
         
  Speaking of Agates and God, and Man...
                                                                                                       

 Welcome!

If you're new to the appreciation of agate, you might be wondering just what they 
are. Simply put, agates are treasures of God's grace that, through natural processes,  
fill voids in rocks around us for people to find, wonder at, and use. 

Looking for a little more technical definition? That presents a problem. Oh, there 
are plenty of definitions of agate floating around, from the concise 'banded 
chalcedony', to advanced dissertations on electron microscopy and x-ray 
diffraction characteristics of alpha quartz and mogenite. Trouble is, even with such 
a range, none of the definitions are anywhere near adequate to describe the objects 
we know and love as 'agate'. I am not going to attempt a short answer to the 
question, “What is agate?” 

As we proceed through the next few pages you will see that 'agate' is both a 
scientific name for a very specific rock type, and a layman's term for a wide variety 
of decorative and semi-precious stones. You will understand my reluctance to 
undertake a definition of agate. But we will take a rather in-depth look at the 
scientist's 'true agate', and we will also be looking at 'agate' in the wider sense as 
rockhounds and lapidary hobbyists use the term - including banded and unbanded 
agate, agatized fossils and minerals, and even some agatized mud and rock known 
as 'jasper'. If you read through this little dissertation, you will come away from it 
with at least some understanding of agate - more than you now have I hope. Even 
if you are an agate expert, I hope you can take away something from these pages.
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Strange as it may sound at first, it has occurred to me that there are many analogies 
to be drawn between men and agates, and that understanding one a little better 
might shed light on the other. After all, God created agate; and He created man in 
His own image, endowing mankind with the ability to appreciate the beauty and 
complexity of agate. That is the organizing principle of this little excursion into the 
world of agates; realizing of course, as I hope you will also, that no analogy is 
perfect. 

Now, you may be asking yourself what expertise do I claim for so ambitious an 
undertaking as this seems to be. That's a good question, and I'll readily admit that I 
don't know anywhere near all there is to know about any of those subjects – agate, 
mankind, or God. For as long as I can remember, I have been fascinated with 
agates, and I have learned quite a lot about them, though even now I'm frequently 
stumped when I look deeply into these complex creations. I can say the same about 
mankind; I have lived among my human fellows a long time, but... .  The things I 
know best and am most certain of are the grace of God, which has upheld me all 
these years, and the trustworthiness of His word, which as the years go by I have 
come more and more to appreciate. Yet even of understanding those I am still a 
novice. To paraphrase St. Peter: the silver and gold of expertise and authority have 
I none; but such insight and information as I have give I thee.

Please read on, enjoy the photos, and learn a little about agates, and man, and their 
Creator – as I am able to understand and explain them.
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Living Stones? Yes, Indeed!

One trait agates and humans unarguably share is that both are very complex and no 
two are ever exactly alike. That is a mark of their Creator, author of a cosmos of 
unfathomable complexity, diversity, and beauty. It is told us in Genesis, Chapter 
11, that in the early days, men began building a city and a tower “whose top may 
reach unto heaven” until God came down and stopped them. In other words, men 
were building an empire and a false religion. The Bible states that they were 
building with “brick” and “slime” (KJV) as mortar. There is often a deeper 
meaning to the things we read in the Bible than appears on the surface, and there is 
an interesting interpretation of this story: The rulers, perhaps under Nimrod 
himself, the “mighty hunter before the Lord” of Chapter 10, were building this 
empire of men robbed of their very souls, turned into flesh and blood bricks, in an 
edifice held together with deceit and coercion. Men are forever trying to build 
empires for themselves by robbing other men of their freedom, freewill, individual 
character, and of their knowledge of God and the value of the individual in the eyes 
of God.  

The people of God are described as “living stones” however. Long before the birth 
of Jesus, He was prophesied as the “corner stone” of a new, eternal, kingdom and 
the people of God are the living stones that construct His kingdom (I Peter 2:5) . 
'Living stones', not bricks, because they are the special treasures of the One who 
filled the heavens with stars, the seas with fishes, the skies with birds, and the hills 
with agates.
 
Agates, too, can be likened to 'living stones'. Though not alive in a biological 
sense, as mineral complexes they grow, change with their environment, suffer 
damage and heal, and they show a record of their histories that we can read. 
Neither are they alive in any spiritual sense. Yet agates can have a profound 
emotional effect upon us; it is the way we are made. Intricate patterns can fascinate 
us, and colors... well, colors move us, even cause the release of pleasure causing 
endorphins. Many agates possess this powerful combination of color and pattern, 
and on a 3D canvas that can't be duplicated by any human artist. A caution in 
enjoying these blessings of God though – we are to remember to worship their 
Creator, not the creation.
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Why Me, Lord?

“When I consider the heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars, 
which thou hast ordained: What is man that thou art mindful of him? And the 
son of man that thou visitest him?”(Psalm 8:3,4) 

What is man; what am I for that matter that the Creator of all the glories of heaven 
and earth should care for me? A logical question perhaps, but what of a man 
walking along the banks of the Yangtze River or the shores of Lake Superior who 
sees one among the millions and billions of pebbles, stoops to pick it up and 
cherish it? Is it inconceivable that the God of the universe with infinite time, 
patience and love should be interested in you or me? After all, we are His creation; 
a unique creation. Only man was created in the image of God, only man was given 
dominion over the earth. It was only man that God sought out as He walked in the 
Garden in the cool of the evening (Genesis 3). It was only as a man that God 
became flesh. And yet human life is held in contempt, and so many of us have been 
brought to feel a crushing burden of guilt just for drawing the breath of life. There 
is an enemy at work in that tragedy.

Ah, I hear you: 'That may be so, but I have no 
beauty that God should desire me'. Funny you 
should say that. Many of us have had that 
thought. It was even said by the prophet 
Isaiah of the Messiah to come centuries later, 
that men would see nothing in him that they 
would value (Isaiah 53:2). The beauty, 
majesty and power of Jesus lay inside. As St. 
Paul said: “For in him dwelleth all the  
fullness of the Godhead bodily.”

So it is with us, there is little of any real and 
lasting value to be seen outwardly in the best of us. But,“The Lord seeth not as 
man seeth; for man looketh on the outward appearance, but the Lord looketh on  
the heart.” (I Samuel 16:7)

Sometimes agates like the Rain Flower Pebble and Lake Superior Agate are found 
broken open or with the outer husk weathered and abraded away revealing the 
beauty inside. But most agates present a very unappealing appearance. After a little 
experience, and some disappointments, a collector can begin to make better 
guesses, but the fresh inside of an agate is always a surprise.
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Here's an ordinary looking 
stone on the outside – but 
inside is a pretty little agate 
(even though it does have a 
flaw, but who doesn't).

Now, some of you are still protesting to yourselves, 'There is no beauty inside me 
either, in my heart, that would be pleasing to God.' That may well be, for as the 
prophet said, “we are all as an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are as 
filthy rags.” (Isaiah 64:6)

That same prophet, Isaiah, had a vision: “In the year King Uzziah died, I also saw 
the Lord sitting on a throne high and lifted up...Then said I, Woe is me! For I 
am undone; because I am a man of unclean lips and I dwell in the midst of a 
people of unclean lips for mine eyes have seen the King: the Lord of hosts.”
(Isaiah 6:1&5) 

Even the redoubtable Simon Peter fell at Jesus' knees and pleaded “Depart from 
me for I am a sinful man, O Lord.” (Luke 5:8) That is the only response we can 
make when called, as we must be, into the presence of the holy God. But those 
despairing cries were not the end of Isaiah's story nor of St. Peter's, and it need not 
be ours for “God did not send His son into the world to condemn the world but to  
save the world through Him.” (John 3:17 KJV)

God knows the longings of our souls, and dwelling in eternity, knows the end of all 
things; while for us, “it doth not yet appear what we shall be”. (I John 3:2) 
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Take a close look at the agates in the 'lineup' below. Which of them would you 
describe as beautiful? Can't tell from the  outside? Of course not; but to illustrate 
that point, and provide a little preview of upcoming agate...stuff, the following link 
will take you to a gallery of photos of the better sides of these agates (the best I 
could do since I couldn't get an image map to work in pdf). I leave it to you to 
figure out which outside goes with what inside - have fun. 
Line-up Gallery

All the beautiful agates in the “lineup” are simply fillings of empty spaces, fillings 
that came in from the outside. No, wait...that last clause, “fillings that came in from 
the outside” is a little misleading. Yes, as we shall see, the raw materials – silica, 
iron, alumina, etc. came from the outside, but then grew into something new – an 
agate, each in its own individual space in its own unique pattern because each has 
its own set of characteristics and history. That's true of people too, God is not in the 
brick business. We each open ourselves to God with our own unique characters and 
histories. Still, it's true that we can't fill ourselves with goodness and beauty (as 
God sees goodness and beauty) all on our own. And we don't have to. If we are 
willing, we can become entirely “new creations” (2 Corinthians 5:17) in God's 
eyes, filled with beauty. The Psalmist said: “For he satisfies the longing soul, and 
fills the hungry soul with goodness.”(Ps 107:9)

The first and hardest step in being filled with beauty is emptying ourselves of the 
things that separate us from God so that He may fill us. “If  we confess our sins, 
he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness.”(I John 1:1:9) 

The process of cleansing and filling is not instantaneous, or painless. I wish it 
were, but be confident, “that he who has begun a good work in you will perform 
it until the day of Jesus Christ.”(Philippians 1:6)
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Answer to Question: “What is man that Thou art mindful of him...”:

What is Man?
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Line-up Agate Gallery

Most agates from Botswana are simple banded agate nodules in blues shading to 
purple. This one has a very pronounced pressure release structure and a macro-
quartz center.
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This small, water-worn agate pebble from Germany displays a beautiful simplicity 
of 'cloud' patterns that belie the complexity of its formation (which will be 
discussed in detail later).
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This is an extremely rough and somewhat rare little agate from the remote 
mountains of Argentina
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Not as valuable as gold perhaps, but this little flat nodule from West Texas would 
be a treasured find to any rockhound. The browns are volcanic rock that the golden 
banded agate formed around, leaving, though, a small drusy quartz center.
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A 'heart of stone' is not always a bad thing. But hearts of stone do break, while 
hearts of flesh 'never break, just bruise and ache'. This little beauty grew in a 
double bubble in, for me, far off Australia.
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Poland is the source of this exceptionally fine thunder egg. In addition to the 
colorful wall and water-level banding (which shows the photo to be oriented upside 
down to the growth position of the agate – had you noticed?), it contains molds of 
mineral inclusions that have dissolved away.
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This chunk off a large moss agate from Hungary shows unusual patterns in the 
'moss' – a kind of creeping growth pattern.
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We are back to Argentina for this beautiful and fascinating agate nodule. Condor 
agates are noted for their colors and this one is notable for its pattern. It is polished 
on a rounded surface which preserves the pattern, but also causes light reflection

               That's it, page 8 of 8 for this gallery. So, back to where you were.
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Answer to Question: “What is man that thou art mindful of him?”

There is no answer to the question of the inspired Psalmist, King David: “What is 
man that thou art mindful of him? And the son of man that thou visitest him?”. 
The grace of God is, by definition, undeserved and unfathomable. But let me finish 
the thought so that we may understand the magnitude of the question, “When I 
consider thy heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars, which 
thou hast ordained; What is man that thou art mindful of him? And the son of 
man that thou visitest him? For thou hast made him a little lower than the 
angels, and hast crowned him with glory and honor. Thou madest him to have 
dominion over the works of thy hands; thou hast put all things under his feet:” 
(Psalm 8:3-6 KJV)

The King James “Authorized” translation of the Bible (1611 A.D.) reads that man 
was made a little lower than the “angels”. Many, more modern, translations render 
the verse as a little lower than “God”. The KJV editors chose to follow the tradition 
of the Septuagint (LXX), a Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures from the 
Second or Third Century B.C. with the fear that use of “God” would be a bit 
impious. That is not to say “angels” is inaccurate, however. The original Hebrew 
term rendered so differently was commonly used in references to Israel's God, but 
also as a generic term for heavenly beings, and foreign 'gods' and, and even secular 
powers, as at it's root, the term referred simply to strength or ruling power. Other 
translator's decision to use “God” instead of “angels” is based upon other 
Scriptural references and the idea of mankind as “sons of God” emphasized by 
Jesus and his Apostles.

Most importantly, either version conveys the truth that man was created to an 
exalted position; which, unfortunately mankind itself has debased - but not beyond 
God's love or power of redemption.

What I've said may seem a bit confusing. A survey just came out with the finding 
that most people believe in the innate goodness of mankind. That is not the 
Scriptural position on the nature of man however, and hardly seems to square with 
our own observations. The prophet Jeremiah put it this way: “The heart is 
deceitful above all things and desperately wicked; who can know it?” (Jeremiah 
17:9 KJV) St. Paul wrote in his First Epistle “If we say that we have no sin, we 
deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” (1 John 1:8 KJV) 
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The biblical judgment that man's fallen nature, or “natural man”, is evil, lost,  
damned and in desperate need of a Savior is unacceptable to many people. That is 
apparently true of people from across all lines of religious and philosophic world 
views, although there are probably many different reasons such a view is not 
acceptable. 

Sigmund Freud, a 'recognized authority' on human nature, wrote that the only 
relationship possible among men is as an enemy. To men (mankind, that is), as 
Freud saw it, “…their neighbor is for them not only a potential helper or sex 
object, but also someone who tempts them to satisfy their aggressiveness on him, 
to exploit his capacity for work without compensation, to use him sexually without 
his consent, to seize his possessions, to humiliate him, to cause him pain, to torture 
and kill him. Homo homino lupus”* (i.e. Man is a wolf to man).

In that work, first published in Germany in 1930 (just in time for the Nazi takeover 
in 1933) Freud saw Homo homino lupus as a lamentable condition perhaps, but 
natural, and natural was good. It was the emotional dissonance from the conflict of 
nature with Christian ideals of loving our neighbors, even our enemies, that was 
driving modern western man towards mental breakdown. There are powerful 
forces today fighting to destroy the last vestiges of Christian civilization and to free 
that 'natural man' from his unnatural oppression  under Christian cultural norms.

Freud's description of man, based upon his own tortured, God hating introspection, 
could have been taken from the sermon of some old timey Bible preachers, though 
you would seldom hear such today. If God's word and science agree on the 
depraved nature of mankind, what is all this talk about the value of we human 
beings in the eye's of God? 

God can love us as we are, in our fallen, rebellious state, because He can see us as 
we should be, could be, and may be: 

“God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ 
died for us. Much more then, being justified by his blood, we shall be saved from 
wrath through him. For if, when we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by  
the death of his Son, much more, being reconciled, we shall be saved by his life. 
And not only so, but we also joy in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom 
we have now received the atonement.” (Romans 5:8 -11 KJV)

*Freud, Sigmund. Civilization and Its Discontents. Translated and edited by James 
Strachey. New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2005 
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