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Is identity important at all? Who are you, 

who am I? In the Purpose-centered educational 

system at the Metropolitan College of New 

York, in the first semester, Purpose I, all 

teaching is focused on students’ self-

assessment. Who am I? 

To try to understand who you are as a 

human being, as partially as it can be, is crucial 

when it comes to relating yourself to others, 

which is both inevitable and an implicit 

phenomenon of life. Socrates’ exhortation 

“Know thyself” undertaken from the temple of 

Apollo in Delphi is as valid today as at any 

other time. In his celebrated book Who is 

Man? Abraham Heschel raises the question at 

the theological, ontological, anthropological 

and sociological levels in surprising ways. Who 

are we? We are, he believes, a reflection of 

something or somebody higher than ourselves. 

That is why definitions of man, like that of 

Aristotle, who famously said that man is a 

political animal, do not satisfy. Man’s 

reference point cannot be the animal. It has to 

be related to a higher paradigm, and that is 

where religion comes into play. 

An interesting theological question can be 

raised about one’s salvation in the context of 

one’s belonging to a given nation. The 

apparent response is that salvation has to do 

with what a person believes and not with where 

one belongs. Yet, belonging to any group, 

including a nation, contributes to one’s identity 

and makes the person be, in no small part, who 

he or she is. 

Cultural values, habits, practices, biases, 

all form, inform and transform one’s mind and 

consequently one’s doing. And salvation does 

depend, besides God’s grace, on how one 

thinks and on what one does, which is part of 

one’s identity. 

Theodor Damian


