Carmel at Elijah’s contest
with the priests of Baal (I Kgs 18:38), and in the throne visions of Ezekiel (Ezek
1:4, 27) and Daniel (Dan 7:9).

The fire in the burning bush was clearly no ordinary, physical fire. Unlike an
ordinary fire, the fire was self-sustaining, requiring no supply of wood or fuel
to sustain it.!° And unlike an ordinary fire, it illuminated the area, but did not
destroy or consume the bush.!* As Katherine Sondereggert has noted, the fire
in the burning bush revealed an important theological truth: God can be pre-
sent in the midst of physical objects in his creation without destroying them.
For revelatory purposes, the spiritual nature of God can be fully present within
the material, the natures of both remaining distinct and preserved--as in the
incarnation of the Son of God (John 1:14; Col 2:9).

The flames of the burning bush had the luminous qualities of a physical fire,
but not the intense heat that would normally combust and consume dry wood.

7 For an argument that all three Persons of the Triune God were present in the burning bush,
see Davis, ].J. ‘Is the One God of the Old Testament and Judaism Exactly the Same God as the
Trinitarian God--Father, Son, and Holy Spirit--of the New Testament and Christian Creeds ?’
Themelios (2023) 48.3, 605-14 at 613.

8 op.cit. 5, Sarna, p. 14.

9 Berlin, A. and Brettler,M.Z. (eds.) The Jewish Study Bible, New York: Oxford University Press
(2004) p. 110, n.2.

10 op.cit. 5, Sarna, p. 14.

11 The naturalistic explanation of the burning bush proposed by Colin ]. Humphreys in his
semi-popular book The Miracles of Exodus, London: Continuum (2003) 61-69--that the flames
in the bush were caused by natural gas or a volcanic vent--is a speculative conjecture that lacks
merit. The biblical text gives no indication whatsoever of any volcanic or seismic activity, nor
any description of the bush being reduced to glowing charcoal until it was finally disintegrated.
The biblical writer clearly intends to depict a divine intervention in the natural order, for the
purpose of God’s calling Moses to deliver his people from slavery in Egypt. For an extensive,
critical review of Humphrey’s book, see the analysis of William Johnstone of the University of
Aberdeen, published in the Journal of Semitic Studies (2005) 50, 373-379.

12 Sonderegger, K. Systematic Theology: V.1, The Doctrine of God, Minneapolis, MN: Fortress
Press (2015) pp. 80-81. Sonderegger sees the burning bush as a striking example of theolog-
ical compatibilism: God’s essence and presence are compatible with creation--with nature,
human history, and human flesh. As such, the burning bush might be seen as foreshadowing
the incarnation, in which the divine Son indwelt a human body, not destroying it or erasing its
human properties, but manifested the divine glory through it.
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These flames were more like a virtual fire, like that of virtual fireplace fire in a
YouTube video,!® or better still--like a holographic, three dimensional repre-
sentation of a fire-—a comparison to be more fully developed below.™*

The Heavenly Dove

The second theophany considered here is the Holy Spirit’'s descending on Je-
sus at his baptism in the bodily form of a dove. This visible manifestation of the
divine presence with Jesus at the beginning of his public ministry is recounted,
with some differences in detail, in all four gospels:

Matt 3:16, 17: 1°As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water.
At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending
like a dove and lighting on him. 1”And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son,
whom [ love; with him [ am well pleased.”

Mark 1:10, 11: °As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven be-
ing torn open and the Spiri descending on him like a dove. !And a voice came
from heaven: “You are my Son, whom [ love; with you I am well pleased.”

Luke 3:21, 22: 2'When all the people were being baptized, Jesus was baptized
too. And as he was praying, heaven was opened ??and the Holy Spirit descended
on him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: “You are my
Son, whom I love; with you [ am well pleased.”

John 1:32-34: 32Then John gave this testimony: “I saw the Spirit come down
from heaven as a dove and remain on him. *I would not have known him, ex-
cept that the one who sent me to baptize with water told me, “The man on
whom you see the Spirit come down and remain is he who will baptize with the
Holy Spirit. 3] have seen and I testify that this is the Son of God.”

Unlike the throne visions of Isaiah (Isa 6:1-5), Ezekiel (Ezek 1:1-28), Daniel
(Dan 7:9-14), or the apostle John (Rev 4:1-11; 5:1-14), the sight of the Holy
Spirit descending in the form of a dove was not a private experience given to
Jesus alone. While Matthew and Mark only mention Jesus’ seeing the dove, John
notes (v.32) that John the Baptist saw it as well. Luke describes the descent of
the dove from a more objective, third person point of view. His mentioning of
‘all the people’ (v.21) might suggest the possibility that others in addition to

13 ‘Fireplace: Relaxing virtual fireplace with crackling fire sounds, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=Hvtc9BWahMQ, accessed 17 March 2025.

14 In his discussion of the burning bush, Stuart compares God’s presence in the burning
bush with a videoconference call, in which by digital technology a person can be virtually
present in a room through a video screen and speaker, though not actually physically present:
op. cit. 4, Stuart, p. 113. Stuart’s comparison anticipates the holographic comparison--invok-
ing digital technology not yet available at the time of his writing (2006)--to be developed in
the present article.
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Jesus and John witnessed this sign from heaven. Luke emphasizes the concrete
nature of the experience by speaking of the Spirit’s descent in ‘bodily form’
(somatiko eidei), showing that the descent of the Spirit was a visible experi-
ence'®--seen in the light of day, and not only in imagination or as a vision in
the night. Similarly, I. Howard Marshall notes that the phrase somatiko eidei
‘stresses the reality of what was seen, whether by Jesus or John.'® The phrase
implies that the experience was not to be confused with thoughts or feelings
alone, but was an objective reality.}”

In John's account, the verb he uses in v.32 (tetheamai, ‘1 saw’) is normally
used of physical, not mental vision, and the verb for ‘see; have seen’ (horao;
vv. 33, 34) suggests a physical vision in which a spiritual significance is recog-
nized.'® The sight of the Holy Spirit in visible form--by Jesus, John the Baptist,
and perhaps others--implies that actual particle of light--photons--were
being emitted by or reflected from form of the dove. The comparison of this
appearance with a hologram--created by the Spirit—-will be discussed below.

Why did the Holy Spirit--the third Person of the Trinity--decide!® on this
occasion to be visibly present in the form of a dove? The Spirit is elsewhere
represented by wind (John 3:8); water (John 7:38, 39; I Cor 12:13b); fire (Acts
2:3); light (Exod 13:21; cf. Isa 63:14), or oil (I Sam 16:13). This, however, is the
only instance in which the Spirit is unambiguously?’ and visibly?! manifested as
a living animal--here, specifically as a bird.

No single, definitive answer may be possible for this question, given the

15 Bock, D.L. Luke: v.1: 1:1-9:50, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic (2006) p. 338.

16 Marshall, .H. The Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text, Grand Rapids, MI: Eerd-
mans (1978) p. 152.

17 Garland, D.E. Luke: Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan (2011) p. 168.

18 Turner, G.A. and Mantey, ].R. The Gospel According to John, Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans
(1964) pp. 70, 71.

19 Actions of the Spirit are divine and personal actions, and reflect the will and wisdom of
the Spirit. Just as the gifts of the Spirit given to the church are determined by the will of the
Spirit (I Cor 12:11), so is the Spirit’s presence in the form of a dove determined by the Spirit’s
will and wisdom. Divine actions may at times seem inscrutable, but even so, they are not
irrational, but reflective of the divine wisdom (cf. Rom 11:33: God’s judgments wise--though
unsearchable).

20 It seems unlikely that the living creatures in Ezekiel’s and John’s throne visions (Ezek
1:4-24; Rev 4:6; 5:6)--one of which is depicted with the face of an eagle--are intended to

be understood as images of the Holy Spirit. More plausibly, they represent all God’s animate
creatures, who should rightly render glory and honor to God (Rev 5:13. 14).

21 It is the case that in Gen 1:2, the Spirit is described as hovering (rahaph; cf. Deut 32:12)
like a bird over the primaeval waters of creation, but this was not a visible manifestation to
humans--not yet created and present. In this instance, the Spirit’s ‘hovering’ seems suggestive
of God’s care for and life-giving relation to his material creation.

10 ¢ Science & Christian Belief, Vol 38, No. 1



Burning Bush, Heavenly Dove, Tongues of Fire

variety?? and rich allusiveness of biblical imagery associated with the Spirit. In
the Song of Solomon the beloved is affectionately described as a ‘dove’ (Song
4:1; 5:2; 5:17; 6:9). Jesus at his baptism is addressed by his Father as ‘beloved
Son’. In the Levitical laws of sacrifice, the dove can be a ritually clean offering
(cf. Lev 11:13-19) of the poor for a mother’s purification after childbirth (Lev
12:8). Jesus offers himself as a pure offering to God, to purify his people--and
as one who preaches a message of good news for the poor (Luke 4:18).

However, the best answer may be to see the imagery of the dove as multiply
alluding to Gen 1:2, the Spirit of God hovering over the waters of creation (cf.
Ps 104:24-30, the Spirit as the life-giving creator and sustainer of both aquatic
and terrestrial creatures); the Spirit as a symbol of Israel (Hos 7:11), with Jesus
as the true and new Israelite; and especially, the dove returning to Noah’s ark
(Gen 8:8-12), signifying the inauguration of a new world purified after divine
judgment.” In I Pet 3:19-22 the Noachic flood is seen as a type of Christian
baptism--whose waters save as a pledge of a good conscience. Jesus is not only
the second/last Adam (I Cor 15:45). Perhaps he can be seen as the second/last
Noah as well.?*

Tongues of fire

The third theophany was the sound of a mighty wind and tongue-like flames
of fire on the day of Pentecost:

When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. 2Sud-
denly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and
filled the whole house where they were sitting. 3 They saw what seemed to
be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. * All of
them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as
the Spirit enabled them.

22 In their commentary on Matthew’s gospel, Davies and Allison enumerate sixteen sugges-
tions offered over the centuries regarding the symbolism of the dove: Davies, W.D. and Allison,
D.C., A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on The Gospel According to Saint Matthew, v. 1,
London: T & T Clark (1988, 2000) pp. 331-34.

23 Osborne, G.R. Matthew: Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan (2010) pp. 124-25.

24 Various church fathers saw Noah'’s ark as a type of the church--the ark, like Christ, being a
place of refuge and salvation from the flood waters of God’s judgment: see Stephen Beale, ‘“Ten
Ways Noah's Ark Prefigured the Church, citing texts from Origen, Cyprian,and Augustine: https://
catholicexchange.com/ten-ways-noahs-ark-prefigured-the-church/#:~:text=Indeed%2C%?20
since%20the%20time%200f,by%20which%20Christians%20are%Z20saved. accessed 7 April
2025.
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There were points of both similarity and difference between the Pentecostal
theophany and the earlier ones--at the burning bush and Jesus’ baptism. In all
three God’s presence was manifested in some visible way: flames in the burn-
ing bush; the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove; tongue-like flames resting (lit.
‘sat), ekathisen) on each of the disciples. Just as the Spirit descended on Jesus in
a visible way, so at Pentecost the Spirit descended visibly on the disciples in the
form of fire, as bright, flickering light.?®

As at Moses’ later encounter with God at Sinai--and subsequently, in Eze-
kiel's throne vision--the divine presence was associated with storm-like pow-
er (Exod 19:16, ‘thunder and lightning’; Ezek 1:4, ‘wind storm ... lightning ...
fire”). At Pentecost a sound (eikos, ‘sound, noise’) as of a violent wind (hosper ...
pnoeis biaias)--not physical wind itself, but the sound of a violent wind, filled
the whole house where they were sitting (Acts 2:2). The sound of a wind storm
was supernaturally created-- ‘out of heaven’ (2:2, ek tou ouranou). Here, as at
the giving of the law at Sinai (Exod 19:16), the storm-like sound signified the
presence and power of God manifested to his covenant community. Pentecost,
like Sinai, was a ‘multimedia’ theophany, a supernatural ‘sound-and-light show’
as it were, God manifesting powerfully in both auditory and visual modes.

At both the burning bush (and Sinai) and Pentecost the holy presence of God
was manifested as (hosei) flames of fire.? These ‘tongues as of fire’ (Acts 2:3,
glossai hosei puros) were not ordinary physical flames that would have burned
the heads of the disciple, but rather supernaturally created emitters of light--
more like holograms, discussed below. The fiery appearance of these ‘tongues’
could be seen as a fulfillment of John the Baptist’s prophecy that the Messiah
coming after him would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire (Luke 3:16). As
the exalted Messiah, Jesus did in fact baptize with ‘fire’, pouring out the Spirit
he received after being exalted to the Father’s right hand (Acts 2:33). The indi-
vidualized appearance of these ‘tongues’ (glossai; ‘tongues’ or ‘languages’) fit-
tingly symbolized the disciples’ diversified, Spirit-empowered proclamation?’
in many languages of God’s mighty acts—-raising Jesus from death and exalting
him to his right hand (Acts 2:4, 11).

There were important differences between these old and new covenant the-
ophanies. Moses stood in the presence of God, but from a safe distance from
the flames in the bush. At Pentecost, the disciples were taken, so to speak,

25 Schnabel, E.J. Acts: Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan (2012) p. 114; Keener, C.S. Acts: An Exegetical Commentary, v.1, Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic (2012) p. 804.

26 As Johnson, L.K. The Acts of the Apostles, Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press (1992) p. 42,
notes: ... the particle hosei marks a comparison to fire’, not physical fire itself--indicating that
the flames were not literal, heat emitting flames, but light emitting flame-like objects.

27 op.cit. Schnabel, p. 114.

12 ¢ Science & Christian Belief, Vol 38, No. 1



Burning Bush, Heavenly Dove, Tongues of Fire

inside the bush--for they were, in a spiritual but very real sense, a new cov-
enant ‘bush’ in which the Holy One of Israel had come to dwell. The tongue-like
flames were distributed (2:3, diamerizomenai) and rested individually on each
one. The tongues of fire were visual evidence that the Spirit was given to them
as individuals.?® Each disciple had, in effect, his own ‘burning bush’ experience.

Moses saw the flames and heard the voice of God, but we are not told that
Moses was at that time filled with the Spirit. At Pentecost, all the disciples were
filled with the Spirit (Acts 2:4). In the words of Darrell Bock, ‘Heaven and the
divine presence “had come” powerfully to earth to indwell God’s people.* God,
at this ‘new Sinai’ event, was evidently fulfilling Moses’ long ago wish that ‘all
the Lord’s people were prophets’ and that the ‘Lord would put his Spirit on
them’ (Num 11:29).

The Holographic Image Analogy: History, Technology,
Ontology

The word hologram was coined in 1949 by the scientist Dennis Gabor, who
invented holography, by combining the Greek holos, ‘whole’ and gramme,
‘line’3® Hologram has been defined as a ‘three-dimensional image formed by
the interference of light beams from a laser or other coherent light source’?! or
as ‘a picture of a “whole” object showing it in three dimensions.*> Holographic
images are used on credit cards, passports, and driver’s licences for security
and fraud protection. For recent examples of holographic images that make
persons who are not physically present virtually present, see the 3-D images of
former NBA basketball player Kobe Bryant and Alisha Gray, player on Women'’s
NBA, through links listed below.?

28 Haenchen, E. . The Acts of the Apostles: A Commentary, Philadelphia: Westminster Press
(1971) p. 168.

29 op.cit. 15 Bock, p. 98.

30 ‘Hologram, Vocabulary.com Dictionary, Vocabulary.com, https://www.vocabulary.com/
dictionary/hologram.

accessed 21 March 2025.

31 ‘Hologram, Oxford Languages, https://languages.oup.com/google-dictionary-en/, ac-
cessed 21 March 2025.

32 ‘Hologram Definition & Meaning, Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-webster.
com>dictionary>hologram.

accessed 21 March 2025.

33 ‘The Kobe Bryant Hologram, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fYqQ-GFtQgU;

‘Alisha Gray joined GameDay via Proto Hologram,” https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=pCV7yMJhMV4; links accessed 24 March 2025. Kobe Bryant a star player for the

Los Angeles Lakers, died in a plane crash in 2020. Alisha Gray is a professional player for the
Atlanta Dream of the Women’s National Basketball Association, and was a gold medal winner
in women’s basketball in the 2020 summer Olympics.
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The technology that supports holographic applications developed rapidly
after 1960, when the laser was first invented.3* Holographic technology is now
widely used in industrial marketing and demonstrations, surgical training and
healthcare; scientific research, education, and entertainment. For discussion of
the technical and scientific bases for holographic images, see the widely used
text Introduction to Holography, 2" ed.*® Less technical explanations of holo-
graphic technology and current applications are referenced below.3®

Next, consider why a holographic image could be a plausible analogy?®” for
the burning bush, the dove at Jesus’ baptism, and the flaming tongues at Pen-
tecost. Only features of the burning bush will be considered, but similar argu-
ments could be deployed with the other two as well.

The argument is for an analogical relationship between the fire of the burn-
ing bush and a holographic image of a fire-—not a relationship of identity.
Points of difference as well as similarity are recognized. First, the flames of
the burning bush emitted actual photons—-particles of light--that impinged
on Moses’ retinas and attracted his attention. Although the fire in the bush was
a light-emitting object, it did not have the consuming heat and combustion of
a normal physical fire--one that would have consumed the wood in the bush.
Similarly, a holographic image of a fire emits photons, but not heat. Or consider
a two-dimensional, non-holographic video of a crackling fire in a fireplace, as in
the You Tube link cited below.*® The fire in this virtual fireplace emits light and
simulates moving, dancing flames, but like the flames that Moses saw, emits no
consuming heat.

A second point of similarity is that the flames that Moses saw were those of

34 ‘Holography, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holography, accessed 24 March 2025.

35 Toal, V. ‘Introduction to Holography’, Series in Optics and Optoelectronics, 2™ ed., Boca
Raton, FL: CRC Press (2023).

36 ‘Hologram Technology: A Beginner’s Guide for 2024, https://luminafans.com/blogs/
hologram-blog/hologram-technology-a-beginners-guide?srsltid=AfmBOorv2kVx7pwOyUUVD
rSNZrzIfKG5FgAIU-Z8Dq9dPwj]2nFNT-kH,

Accessed 24 March 2025; ‘Holographic Havoc: 3D Imagery is Shaping Our World, https://
luminafans.com/blogs/hologram-blog/holographic-technology?srsltid=AfmBOordZd4PZZkG
87YragWm1QGGkjfWZ6SCUB7QSUiQC31dtFSWIQ3]J, accessed 24 March 2025.

37 John of Damascus and other church fathers used illustrations from the common-sense
physics of their times to illustrate theological concepts such as perichoresis in relation to the
two natures of Christ and the Trinity--as, for example, in the illustration of an iron poker made
red-hot by the fire in the fireplace. The iron is in the fire, and the fire is in the iron. The fire and
the iron permeate one another, and yet both the iron and the fire retain their distinct proper-
ties—-as is the case with the two natures of Christ and the three persons of the Trinity: See
Davis, ].J. ‘Lessons from the Proton for Trinitarian Theology, Science and Christian Belief (2022)
34,130-41 at 134.

38 ‘Relaxing virtual fireplace with crackling fire, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Hvtc9BWahMQ, accessed 25 March 2025.
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an external, objective entity outside his mind. The sight of the burning bush
was not a dream, a subjective vision, or an hallucination. In principle, it was
publicly available, although in this case appearing to Moses alone. Similarly, a
3-D holographic, virtual fire displayed in a light box in a restaurant or indus-
trial fair could be seen by many. The holographic image of the fire would not be
merely a private, subjective experience of only a single observer. A holographic
image of a fire is constituted of photons, not hot, material gases, but it is none-
theless (virtually) real and not a mirage or dream.’

A third point of similarity is the manner in which flames in the burning bush
and the flames of a holographic image are located in space. Here the distinction
between a circumscriptive and a repletive presence of an object is pertinent.*°
If [ place my cat George in a carrying cage and take him to the vet, he is located
circumscriptively in the cage--contained in it. He is inside the cage, and not
outside it. On the other hand, if [ receive a call on my smartphone, the wifi signal
can be said to be located in my phone, but not limited to my phone. The elec-
tromagnetic signal from the cell tower impinges upon my device, but spreads
out repletively throughout the coverage area of the cell service. Similarly, the
holographic image of the fire may be located in a light box or other reception
device, but not limited to only that device. The information contained in the
image, stored on some server, can be transmitted to many other devices—-just
as the originator of a meeting on Zoom can be virtually present in many places,
though physically present in only one. The flames seen by Moses in the burning
bush were indeed the visible, luminous manifestation of the glory and pres-
ence of God in the bush, but God was not limited to or confined in the bush.
God’s presence can not be confined to only a limited space. His omnipresence
extends repletively beyond the highest heavens. The earth is indeed his foot-

39 On the ontological status of holograms and other digital objects--as examples of virtual,
hybrid realities--intermediate between material objects apparent to the senses, and imaginary
literary creations such as Cinderella or Pinocchio, see Abu-Salih, B. ‘MetaOntology: Toward de-
veloping an ontology for the metaverse, Frontiers in Big Data (2022) 5, 998648 doi 10.3389;
Chen, M. ‘The Philosophy of the Metaverse, Ethics and Information Technology (2023) 25,41
https://doi.org/10.1007/10676-023-09714-w; and Coppick, P. Are Computer Games Real?’ in
Sageng, J.R., Fossheim, H. and Larsen, T.M. eds., The Philosophy of Computer Games, New York:
Springer (2012), pp. 259-77). On the ontological status of fictional characters, see Walton,
K.L. Mimesis as Make-Believe: On the Foundations of the Representational Arts, Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press (1990). On ontology more broadly, see Westerhoff, ]. Ontological Cat-
egories: Their Nature and Significance, New York: Oxford University Press (2005); Grossman, R.
The Existence of the World: An Introduction to Ontology, London: Routledge (1992); and Inman,
R.D. What Is Reality? An Introduction to Metaphysics, Downers Grove, IL: [VP Academic (2024).
40 On the distinction between a circumscriptive vs. repletive location of an object in space,
see Davis, ].J. ‘How Personal Agents Are Located in Space, Philosophia Christi (Summer 2011)
13:2, 437-44. This distinction, used in scholastic theology, was illustrated by the sound of a
speaker’s voice in a room. The sound of the voice was originated with the speaker, but not
circumscribed by the speaker; the sound spread out repletively in the room.
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stool, but neither heaven nor earth can circumscribe or limit God’s presence
and power.*!

In closing, I will suggest other possible theological applications of the ho-
lographic image analogy. It might help in answering the question, ‘How can
an infinitely holy God be present to a created being--especially to a sinful
creature--without destroying or annihilating it?” God was present in the burn-
ing bush in the appearance of fire, but without consuming either the bush or
Moses. If the flames in the bush were like a holographic image, those flame-
like entities looked like a fire, but without the destructive heat. The holy God
who is likened to a consuming fire (Heb 12:29) was fully present in the body
of Jesus (Col 2:9), and in the womb of the Virgin Mary--in a redemptive, and
not destructive way. The Holy Spirit can be fully present in a repentant sinner,
but for transformation and not destruction. Analogously, the virtual fire in the
fireplace on the computer screen, or in a holographic display, makes the good
cheer and feeling of a fire present to the viewer, but without the property of
physical heat that burns either the viewers or the house.

The holographic image analogy may also help illustrate how God can be
present in a specific place without being limited to only that place. Virtual rep-
resentations of persons, as in the icons on a Zoom meeting, or the holographic
images of Kobe Bryant or Alisha Gray,** are located on a particular reception
device, but not limited (circumscriptively) to only that device. They can be pre-
sent (repletively) simultaneously on many devices in many places. Similarly,
God was present in the burning bush, but not limited to the bush. The Spirit
was present in the baptismal dove and Pentecostal flames, but not limited to
either the dove or the flames. Solomon recognized that God was both truly
present in the temple, but not confined to the temple: ‘Will God truly dwell on
earth? The highest heaven cannot contain you. How much less this temple I
have built!” (I Kgs 10:27).

Summary and Suggestions for Further Research

This article presented a new analogy from holographic technology that il-
luminates the nature of three familiar biblical theophanies: the burning bush
at the call of Moses; the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove at the baptism of
Jesus; and the tongues of fire on the day of Pentecost. The article proposed that
these visible manifestations of God’s presence could be understood--analogi-
cally--as holographic-like images created by the Holy Spirit. The biblical and

41 In similar fashion, the Holy Spirit was truly present with Jesus in the appearance of a
dove, and with the disciples at Pentecost manifested in flames of fire, but in a repletive, not
circumscriptive manner. The Spirit was not limited to those locations, but remained omnipres-
ent, throughout all space (cf. Ps 139:7-10).

42 See links in note 31 above.
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theological contexts of these theophanies was discussed, and the history and
technology of holographic imaging explained. Arguments for the validity of the
theophany--holographic image analogy were expounded, and advantages of
the analogy suggested.

Areas for further applications of the analogy could include elucidations
of 1) the nature and appearance of redeemed individuals during the interme-
diate state between death and final resurrection, e.g. Moses’ and Elijah’s ap-
pearance with Jesus on the mount of transfiguration (Matt 17:3-4): virtually
embodied as holographic-like images and 2) the mode of the spiritual presence
of Christ during occasions of the Lord’s Supper and corporate worship (cf. Rev
3:20: ‘I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the
door, I will come in and eat with him and he with me”). However, discussion of
these further applications of the analogy is beyond the scope of this paper and
must await further studies.
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