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What shall we say with respect 
to the doctrine of original sin? 
Western Christian tradition, 

following the lead of Augustine of Hippo, 
has a well-formulated doctrine of original 
sin in two forms: that sin has an origin, that 
it has not always been a feature of human 
life, and that sin is part of the origin 
of each individual human being. The 
awareness that Homo sapiens is part of 
an evolutionary process, not the prod-
uct of special creation, is accompanied 
by the lack of any evidence that there 
was ever a time of original blessedness 
when there was no sin in the world.

On Retaining the Doctrine
These factors have combined to result 
in the strong suggestion that Western 
Christianity ought to abandon the 
doctrine of original sin, a doctrine 
that Eastern Christianity has never 
adopted. One early example is F. R. 
Tennant, in his series of lectures pub-
lished as The Origin and Propagation 
of Sin (Cambridge University Press, 
1902). Charles Hodge, of course, 
believed original sin so foundational 
to the structure of doctrine that it 
needed to be retained (see his Sys-
tematic Theology, Volume II, Part 1). 
Given what we know now, why should 
we not simply abandon the doctrine of 
original sin?

“Original sin” in both its senses—as 
something with an origin and part of the 
origin of each of us—has tremendous 
mythological power for those traditions 
that have embraced it. Joseph Campbell, in 
particular, has taught us the power of myth; 
the myth of a fall from grace, while failing 
to conform to historical reality as we know 
it, nonetheless expresses dramatically the 
human sense of “things are not as they could 

(or should) be.” Paintings representing the 
expulsion from the Garden, epic poetry 
such as Milton’s Paradise Lost and numer-
ous other examples of Western artistic tradi-
tion express that sense.

Perhaps such depictions continue to 
represent something real in us: our retro-
spective sense of guilt at lost innocence, an 
awareness that the aggression, competitive-
ness, selective cooperation and other behav-

iors that we have evolved might at the 
same time promote and inhibit sur-
vival. Although Shermer says, “We live 
in the Age of Science, and scientism 
is our mythology” (Shermer 2004, 5), 
the epic of evolution supplements and 
completes, but does not supplant, the 
Christian mythology of sin.

Thus Christians ought to be 
able to sing “Adam Lay Ybounden” at 
Christmas (“Blessed be the time that 
Apple taken was!”) and the Exultet at 
Easter (“O happy fault, O necessary sin 
of Adam, which gained for us so great 
a Redeemer!”) with the understand-
ing that the mythological context for 
these songs does not have one-to-one 
correspondence with scientific fact or 
theological proposition. But abandon-
ing the doctrine of original sin and 
the narratives that construct it would 
undo much of the richness of Western 
Christian tradition; retaining it in its 
strict Augustinian sense would show 
Western Christianity to be merely a 
moldy relic of a bygone age.

> continues on page 4

Evolved Concupiscence
Constructing a Theology of Original Sin in an Evolving World

Is this where sin began?
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When I was deep in the research 
and writing of my Ph.D. dis-
sertation, a friend invited me 

to participate in some activity that he knew 
I would enjoy. I said, “I can’t just now; I’m 
up to my eyeballs in original sin.” His reply: 
“Would you like to rephrase that?”

When Pierre Teilhard de Chardin 
was engaged in his groundbreaking work 
on evolution, theology, and human history 
and destiny, he allowed as how the doctrine 
of original sin was going to be the biggest 
problem that evolution would present to 
Christian theology. Charles Hodge said as 
much, too, and so I embarked on the study 
of human evolution and original sin some-
what apprehensive about how it would turn 
out. I was inclined to suspect that at the 
end of my journey I would conclude that 
we should abandon the doctrine, keeping 
in mind that Eastern Orthodox Christians 
have never adopted the doctrine of original 
sin. It is purely a Western teaching.

Most of the time, we begin a trip 
knowing where we will end up. This jour-
ney started with an inkling, and the desti-
nation turned out far different than I had 
expected. A prayer in the Book of Common 
Worship accompanied me throughout my 
doctoral studies:

Eternal God, you call us to ventures
of which we cannot see the ending,
by paths as yet untrodden,
through perils unknown.
Give us faith to go out with courage,
not knowing where we go,
but only that you hand is leading us
and your love supporting us;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

(Daily Morning Prayer, concluding collects, #6)

I was somewhat surprised where 
the venture took me. I concluded that an 
evolutionary understanding of human life 
and history not only does not undermine 
the doctrine of original sin, but reinforces it. 
Now, an evolutionary understanding of life 
does compel us to reexamine the meaning 
of Genesis 2 and 3 and of Romans 5, but the 
notion that a predilection to sin is some-
thing we are born with has come to make 
great sense to me, not because some first 
couple ate a piece of fruit in a garden, but 
because of the pressures of natural selection 
on our heritage.

Such a statement raises a whole lot of 
other questions, and I hope they will be 
discussed. After this issue of SciTech† is dis-
tributed, I will moderate a discussion on the 
PASTCF Facebook site. You are welcome to 
post your thoughts, questions and “on the 
other hands … ” there. You did know that 
there is a PASTCF Facebook site, didn’t 
you? There is, thanks to Board member Sara 

Joan Miles. Check it out and join in on the 
conversation.

When your Board discussed themes for 
our journal through this year, we decided 
that “original sin” would be a good theme 
for the year of Darwin and Calvin. And 
they suggested that the major piece for the 
journal could simply be an excerpt from my 
dissertation. Perhaps they were teasing, but 
I decided to take them up on it. The ques-
tion was: should I use the portion in which I 
reviewed Calvin’s reframing of Augustine’s 
original doctrine, or the portion in which 
I attempt to construct a new, evolutionary 
understanding? With apologies to Brother 
John, I chose the latter as more appropriate 
to this journal. It is also more open to rebut-
tal, critique and revision and, therefore, 
more interesting to the writer who wants 
people’s responses.

I hope also that I will see many of you 
at our conference and annual meeting in 
October. The conference is shaping up to be 
an exciting and challenging engagement for 
the year of Darwin and Calvin. A highlight 
of the conference will be the presentation 
of this year’s Dan Martin Recognitions for 
Science as a Christian Vocation. The annual 
meeting will be your chance for input into 
the life of your Association and will be 
conducted on the Friday of our conference, 
right after lunch.

See you in Richmond and see you on 
Facebook!

Bob Keefer is pastor of Westminster Church 

in Clarinda, Iowa and adjunct in philosophy at 

Northwest Missouri State University. He is also 

a singer and enjoys acting in community theater, 

Scottish Country Dance, and traveling by train.

< continued from page 10

This initial project will consist of 
three externally-oriented components: 1) 
an evening series of presentations on the 
compatibility of the scientific and scriptural 
accounts of cosmology and evolution; 2) 
a monthly natural theology component 
during our Sunday contemporary worship 
service; and 3) mission support for organiza-
tions dedicated to the promotion of science 
and faith.

“Cosmology, Evolution, and God”
God is revealed in Creation. Even though 
the Bible was not intended to be a science 
textbook, Scripture cannot be scientifically 
false. How can we reconcile the apparent 
differences between the biblical account of 
Creation and the scientific description?

This topic is particularly relevant. The 
battle between the scientific community 
and the intelligent design-creationist com-
munity still rages. In fact, the Texas State 
Board of Education recently decided to 
eliminate its requirement for discussion of 
“strengths and weaknesses of evolution” in 
biology classes. Consequently, the topic is 
ever-present in the media and on the minds 
of parents and youth alike.

On Wednesday evenings, we will pres-
ent a one-hour seminar series for adults and 
high school youth exploring the scientific 
and scriptural creation events from the Big 
Bang to spiritual Homo sapiens. Based on 
the indistinct nature of the Hebrew lan-
guage, ancient commentaries, and diverse 
Bible translations, and using media pre-
sentations, guided discussions, handouts, 
quizzes, surveys, and actual fossils, we will 
see that, in fact, scripture and science are 
compatible. This is why the Presbyterian 
Church (USA) has concluded “the true 
relation between the evolutionary theory 
and the Bible is that of non-contradiction” 
(PCUSA, 1969).

“God Around Us”
In response to the development of its vision 
statement, the church is restructuring its 
longstanding contemporary service to better 
match the needs and orientation of the 
unchurched community. We will offer a 
natural theology component (“God Around 
Us”) as part of worship. Based upon the 

theme of one of the sermons each month, 
a relevant scientific fact or discovery will 
be simply presented during worship along 
with its theological implications. The goal 
is to reinforce the theme addressed in the 
sermon, but from a natural theology per-
spective, demonstrating how nature and 
science can lead us to God just as surely as 
the Bible does.

Mission Support For Science and Faith
Finally, in addition to highlighting science 
and faith in education and worship, this 
project seeks to emphasize science and faith 
through mission support. In addition to 
evangelism through scientific offerings, this 
project will support mission work through 
the CMDA and PASTCF memberships.

CMDA has a long history of mission 
work and promotion of faith within the 
medical and dental communities. Covenant 
Church will continue its support of the 
CMDA through sponsorship of two lun-
cheon meetings per year, members serving 
on the CMDA council, and financial sup-
port. There is also strong potential for new 
PASTCF memberships from the church 
congregation, the community, and CMDA 
members.

In conclusion, we will use the science-
and-faith discussion to fulfill the congrega-
tion’s vision for our church. This project 
will help us become a “spiritually vibrant 
intergenerational community” by foster-
ing discussions of natural theology among 
adults and youth. This project will promote 
our “sacrificially serving” through the 
support of such science-and-faith service 
organizations as the CMDA and PASTCF. 

Finally, through worship and educa-
tion this project will help us to “passionately 
invite others to journey with Jesus” through 
its intentional outreach into the commu-
nity, centered on the science-and-faith focus 
of its natural theology message.
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Letters

John Simpson’s letter in the May 
2009 issue of SciTech† made me 

reread Dr. Heie’s article in the Febru-
ary issue. I find myself agreeing in part 
with both gentlemen. 

I agree with Heie that there are 
aspects of reality that are outside the 
scope of scientific investigation. In 
particular, although we can apply our 
scientific knowledge to speculate about 
what “really happened” in a historic 
event, we cannot return to the past to 
verify our speculations by scientific 
observations such as those suggested 
by Simpson. However, this does not 
justify us in accepting “miracle” reports 
uncritically. Here I agree with Simpson. 
We need to ask how reliable is the 
source.

For Heie’s “floating ax” example, 
the source is 2 Kings. There is consider-
able agreement between 1 and 2 Kings 
and 1 and 2 Chronicles. There is also 
a modicum of archeological support 
for these biblical texts. We have no 
reason to doubt their basic historicity. 
Nevertheless all history is colored by 
the cultural, political, and religious 
worldview of the author(s). If we do not 
share that worldview, we have a right to 
be skeptical of some of what is reported. 
However, in the absence of scientific 
investigation contemporaneous with 
the reported incident, science cannot 
justify moving from skepticism to 
outright denial. 

Derek Pursey, Dubuque, IA

e

What’s on your mind? Are their topics  
you would like SciTech† to address? 
Send letters or comments to Bill McIvor 
at <bill@pastcf.org>. (The snail mail 
address is on page 12.) Please keep letters 
brief and observe appropriate courtesies.

The conference is supported by Union-PSCE, the Carl Howie Center, the Institute for Reformed Theology, and PASTCF. 

The Association’s annual meeting will be held in conjunction with the conference.

“Evolution, God, and Becoming Human”
October 1–2 at Union-PSCE, Richmond, VA  •  www.union-psce.edu/prodev/index.php

   FROM THE PRESIDENT    by Robert Keefer

Original Sin and Evolution
The Pressures of Natural Selection
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By Derek L. Pursey, Ph.D.
SciTech† Publisher

On July 9, 2009, the Pew Research Center for the People and 
the Press issued a report comparing attitudes of the general 
public and of the scientific community to various aspects 

of science.1 Part of the study dealt with religion, including scientists’ 
beliefs about God. Of course, this is not the first study of this topic. 
In 1914, James Leuba surveyed scientists about their beliefs,2 and 
repeated essentially the same survey in 1933 to see if there had been 
changes in the intervening period.3 A similar study was repeated in 
two parts in 1996 and 1998 by Edward Larson and Larry Witham,4 
while in 2005 yet another survey was conducted by Elaine Ecklund 
and Christopher Scheitle.5 [All footnotes are on page 4.]

Can we use these studies to track changes (or lack thereof) in 
scientists’ religious beliefs over the past 90 years? Maybe yes, maybe 
no. In what follows I shall lay out some (but only some) of the dif-
ficulties, and speculate on what we can really conclude from the 
studies.

The results given in the two most recent studies1,5 are not very 
consistent with those of the older ones (the data are summarized in 
the accompanying table). The inconsistency is probably worse than 
the figures show. Both Leuba and Larson & Witham used just three 
statements:

1.	 I believe in a God to whom one may pray in expectation 
of receiving an answer. By “answer” I mean more than the 
subjective, psychological effect of prayer.

2.	 I do not believe in a God as defined above.

3.	 I have no definite belief regarding this question.
However, Leuba discovered that a significant fraction of the respon-
dents who chose #2 still claimed a belief in God, although not that 
one may expect answers to prayer. (Theologically, I believe that it is 
appropriate to make requests while praying, but that it is very wrong 
to assume that God must respond to our requests.)

The Pew Research Center and the Ecklund-Scheitle stud-
ies merely asked whether the respondents believe in God, without 
Leuba’s restrictions. Almost certainly, the discrepancies between the 
results of these two studies and the others would be greater had they 
adopted Leuba’s definition of “belief in God.”

The discrepancies are almost certainly due to the different 
populations of scientists polled in the studies. Leuba showed that 
there was significantly less belief among “greater” scientists than 
among “lesser” scientists, as those were identified in American Men 
of Science. With this in mind, the discrepancies become understand-
able if the scientists listed in American Men and Women of Science 
(and its predecessors) are overall less eminent than those who belong 
to the American Association for the Advancement of Science, who 
in turn are on average less eminent than the faculty members at top 
research universities, and if members of the National Academy of 
Sciences are the most eminent of all.

In summary, it appears that belief in God among scientists 
understood in the broadest sense (represented by American Men and 
Women of Science) may have remained fairly steady at around 40% 
over the last century. However it also appears that the more eminent 
a scientist is in his or her profession, the less likely he/she is to believe 
in God.

Scientists’ Beliefs About God
By David Katerndahl, M.D.

PASTCF Member

The Presbyterian Association on Science, 
Technology and the Christian Faith estab-
lished “Jeremiah Grants” to foster programs 
that engage science and the Christian faith 
and at the same time generate new members 
of the Association. At the April Board meet-
ing, we approved a grant to the Covenant 
Presbyterian Church of San Antonio, Texas. 
Their impressive program for congregational 
renewal includes a strong science-and-faith 
component. Here Elder David Katerndahl, 
Director of Research in the Department of 
Family and Community Medicine, Univer-
sity of Texas at San Antonio, describes the 
program.

Covenant Presbyterian Church in San 
Antonio, Texas has a history of sup-
port for discussion between science 

and faith. Over the past decade, the church 
has offered several related educational 
courses, formed the Spirituality and Health 
Research Team (SHeRT) to pursue research 
in this area, and supported the mission work 
of a science and faith-related society—the 
Christian Medical and Dental Association 
(CMDA).

Ten years ago, a series of Wednesday 
evening educational programs was offered, 
covering such topics as the ways of science, 
creation vs. cosmology and evolution, and 
medicine in the Bible.

The Spirituality and Health Research 
Team investigated the effects of interces-
sory prayer. Other similar studies have had 
mixed results. But this study produced 
several interesting results. First, interces-
sory prayer was directly related to change 
in levels of physical and emotional pain. 
Second, belief in the possibility of resolu-
tion of the problem significantly interacted 
with the intercession to affect change in 
concern about the problem. Finally, belief in 
the power of prayer significantly interacted 
with the intercession to affect change in 
mental health as well as physical and social 
functioning. Ultimately, this study was 

presented at an international research meet-
ing (Palmer et al, 2002) and published in a 
medical journal (Palmer et al, 2004).

The Christian Medical and Dental 
Association (CMDA) based at the Univer-
sity of Texas Health Science Center at San 
Antonio gathers doctors, dentists, medical 
and dental students for fellowship and Bible 
study, prayer groups, and weekly luncheon 
meetings. They help healthcare profession-
als treat people in a Christian atmosphere 
in San Antonio, on the Mexican border, 
and elsewhere. CMDA also offers scholar-
ship opportunities for students who would 
like to serve on the mission field but do not 
have the funds available to complete their 
medical degree. They also address the many 
ethical issues facing modern medicine today.

The Church’s Vision Statement.
Two years ago, the Session of Covenant 
Church perceived God’s call to change the 
direction of the church and reenergize the 
congregation. In 2008, the church par-
ticipated in a visioning process of prayer 
and contemplation followed by discussion 
to discern God’s call for us. This process 
resulted in the following vision statement:

We commit to be a spiritually 
vibrant intergenerational commu-
nity, sacrificially serving, and pas-
sionately inviting others to journey 
with Jesus.

This vision statement is readily applicable to 
the subject of science and faith. Discussions 
of science and faith topics serve to educate 
the congregation and facilitate spiritual 
growth, enhancing spiritual vibrancy of the 
congregation.

The intentional involvement of high 
school-aged youth enhances the intergen-
erational quality of the church community. 
In fact, in a survey of educational needs 
five years ago, 33% of the congregation said 
that one of the ways they learned best was 
through intergenerational opportunities. 
Coupling these educational opportunities 
with the opportunities to sacrificially serve 

through involvement with the CMDA and 
a process of reaching out to the secular, 
unchurched neighborhood through scien-
tific presentations represents a fulfillment 
of our vision statement as manifest in the 
science-faith debate.

Reaching out to the unchurched means 
connecting with the culture in which they 
reside, finding common ground and using 
the culture as the “medium of revelation.” 
While the “baby-boomer” generation tends 
to be educated and media-oriented, youth 
today tend to be a serious, education-con-
scious generation yet high-tech and visually-
oriented. Thus, reaching these generations 
of the unchurched, requires that content 
be culturally-attuned and the approach 
must be media-based. Science, as one of 
the reported stumbling blocks to faith, is 
both culturally-attuned and appropriate for 
high-tech media approaches (Reid, 2002). 
Using scientific discoveries to attract the 
unchurched, media-based discussions of the 
harmony of science and faith can serve to 
open their hearts and minds to the love of 
the creator God.

Thus, Covenant Presbyterian Church 
not only has a history of support and inter-
est in the science-faith discussion, but it also 
has a renewed commitment to reaching out 
to the unchurched. The science and faith 
arena is ideal for such evangelism.

Pursuing Our Vision
With our vision statement as a framework 
and science as our medium, we are imple-
menting a science-based project supported 
by a Jeremiah Grant to reach out to our 
unchurched community beginning in 
September 2009. Reid (2002) suggests 
that such efforts need to: 1) include a clear 
message; 2) use narratives to connect with 
individuals; 3) employ worship activities 
that draw them into encounters with God; 
4) be creative in their approach; and 5) plant 
the seeds of new churches. To embody these 
principles, this one-year project will serve as 
the foundation for a long-term curriculum 
on science and faith.

> continues on page 11

Spiritually Vibrant,  Sacrificially Serving, Passionately Inviting
Using the Science and Faith Discussion To Fulfill a Congregation’s Vision
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By Derek L. Pursey, Ph.D.
SciTech† Publisher

A recent report from the Pew Research Center for the People 
and the Press1 compared attitudes of the general public and 
of the scientific community to various aspects of science, 

including religion. Scientists’ beliefs about God are discussed in a 
separate essay. Here are a few additional items that I found interest-
ing. I leave you, the reader, to draw your own conclusions.

Although the general public has a much stronger belief in God 
(83%) than the scientists (33%), the public appears to have a far 
higher regard for scientists than for clergy. Scientists were ranked 
nearly twice as high as clergy as contributing “a lot” to society’s well-
being (70% versus 40%). Only members of the military (84%) and 
teachers (77%) were rated higher than scientists. Medical doctors 
(69%) and engineers (64%) were rated slightly below scientists and 
significantly higher than clergy. 

While more than half of the public as a whole (55%) thought 
that science and religion are often in conflict, a larger proportion 
(61%) said that science did not conflict with their own religious 
beliefs. Even people who reject evolution and believe that humans 
and other creatures have existed in their present form since the 
beginning of time (31% of the public) were divided on this issue, 
with 49% saying that science did not conflict with their own beliefs. 
(A possible explanation: 28% of the public believe that “scientists 
do not generally agree that humans evolved over time,” implying 
that evolution is not established as science.) Interestingly, the more 
frequently people attended religious services the less likely they were 
to see science and religion in conflict, but the more likely they were 
to say that science conflicted with their own beliefs. Go figure.

Among those who said that science conflicted with their own 
beliefs, the greatest number (41%) cited Evolution/Creationism/
Darwinism. The surprise to me is that this figure is not larger, 
since only 32% (versus 87% of scientists) accept that “humans and 
other living things evolved due to natural processes such as natural 
selection.” Another 31% of the public (2% of scientists) believe that 
“humans and other living things have existed in their present form 
since the beginning of time,” while 22% (8% of scientists) believe 

The Public, the Scientists, and God
that “a supreme being guided the evolution of living things for 
the purpose of creating humans and other life in the form it exists 
today.” 

While 83% of the public claimed to believe in God, this does 
not translate into regular participation in church. Only 38% said 
they attended religious services at least weekly, while 27% said they 
seldom or never did so. While this 27% presumably includes those 
who do not believe in God, it has to include at least one in eight of 
those who do. Although only 33% of scientists claimed to believe in 
God, another 18% said they believed in a higher power (not God). 
Nevertheless, 41% of scientists—more than those who believe in 
God—claimed affiliation with a theistic (but not necessarily Chris-
tian) religious traditions, and 39% said that they attend religious ser-
vices at least several times a year. Only 17% of scientists claimed to be 
atheists, while 11% claimed to be agnostics. Younger scientists were 
somewhat more likely to believe in God or in a higher power than 
older ones, though the survey shed no light on why, or on whether 
the difference is statistically significant.

Among all Protestants who attend services regularly fewer than 
half (46%) say that their clergy occasionally (my emphasis) speak 
about science. An even smaller percentage of Catholic clergy do so. 
According to the survey, of those clergy who do speak about science 
three in ten are usually supportive of science while a little over one in 
ten are critical. The rest are neutral. My comment—we Americans 
live in a society dominated by science-based technology, much of it 
developed in the past half century. So why do our clergy do so little 
to help us relate our technological environment to faith in God? 
Are there Christian principles involved in how we use our cars, cell 
phones, computers, televisions, refrigerators, GPS navigation aids, 
etc? Or (God forbid) is our faith irrelevant to the environment in 
which we spend most of our waking hours?

References for articles on pages 3 and 4:
1Downloaded from http://www.people-press.org/report/528/.

2Reported in James H. Leuba, The Belief in God and Immortality (Sherman, French & Company, Boston, 1916).

3James H. Leuba, Harper’s Magazine 169, 291−300 (1934).

4Edward J. Larson & Larry Witham, Nature 386, 435−436 (1997), 394, 313 (1998).

5Elaine Howard Ecklund and Christopher P. Scheitle, Social Problems, 54, 289−307 (2007).
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Furthermore, it is easy to imagine situ-
ations in which an individual’s decision to 
behave morally participates in social sin. For 
example, paying one’s taxes as the scrip-
tures command can be supportive of unjust 
warfare or legally sanctioned oppression. 
Thus the various levels of our living—as 
individual organisms and as societies—are 
part of the ambiguity which the doctrine of 
original sin describes.

Such evolved behaviors as coopera-
tion and competition are not unique to 
human beings among the animals, but take 
on moral dimensions when considered in 
human society. Both are evolved behav-
iors, both are, generally speaking, adaptive 
(Shermer 2004, 75), and both can be sinful, 
creative and ambiguous. It is excessively sim-
plistic to view cooperation as good and com-
petition as bad. I suppose that the activities 
of white supremacists demonstrate a high 
level of cooperation and of many charitable 
organizations a high level of competition. 
As a further example of the ambiguity of 
concupiscence, consider Edwards’ example 
of genetic and cultural influences on the 
structure of sin:

Patriarchal culture, for example, 
with its support for the position of 
dominant males and for structures 
of oppressive power over others, is 
obviously sin carried in culture. But 
this form of cultural sin may spring, 
in some part, from genetic tendencies 
inherent in the sexual relations of our 
prehuman ancestors. (Russell et al. 
1998, 386)

The dominance of males may have evolved 
as an adaptation that furthered survival 
and reproduction in the biological and 
cultural environment of the times, but its 
continuance is clearly a sinful state carried 
by cultural inheritance.

Original sin, then, describes theologi-

cally a complex matrix of genetic predisposi-
tions, evolved behaviors, and cultural norms 
which are mediated by symbols, myths and 
other environmental factors. Although 
different aspects of this matrix work at dif-
ferent strengths in individuals and groups, 
all human beings live in this matrix. Con-
sidering original sin as concupiscence, as 
the disharmony of conflicting desires, is a 
handy way of understanding how it works. 
This disharmony has its origins in biologi-
cal and cultural prehistory, and is inherited 
physically and socially. Eastern tradition 
has held that concupiscence is inherent 
in mortality, which is natural for human 
beings, and therefore is not sin but becomes 
the occasion for sin (Hefner 1993, 128-
129). As Catholic teaching insists, concu-
piscence can be fought against. Individual 
Christians can work at controlling their 
expression of desire, at increasing a sense 
of harmony within the self, between the 
self and other selves, between the self and 
God, and between the self and creation. But 
individuals cannot escape from the matrix 
of genes and culture. Consequently, we need 
redemption.

All self-aware human beings are 
immersed in the struggle of competing 
urges and predispositions; that is, all are 
sinners not so much in our behavior but in 
our lack of harmony with self, with others, 
with Creation and with God. This dishar-
mony is natural to us, but it conditions our 
ability to relate freely and wholly to God. 
It is particularly in that sense that we are 
sinners, in that we cannot unreservedly 
and with perfect integrity live in full rela-
tionship with God. All religions, it seems, 
interpret this internal struggle in some way, 
with encouragement to self-transcendence 
and increase in charity. Christians specifi-
cally understand this struggle with sin that 
is part of our genetic and cultural legacy 
in two ways. With respect to each of us as 

individuals, we are committed to the sanc-
tification of the self. Original sin remains a 
part of our human nature, but its effects can 
be minimized as, with the grace of God, we 
struggle against misdirected concupiscence 
and seek to improve in devotion to God and 
love toward neighbor. We also are commit-
ted to the transformation of human society 
in the image of the City of God. We are, as 
Suchocki reminds us, not only individu-
als but ones-in-relationship with God and 
with one another, as well as with the rest of 
creation. The sanctification of self and the 
transformation of society are activities that 
seek to overcome the effects of original sin.

However, we are incapable of saving 
ourselves from this structure of sin. Despite 
progress on many fronts, unnecessary 
violence against the creation and specifi-
cally against one another continues to be a 
feature of human life. Each new generation 
arises and not only improves upon certain 
virtues but also invents new opportunities 
for sin. Memory, empathy and imagina-
tion have led to both the United Nations 
and nuclear weapons, and have generated 
new insights into raising healthy children 
and into means of abusing them. Redemp-
tion, therefore, is not so simple as washing 
away a stain or being snatched out of the 
genetic and cultural matrix of original sin. 
Redemption is the power of God expressed 
in resurrection as the act of victory over sin. 
Redemption has its effects in the lives of 
individuals and in society, but redemption is 
ultimately eschatological.

I have hazarded here a brief account of 
original sin that I believe to be true to the 
context of the work of God, flexible and 
responsive to scientific insight, sensitive to 
revealed knowledge, and true to the scope 
of the witness of Scripture. I present it here 
as a contribution to a needed convergence 
of scientific and theological insight into 
human nature.

< continued from page 1

Original sin in both its Augustinian 
form and the non-Augustinian form to be 
presented here expresses the ambiguity in 
which human beings live. “Original sin” can 
state clearly and simply the many ways that 
human beings never quite hit the target, 
such as Niebuhr’s understanding of anxiety 
over finitude or Tillich’s description of 
self-estrangement. That is, the sense that 
something about human nature prevents 
complete harmony within each of us, among 

us, and between us and the rest of creation 
is described theologically as “original sin” 
without the need for a Garden, a first sin, 
and a conscious act of disobedience to God. 
As Peters puts it, clearly echoing Tillich:

It matters little whether the fall into sin 
was a historical event that actually occurred 
in the chronological past. What does matter 
is that our experience tells us that things 
are not the way they ought to be, that our 
actual selves are not who we believe we 
essentially are. It is this that gives rise to the 

sense of fall, to the belief that we have been 
estranged from our source of life and well-
being. (Peters 1994, 28)

The sense of being caught in a life of 
moral ambiguity is also experienced this 
way: every moral action bears the capacity 
to do harm to someone, as every immoral 
action has the capacity to become the 
occasion for good. The best actions are 
frequently accompanied by the sense of guilt 
that, Patricia Williams reminds us, is the

> continues on page 5
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awareness of sin. I am suggesting that origi-
nal sin is not an etiology for the presence 
of evil in the world, but is the theological 
contribution to the human sciences as they 
explore the ambiguity of human life.

In addition, retaining a 
modified doctrine of original 
sin gives shape to Christian-
ity’s belief in both the need 
for and possibility of redemp-
tion. Tennant asserts that 
the knowledge that we are 
sinners should be sufficient 
to convince us we need a 
redeemer, without a doctrine 
of original sin (Tennant 
1902, 149-150). But such a 
belief does not take seriously 
Augustine’s critique that the 
door is thereby left open for the possibility 
of a person who needs no redemption, for an 
exception to the statement that Christ died 
for all. That is, to abandon the doctrine of 
original sin is to surrender to Pelagianism, 
theologically speaking. It suggests human-
ity needs no redemption because we have 
within us the capacity to choose never to 
do wrong; therefore there is nothing par-
ticularly divine or gracious about God’s 
work in Jesus Christ. Furthermore, this new 
Pelagianism would fail to take seriously the 
aggression and selfishness, in the ways in 
which evolutionary psychology uses these 
words, that we have observed to be a part of 
human nature. As Robert Short suggests, a 
reborn Pelagian notion of free will is anti-
scientific, in that it does not take seriously 
the laws of nature in both physics and biol-
ogy. It is also anti-Christian, in that it does 
not take grace seriously (Miller & McCall 
1990, 374-376).

Thus we need a new statement of the 
doctrine of original sin, one that takes 
seriously an understanding of sin not only 
as commission of specific wicked acts, 
and failure to commit specific good acts, 
but as a predicament of human existence. 
Peters notes that it is dangerous to think of 
original sin as inherited, in an era in which 
heredity is identified with genes. His work 
concludes with this paragraph:

So at the close of the twentieth cen-
tury we find ourselves in the curious 

situation in which Christian theolo-
gians affirm the notion of original sin 
but are reluctant to affirm its biologi-
cal transmissibility, whereas natural 
scientists are debating the possibility 
that human predispositions toward 

what hitherto has 
been known as sinful 
behavior is genetically 
inherited. Rather than 
writing these two off 
as ships that pass in the 
night, I recommend that 
scientific and theologi-
cal crews be encouraged 
to board one another’s 
vessels to examine their 
respective intellectual 
cargoes. (Peters 1994, 
327)

Let us proceed, therefore, keeping in mind 
the intellectual cargo of the scientific vessel, 
to construct a non-Augustinian statement 
of a Christian doctrine of original sin. As a 
constructive statement, it will be sewn out 
of whole cloth, neglecting opportunities to 
say what original sin is not. That is, I intend 
simply to ignore those questions that this 
doctrine is not intended to respond to, even 
if those questions have been important in 
the past to the doctrine of original sin.

On Theological Method
I would like to suggest some features that 
should be true of any Christian doctrine 
of humanity. Perhaps these features are 
self-evident to many, but for me they are 
the product of a long process of theological 
inquiry in dialogue with the sciences. The 
religious study of humanity—Christian 
anthropology—is a subset of the entire 
theological enterprise, which ought to be 
consistent and whole.

A Christian doctrine of humanity 
ought to say something about human 
nature in the context of God’s work of 
creation and redemption. Christians 
cannot say something meaningful about 
human nature as a purely metaphysical 
enterprise. Metaphysics can continue to 
shed light on what human beings are and 
one’s theological approach will certainly 
be oriented by metaphysical commitments. 
Yet the Christian study of human nature 

cannot be simply a restatement of Plato, 
Aristotle, Whitehead or any other metaphy-
sician, with Christian overlay. A Christian 
theology of humanity begins with human 
beings created by a loving, living God, who 
acts to redeem. Thus Luther’s commitment 
to understanding human beings particu-
larly in our relationship to God is key. The 
Christian witness to Jesus Christ as incarna-
tion of the creative Word and as Redeemer 
of the cosmos is the foundation of Christian 
doctrine; original sin is an aspect of that 
witness. Original sin is not, with apologies 
to Charles Hodge, the foundation of our 
system of doctrine. Thus Williams (2001, 
18-21) is on the mark when she reads the 
doctrine of original sin as a way of making 
sense of the Cross, even if she overplays the 
point by reading it as a “canalization” of 
our need to understand. Original sin does 
not need to serve as an explanation for the 
Crucifixion of the Son of God, but it can 
serve as a description of a human nature 
that needs a Redeemer.

A Christian anthropology should 
be flexible enough to be responsive to 
the best scientific information about 
human nature. All doctrine is brewed in 
the crucible of experience; it is not simply an 
exercise in abstract biblical interpretation. 
The doctrine of the Trinity, for example, 
emerges from a community that has experi-
enced one God, but has experienced that

> continues on page 6
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to hit at any given moment. However it may 
be, St. Paul suggests that although behavior 
we would call sinful has a long preamble, 
we would not know it to be sinful if God 
had not revealed it to us (so reading Romans 
5.13 in the context of this understanding 
of sin).

Sins of omission and sins of commis-
sion are acts of free choice; we are capable of 
charity and capable of selfishness. We can 
do good and we can do violence. However, 
our specific actions are influenced and 
conditioned by our genetic heritage and 
cultural heritage, so that self-serving desire 
and service to the existing structures of 
violence and power have an enormous influ-
ence on us and in us. This sort of desire is 
what Augustine means by “concupiscence.” 
Although more a feature of Catholic than 
Protestant doctrine (which tends to use 
“concupiscence” and “original sin” inter-
changeably), the Catholic sense of it remains 
even for me a useful word. It identifies the 
desires that are not themselves sinful but 
which tend to lead to sinful behavior, when 
they are not restrained by a decision to 
behave differently. That we are capable of 
behaving differently I take as given; we are 
to that extent morally free. Such behavior, 
however, is frequently difficult, when we 
emotionally “default” to behavior that is 
conditioned by our tendency to self-preser-
vation and self-service.

Furthermore, each individual’s behav-
ior is conditioned not only by genetic and 
cultural heritage but by habit. Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics remains a remarkable 
guide to the tension we experience between 
competing desires and urges and the need 
to identify the morally appropriate behavior 
for each individual within that tension. It 
also teaches the importance of practicing 
virtue, both by the young under the direc-
tion of parents and guardians and by the 
mature under their own self-discipline. 
Although one may never achieve perfection 
of charity toward self and others and of 
devotion to God in heart, soul, and mind, 
one can improve.

It should be noted here that this 
account assumes the inevitability of original 
sin. In an evolving world, with trial-and-
error variations through the generations, 

natural selection, and the struggle to survive 
and reproduce, sin is inevitable. A species 
emerging with culture and the ability to be 
self-transcendent will have those theologi-
cal characteristics we call “original sin.” If 
the self-aware species on earth were reptil-
ian rather than mammalian, its members 
would be sinners. Such a species evolving on 
another planet would be sinners.

The typical Protestant use of “concu-
piscence” and “original sin” as synonymous 
will help us appreciate both the power of the 
human to choose to do good and the reality 
of our captivity to inherited ambiguity of 
desires. That is, peccatum originale origi-
natum—the sin that is part of each human 
being’s origin—resides within the matrix 
of conflicting desires and the ambigu-
ous nature of human actions. Original 
sin suggests that the ambiguity of human 
experience is such that the same stimuli, 
external and internal, can be the occasion 
of competition and cooperation, of aggres-
sion and compassion. Indeed, the same 
activity—competition between groups, for 
example—can be moral or immoral, or both 
at the same time, depending on perspective. 
Activities that may be prohibited within the 
group may be required as one group relates 
to another (killing, for example). David 
Sloan Wilson sees such tension between 
in-group morality and out-group hostility 
as parallel to the tension between natural 
selection of individual organisms (“in-group 
selection”) and natural selection between 
groups (“out-group selection”) (Wilson 
2002, 10). Thus competing environmental 
forces may select for and select against the 
same behavior.

The complexity of our biological and 
cultural heritage is such that the same 
behavior can be both sinful and righteous; 
the same situation can be the occasion for 
sin and the occasion for creativity. Hefner 
writes:

If the Western view of original sin 
is interpreted as sin of origin (rather 
than first sin), it may be taken to refer 
to the sin that arises in the activity 
generated by those gifts with which 
we were endowed at our creation. 
This interpretation would support 
a view that is rooted in both West 
and East, even though the latter 

rejects the term original sin as they 
understand it to be held in the West. 
(Hefner 1993, 129; emphasis in the 
original)

Shermer provides an example of ambiguity, 
of the same behavior being adaptive and 
both sinful and constructive. He relates per-
sonal correspondence from Kari Konkola, 
in which she describes religious prohibitions 
against gossip in early modern England.

Shermer and Konkola see gossip as an 
evolved mechanism for cementing social ties 
and enforcing social norms, especially in 
terms of fitness, yet the Church of England 
at the time saw the roots of gossip in envy 
(Shermer 2004, 45-46). One could be dis-
missive of the Church’s stance as anti-adap-
tive, but a more comprehensive view would 
be to recognize this tension as an example 
of an evolved part of human nature that can 
serve us well or can become occasion for sin, 
or both at the same time.

Augustine’s insights into the reality 
of sin can help us here, as well. He has a 
deeper sense of sin and righteousness than 
simply standards of conduct; he looks into 
human nature, not merely at compliance 
with divine commands or moral demands. 
Augustine’s standard of righteousness is har-
mony between the inner and outer person 
and harmony within the person as evidence 
of a life in the grace of God. Such harmony 
was the experience of Adam and Eve before 
their wills began to be corrupted, he claims; 
such harmony will be our experience only in 
the resurrection. In the meantime, all of us 
live with concupiscence, with the conflict of 
desire. Thus he could write of those persons 
the Bible identifies as “righteous,” such as 
Zechariah and Elizabeth (Luke 1.6), that 
they were nonetheless sinners, not living in 
“that perfect state of righteousness in which 
we shall one day live truly and absolutely in 
a condition of spotless purity.” (Augustine 
[418] 2004, I, 53; 235) We do not need 
to accept Augustine’s characterization of 
Adam and Eve as examples of complete har-
mony—we reject it on biblical and scientific 
grounds—to accept his perception that 
original sin is experienced as disharmony. 
The most righteous among us is nonetheless 
a sinner: concupiscent, disharmonious in 
desire, motivation and behavior.

> continues on page 9

Augustine of Hippo

A 17th century Calvinist print of Pelagius 
included this caption:

Accurst Pelagius,with what false pretence
Durst thou excuse man’s foul concupiscence,
Or cry down Sin Originall, or that
The love of God did man predestinate.

8	 5



	 August 2009     SciTech†	 SciTech†     August 2009

< continued from page 5

God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. That 
doctrine, expressed authoritatively but with 
tremendous room for reinterpretation in the 
Nicene Creed, continues to be the subject of 
reflection and analysis in response to emerg-
ing scientific and philosophical understand-
ings.

Likewise, a doctrine about human 
nature should take seriously what we have 
experienced about ourselves in relevant 
scientific research. 
It should consider 
evolutionary biology 
and genetics; such a 
doctrine should also 
respond to psychol-
ogy, evolutionary 
psychology and other 
human sciences. My 
own work is most 
concerned with evolu-
tion, but without 
entirely neglecting 
these other fields. 
However, Christian 
doctrine should not 
be captive to the 
current state of a 
particular science, lest a changing scientific 
understanding make nonsense of doctrine.

One hopes that a Christian anthropol-
ogy will tell us something about ourselves 
we would not know otherwise. That is, a 
Christian doctrine ought to be able to be 
classified as revealed knowledge. Karl Barth 
reminds us that what is fundamental about 
humanity is our capacity to be in relation-
ship with God (van Huyssteen 2003, 168); 
we would not know that simply by looking 
at ourselves. God can be known only by 
self-disclosure and God’s self-disclosure is 
crucial to our relationship with God. In 
other words, the sciences, psychology and 
philosophy can tell us a great deal about 
ourselves; Christian theology provides what 
God is telling us about ourselves. As Barth 
puts it, drawing upon the insights of Flacius, 
human nature can be observed from many 
points of view: biological, sociological, psy-
chological and so forth. “Original sin” is the 
theological point of view of human nature 
(Barth 1960, 28).

Finally, a Christian anthropology 

must be true to the scope of Scripture. A 
principal weakness of the classical doctrine 
of original sin is its absolute reliance on two 
scriptural texts: Genesis 2-3 and Romans 
5.12-14. Although other Scripture can be 
read in conformity to it, and Augustine was 
a master at that enterprise, still the dual-
ism, denial of free will, and emphasis on a 
corruption inherited by physical generation 
did not ring true with much of the rest 
of the Bible, as Augustine’s Eastern rivals 

apparently noted. 
Augustine and his 
successors said a great 
deal more about the 
original righteous-
ness of Adam and Eve 
than the Bible says. 
Making a theology 
of the Cross that is 
dependent on this 
particular reading 
of Romans 5 has 
cheated Western 
Christianity of a rich 
tradition of inter-
pretation of God’s 
act of redemption in 
Jesus Christ. Much of 

that tradition is being reawakened, thanks 
to such works as Gustav Aulen’s Christus 
Victor. Doctrine that is too narrowly based 
on a particular text is less dynamic than 
doctrine that is responsive to the great 
sweep of Scripture, and is less likely to be 
an appropriately flexible contribution to 
the web of belief (from Quine, via Nancey 
Murphy, “Postmodern Apologetics, or Why 
Theologians Must Pay Attention to Sci-
ence,” in Richardson and Wildman 1996).

Toward an Evolutionary Theology of 
Original Sin
Without much attention to detail or com-
ment on what the doctrine is not, let us then 
sketch a non-Augustinian statement of the 
doctrine of original sin. I believe this formu-
lation is firmly anchored within a vision of 
the work of God as Creator and Redeemer 
and is responsive to current scientific 
understanding without being excessively 
reliant on it. Further, it tells us something 
we would not know about ourselves if God 
had not revealed it and, although not built 

on any particular text of Scripture, is true to 
the scope of the Bible as a whole.

As evolution branched into multi-cel-
lular animal life, having already developed 
sexual reproduction and its necessary con-
comitant, death of cells and organisms, cer-
tain behavioral characteristics were selected 
for as more adaptive for survival and repro-
duction than others. Among them were 
selfishness and altruism, understood as the 
evolutionary psychologists use the terms, or 
we could say egocentrism, reciprocity, and 
cooperation. These behaviors are expressed 
in preference for kin, pride and pack over 
others, preference for one’s own species, and 
protection of one’s own life. Naturally, the 
violence of predator against prey and of
competing groups with each other is a 
feature of evolving life that is necessary for 
survival and reproduction.

Whether gradually or suddenly, 
primitive humanity emerged from hominid 
ancestors. At what point we may place the 
beginning of humanity is a debated ques-
tion, as is whether it is even a meaningful 
question. We tend to associate humanity 
with self-consciousness; Teilhard de Char-
din sees self-consciousness as a phenomenon 
that would appear rather suddenly. Van 
Huyssteen calls attention to Ian Tattersall’s 
1998 study, based heavily on Gould and 
Eldredge’s punctuated equilibrium model, 
in which he suggests that human physical 
and cognitive uniqueness emerged rapidly 
(van Huyssteen 2003, 172-173). Yet it seems 
to me likely that self-consciousness evolved 
in conjunction with the capacity for and use 
of language. For the purposes of this story, 
it matters little whether humanity emerged 
“suddenly” in terms of evolutionary time 
or more gradually. It is significant that 
human beings evolved carrying the behav-
iors already characteristic of life on earth, 
among them selfishness, altruism, coopera-
tion, violence and reciprocity. As Domn-
ing put it, our inclinations are due to our 
descent from a common ancestor, not at the 
beginning of the species but at the begin-
ning of life itself (Domning 2001, 19).

The capacity for and demonstration of 
cooperation within groups that are subsets 
of species may or may not be examples of 
culture, as discussed briefly in the last

> continues on page 7
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chapter. It is more certain that with the 
development of human language and self-
consciousness—the capacity for self-reflec-
tion—another type of evolution emerged as 
consistent with but overlaid onto biological 
evolution: cultural evolution. Since cultural 
evolution is dependant on such externals 
as symbol-systems, structures of authority 
and social organizations, rather than expres-
sions of genotypes, it is far more rapid than 
biological evolution. Like biological evolu-
tion, it is dependent on a sort of selection 
system, in which those cultural symbols, 
myths, mores and institutions that promote 
survival and reproduction are favored.

Our biological evolution and cultural 
evolution have both developed impulses 
and predispositions that create tension with 
one another. At times, these are tensions 
between biology and culture; at other times, 
they may be tensions within competing 
urges from the same source. That is, our 
sense of struggle over motivation and behav-
ior is not always an expression of a conflict 
between genetics and culture. Our genetic 
predisposition to cooperation may conflict 
with the genetic urge for selfishness, and 
a cultural mandate to do one’s duty may 
create tension with culture’s utilitarian 
sense of the greatest good for the greatest 
number. These impulses and predisposi-
tions can be called “desires” and in that 
respect they are expressions of the classical 
term “concupiscence.” Concupiscence is 
itself morally neutral and is a feature of our 
evolution, both genetic and cultural.

Impulses and predispositions are trans-
mitted across the generations of the human 
race by genetic inheritance and social 
institutions. Those inherited genetically are 
subject to modification over time, by the 
laws of natural selection, but such modifi-
cation is slow, especially as human beings 
subjectively and historically measure time. 
Those which are transmitted by symbol, 
ritual, myth, statute and other cultural 
means are more flexible and subject to more 
rapid change. Yet even they are relatively 
intractable, given the conservative nature of 
social institutions.

With self-consciousness comes aware-
ness of harm done to oneself and to others. 
The violence and other expressions of self-

ishness and group-identity that are natural 
to all animals become occasions for guilt in 
self-conscious creatures able to see that “it 
does not need to be this way.” Such guilt is 
not assumed to be universal, but is assumed 
to be a feature of the intelligence able to be 
self-aware. That is, the evolution of intelli-
gence results in the capacity for moral codes, 
in that it includes the abilities to make 
judgments, to anticipate the consequences 
of actions, and to choose between alterna-
tive courses of action (Ayala 1998, 516-517). 
It is impossible in practice if not in principle 
to point to some moment in our history and 
say, “Here we became self-conscious, moral 
creatures.” In some way not yet entirely 
understood, self-consciousness emerged 
from or with the matrix of an increasingly 
complex nervous system. With it emerged 
the capacity for memory, empathy and 
imagination that leads to an awareness of 
the harm done to oneself or another and a 
sense of guilt for that harm.

Thus the aspect of original sin which 
describes sin as having an origin—a “first 
sin”—is emptied of any sense of fallenness, 
either literal or metaphorical. We must go 
beyond even Karl Barth, who says, “There 
never was a golden age. There is no point 
in looking back to one. The first man was 
immediately the first sinner.” (Barth 1956, 
508) There is no individual in our past 
that can be pointed to as the “first” man 
or woman. Our species emerged; it evolved 
and is evolving. The origin of sin is within 
the matrix of biological and cultural 
evolution, with roots in the entire 
history of life on earth.

As self-consciousness 
emerged, it contained 
within it the capacity to be 
responsive to a sense of the 
presence of God. Genesis 
figuratively describes the 
awareness of such a capac-
ity when it notes in the 
third generation from 
Adam and Eve, “At that 
time people began to invoke 
the name of the Lord.” (Gen-
esis 4:26) Religion itself evolved 
over time; we need not concern 
ourselves here with religious evolution 
as a subset of cultural evolution. However, 

the antiquity of sacrificial practices sug-
gests that human beings have long been 
aware that doing harm and failure to do 
good are not merely contrary to well-being 
and a cause for guilt, but are sin. “Sin” is a 
theologically appropriate term; the English 
word translates the Hebrew chataah and the 
Greek hamartia, both of which mean “miss-
ing” in the sense of aiming an arrow or dart 
at a target and missing it. Even though our 
evolved behavior is natural, it can indeed 
miss the target.

For one thing, behavior that focuses on 
one’s own desires at the expense of others 
is sin in that it falls short of our capacity as 
creatures of God. We are capable of loving 
and cooperative behavior, yet experience 
internally the tension between the urge 
to be charitable and the urge to be selfish. 
Whenever we fail to hit the target of love, 
we sin. Likewise, such behavior is sin in that 
it fails to hit the target of following the will 
of God. How God’s will has been revealed is 
another subject. Perhaps human beings have 
been sensitive to explicit directions from 
God or have received tablets on the moun-
tain that made God’s will clear. Perhaps 
we have been able to read, from the history 
of our experience as creatures of God, the 
trajectory of God’s will. In this respect, the 
“target” we, being sinners, miss is a moving 
target, but one which we ought to be able
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God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. That 
doctrine, expressed authoritatively but with 
tremendous room for reinterpretation in the 
Nicene Creed, continues to be the subject of 
reflection and analysis in response to emerg-
ing scientific and philosophical understand-
ings.

Likewise, a doctrine about human 
nature should take seriously what we have 
experienced about ourselves in relevant 
scientific research. 
It should consider 
evolutionary biology 
and genetics; such a 
doctrine should also 
respond to psychol-
ogy, evolutionary 
psychology and other 
human sciences. My 
own work is most 
concerned with evolu-
tion, but without 
entirely neglecting 
these other fields. 
However, Christian 
doctrine should not 
be captive to the 
current state of a 
particular science, lest a changing scientific 
understanding make nonsense of doctrine.

One hopes that a Christian anthropol-
ogy will tell us something about ourselves 
we would not know otherwise. That is, a 
Christian doctrine ought to be able to be 
classified as revealed knowledge. Karl Barth 
reminds us that what is fundamental about 
humanity is our capacity to be in relation-
ship with God (van Huyssteen 2003, 168); 
we would not know that simply by looking 
at ourselves. God can be known only by 
self-disclosure and God’s self-disclosure is 
crucial to our relationship with God. In 
other words, the sciences, psychology and 
philosophy can tell us a great deal about 
ourselves; Christian theology provides what 
God is telling us about ourselves. As Barth 
puts it, drawing upon the insights of Flacius, 
human nature can be observed from many 
points of view: biological, sociological, psy-
chological and so forth. “Original sin” is the 
theological point of view of human nature 
(Barth 1960, 28).

Finally, a Christian anthropology 

must be true to the scope of Scripture. A 
principal weakness of the classical doctrine 
of original sin is its absolute reliance on two 
scriptural texts: Genesis 2-3 and Romans 
5.12-14. Although other Scripture can be 
read in conformity to it, and Augustine was 
a master at that enterprise, still the dual-
ism, denial of free will, and emphasis on a 
corruption inherited by physical generation 
did not ring true with much of the rest 
of the Bible, as Augustine’s Eastern rivals 

apparently noted. 
Augustine and his 
successors said a great 
deal more about the 
original righteous-
ness of Adam and Eve 
than the Bible says. 
Making a theology 
of the Cross that is 
dependent on this 
particular reading 
of Romans 5 has 
cheated Western 
Christianity of a rich 
tradition of inter-
pretation of God’s 
act of redemption in 
Jesus Christ. Much of 

that tradition is being reawakened, thanks 
to such works as Gustav Aulen’s Christus 
Victor. Doctrine that is too narrowly based 
on a particular text is less dynamic than 
doctrine that is responsive to the great 
sweep of Scripture, and is less likely to be 
an appropriately flexible contribution to 
the web of belief (from Quine, via Nancey 
Murphy, “Postmodern Apologetics, or Why 
Theologians Must Pay Attention to Sci-
ence,” in Richardson and Wildman 1996).

Toward an Evolutionary Theology of 
Original Sin
Without much attention to detail or com-
ment on what the doctrine is not, let us then 
sketch a non-Augustinian statement of the 
doctrine of original sin. I believe this formu-
lation is firmly anchored within a vision of 
the work of God as Creator and Redeemer 
and is responsive to current scientific 
understanding without being excessively 
reliant on it. Further, it tells us something 
we would not know about ourselves if God 
had not revealed it and, although not built 

on any particular text of Scripture, is true to 
the scope of the Bible as a whole.

As evolution branched into multi-cel-
lular animal life, having already developed 
sexual reproduction and its necessary con-
comitant, death of cells and organisms, cer-
tain behavioral characteristics were selected 
for as more adaptive for survival and repro-
duction than others. Among them were 
selfishness and altruism, understood as the 
evolutionary psychologists use the terms, or 
we could say egocentrism, reciprocity, and 
cooperation. These behaviors are expressed 
in preference for kin, pride and pack over 
others, preference for one’s own species, and 
protection of one’s own life. Naturally, the 
violence of predator against prey and of
competing groups with each other is a 
feature of evolving life that is necessary for 
survival and reproduction.

Whether gradually or suddenly, 
primitive humanity emerged from hominid 
ancestors. At what point we may place the 
beginning of humanity is a debated ques-
tion, as is whether it is even a meaningful 
question. We tend to associate humanity 
with self-consciousness; Teilhard de Char-
din sees self-consciousness as a phenomenon 
that would appear rather suddenly. Van 
Huyssteen calls attention to Ian Tattersall’s 
1998 study, based heavily on Gould and 
Eldredge’s punctuated equilibrium model, 
in which he suggests that human physical 
and cognitive uniqueness emerged rapidly 
(van Huyssteen 2003, 172-173). Yet it seems 
to me likely that self-consciousness evolved 
in conjunction with the capacity for and use 
of language. For the purposes of this story, 
it matters little whether humanity emerged 
“suddenly” in terms of evolutionary time 
or more gradually. It is significant that 
human beings evolved carrying the behav-
iors already characteristic of life on earth, 
among them selfishness, altruism, coopera-
tion, violence and reciprocity. As Domn-
ing put it, our inclinations are due to our 
descent from a common ancestor, not at the 
beginning of the species but at the begin-
ning of life itself (Domning 2001, 19).

The capacity for and demonstration of 
cooperation within groups that are subsets 
of species may or may not be examples of 
culture, as discussed briefly in the last
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chapter. It is more certain that with the 
development of human language and self-
consciousness—the capacity for self-reflec-
tion—another type of evolution emerged as 
consistent with but overlaid onto biological 
evolution: cultural evolution. Since cultural 
evolution is dependant on such externals 
as symbol-systems, structures of authority 
and social organizations, rather than expres-
sions of genotypes, it is far more rapid than 
biological evolution. Like biological evolu-
tion, it is dependent on a sort of selection 
system, in which those cultural symbols, 
myths, mores and institutions that promote 
survival and reproduction are favored.

Our biological evolution and cultural 
evolution have both developed impulses 
and predispositions that create tension with 
one another. At times, these are tensions 
between biology and culture; at other times, 
they may be tensions within competing 
urges from the same source. That is, our 
sense of struggle over motivation and behav-
ior is not always an expression of a conflict 
between genetics and culture. Our genetic 
predisposition to cooperation may conflict 
with the genetic urge for selfishness, and 
a cultural mandate to do one’s duty may 
create tension with culture’s utilitarian 
sense of the greatest good for the greatest 
number. These impulses and predisposi-
tions can be called “desires” and in that 
respect they are expressions of the classical 
term “concupiscence.” Concupiscence is 
itself morally neutral and is a feature of our 
evolution, both genetic and cultural.

Impulses and predispositions are trans-
mitted across the generations of the human 
race by genetic inheritance and social 
institutions. Those inherited genetically are 
subject to modification over time, by the 
laws of natural selection, but such modifi-
cation is slow, especially as human beings 
subjectively and historically measure time. 
Those which are transmitted by symbol, 
ritual, myth, statute and other cultural 
means are more flexible and subject to more 
rapid change. Yet even they are relatively 
intractable, given the conservative nature of 
social institutions.

With self-consciousness comes aware-
ness of harm done to oneself and to others. 
The violence and other expressions of self-

ishness and group-identity that are natural 
to all animals become occasions for guilt in 
self-conscious creatures able to see that “it 
does not need to be this way.” Such guilt is 
not assumed to be universal, but is assumed 
to be a feature of the intelligence able to be 
self-aware. That is, the evolution of intelli-
gence results in the capacity for moral codes, 
in that it includes the abilities to make 
judgments, to anticipate the consequences 
of actions, and to choose between alterna-
tive courses of action (Ayala 1998, 516-517). 
It is impossible in practice if not in principle 
to point to some moment in our history and 
say, “Here we became self-conscious, moral 
creatures.” In some way not yet entirely 
understood, self-consciousness emerged 
from or with the matrix of an increasingly 
complex nervous system. With it emerged 
the capacity for memory, empathy and 
imagination that leads to an awareness of 
the harm done to oneself or another and a 
sense of guilt for that harm.

Thus the aspect of original sin which 
describes sin as having an origin—a “first 
sin”—is emptied of any sense of fallenness, 
either literal or metaphorical. We must go 
beyond even Karl Barth, who says, “There 
never was a golden age. There is no point 
in looking back to one. The first man was 
immediately the first sinner.” (Barth 1956, 
508) There is no individual in our past 
that can be pointed to as the “first” man 
or woman. Our species emerged; it evolved 
and is evolving. The origin of sin is within 
the matrix of biological and cultural 
evolution, with roots in the entire 
history of life on earth.

As self-consciousness 
emerged, it contained 
within it the capacity to be 
responsive to a sense of the 
presence of God. Genesis 
figuratively describes the 
awareness of such a capac-
ity when it notes in the 
third generation from 
Adam and Eve, “At that 
time people began to invoke 
the name of the Lord.” (Gen-
esis 4:26) Religion itself evolved 
over time; we need not concern 
ourselves here with religious evolution 
as a subset of cultural evolution. However, 

the antiquity of sacrificial practices sug-
gests that human beings have long been 
aware that doing harm and failure to do 
good are not merely contrary to well-being 
and a cause for guilt, but are sin. “Sin” is a 
theologically appropriate term; the English 
word translates the Hebrew chataah and the 
Greek hamartia, both of which mean “miss-
ing” in the sense of aiming an arrow or dart 
at a target and missing it. Even though our 
evolved behavior is natural, it can indeed 
miss the target.

For one thing, behavior that focuses on 
one’s own desires at the expense of others 
is sin in that it falls short of our capacity as 
creatures of God. We are capable of loving 
and cooperative behavior, yet experience 
internally the tension between the urge 
to be charitable and the urge to be selfish. 
Whenever we fail to hit the target of love, 
we sin. Likewise, such behavior is sin in that 
it fails to hit the target of following the will 
of God. How God’s will has been revealed is 
another subject. Perhaps human beings have 
been sensitive to explicit directions from 
God or have received tablets on the moun-
tain that made God’s will clear. Perhaps 
we have been able to read, from the history 
of our experience as creatures of God, the 
trajectory of God’s will. In this respect, the 
“target” we, being sinners, miss is a moving 
target, but one which we ought to be able
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awareness of sin. I am suggesting that origi-
nal sin is not an etiology for the presence 
of evil in the world, but is the theological 
contribution to the human sciences as they 
explore the ambiguity of human life.

In addition, retaining a 
modified doctrine of original 
sin gives shape to Christian-
ity’s belief in both the need 
for and possibility of redemp-
tion. Tennant asserts that 
the knowledge that we are 
sinners should be sufficient 
to convince us we need a 
redeemer, without a doctrine 
of original sin (Tennant 
1902, 149-150). But such a 
belief does not take seriously 
Augustine’s critique that the 
door is thereby left open for the possibility 
of a person who needs no redemption, for an 
exception to the statement that Christ died 
for all. That is, to abandon the doctrine of 
original sin is to surrender to Pelagianism, 
theologically speaking. It suggests human-
ity needs no redemption because we have 
within us the capacity to choose never to 
do wrong; therefore there is nothing par-
ticularly divine or gracious about God’s 
work in Jesus Christ. Furthermore, this new 
Pelagianism would fail to take seriously the 
aggression and selfishness, in the ways in 
which evolutionary psychology uses these 
words, that we have observed to be a part of 
human nature. As Robert Short suggests, a 
reborn Pelagian notion of free will is anti-
scientific, in that it does not take seriously 
the laws of nature in both physics and biol-
ogy. It is also anti-Christian, in that it does 
not take grace seriously (Miller & McCall 
1990, 374-376).

Thus we need a new statement of the 
doctrine of original sin, one that takes 
seriously an understanding of sin not only 
as commission of specific wicked acts, 
and failure to commit specific good acts, 
but as a predicament of human existence. 
Peters notes that it is dangerous to think of 
original sin as inherited, in an era in which 
heredity is identified with genes. His work 
concludes with this paragraph:

So at the close of the twentieth cen-
tury we find ourselves in the curious 

situation in which Christian theolo-
gians affirm the notion of original sin 
but are reluctant to affirm its biologi-
cal transmissibility, whereas natural 
scientists are debating the possibility 
that human predispositions toward 

what hitherto has 
been known as sinful 
behavior is genetically 
inherited. Rather than 
writing these two off 
as ships that pass in the 
night, I recommend that 
scientific and theologi-
cal crews be encouraged 
to board one another’s 
vessels to examine their 
respective intellectual 
cargoes. (Peters 1994, 
327)

Let us proceed, therefore, keeping in mind 
the intellectual cargo of the scientific vessel, 
to construct a non-Augustinian statement 
of a Christian doctrine of original sin. As a 
constructive statement, it will be sewn out 
of whole cloth, neglecting opportunities to 
say what original sin is not. That is, I intend 
simply to ignore those questions that this 
doctrine is not intended to respond to, even 
if those questions have been important in 
the past to the doctrine of original sin.

On Theological Method
I would like to suggest some features that 
should be true of any Christian doctrine 
of humanity. Perhaps these features are 
self-evident to many, but for me they are 
the product of a long process of theological 
inquiry in dialogue with the sciences. The 
religious study of humanity—Christian 
anthropology—is a subset of the entire 
theological enterprise, which ought to be 
consistent and whole.

A Christian doctrine of humanity 
ought to say something about human 
nature in the context of God’s work of 
creation and redemption. Christians 
cannot say something meaningful about 
human nature as a purely metaphysical 
enterprise. Metaphysics can continue to 
shed light on what human beings are and 
one’s theological approach will certainly 
be oriented by metaphysical commitments. 
Yet the Christian study of human nature 

cannot be simply a restatement of Plato, 
Aristotle, Whitehead or any other metaphy-
sician, with Christian overlay. A Christian 
theology of humanity begins with human 
beings created by a loving, living God, who 
acts to redeem. Thus Luther’s commitment 
to understanding human beings particu-
larly in our relationship to God is key. The 
Christian witness to Jesus Christ as incarna-
tion of the creative Word and as Redeemer 
of the cosmos is the foundation of Christian 
doctrine; original sin is an aspect of that 
witness. Original sin is not, with apologies 
to Charles Hodge, the foundation of our 
system of doctrine. Thus Williams (2001, 
18-21) is on the mark when she reads the 
doctrine of original sin as a way of making 
sense of the Cross, even if she overplays the 
point by reading it as a “canalization” of 
our need to understand. Original sin does 
not need to serve as an explanation for the 
Crucifixion of the Son of God, but it can 
serve as a description of a human nature 
that needs a Redeemer.

A Christian anthropology should 
be flexible enough to be responsive to 
the best scientific information about 
human nature. All doctrine is brewed in 
the crucible of experience; it is not simply an 
exercise in abstract biblical interpretation. 
The doctrine of the Trinity, for example, 
emerges from a community that has experi-
enced one God, but has experienced that
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to hit at any given moment. However it may 
be, St. Paul suggests that although behavior 
we would call sinful has a long preamble, 
we would not know it to be sinful if God 
had not revealed it to us (so reading Romans 
5.13 in the context of this understanding 
of sin).

Sins of omission and sins of commis-
sion are acts of free choice; we are capable of 
charity and capable of selfishness. We can 
do good and we can do violence. However, 
our specific actions are influenced and 
conditioned by our genetic heritage and 
cultural heritage, so that self-serving desire 
and service to the existing structures of 
violence and power have an enormous influ-
ence on us and in us. This sort of desire is 
what Augustine means by “concupiscence.” 
Although more a feature of Catholic than 
Protestant doctrine (which tends to use 
“concupiscence” and “original sin” inter-
changeably), the Catholic sense of it remains 
even for me a useful word. It identifies the 
desires that are not themselves sinful but 
which tend to lead to sinful behavior, when 
they are not restrained by a decision to 
behave differently. That we are capable of 
behaving differently I take as given; we are 
to that extent morally free. Such behavior, 
however, is frequently difficult, when we 
emotionally “default” to behavior that is 
conditioned by our tendency to self-preser-
vation and self-service.

Furthermore, each individual’s behav-
ior is conditioned not only by genetic and 
cultural heritage but by habit. Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics remains a remarkable 
guide to the tension we experience between 
competing desires and urges and the need 
to identify the morally appropriate behavior 
for each individual within that tension. It 
also teaches the importance of practicing 
virtue, both by the young under the direc-
tion of parents and guardians and by the 
mature under their own self-discipline. 
Although one may never achieve perfection 
of charity toward self and others and of 
devotion to God in heart, soul, and mind, 
one can improve.

It should be noted here that this 
account assumes the inevitability of original 
sin. In an evolving world, with trial-and-
error variations through the generations, 

natural selection, and the struggle to survive 
and reproduce, sin is inevitable. A species 
emerging with culture and the ability to be 
self-transcendent will have those theologi-
cal characteristics we call “original sin.” If 
the self-aware species on earth were reptil-
ian rather than mammalian, its members 
would be sinners. Such a species evolving on 
another planet would be sinners.

The typical Protestant use of “concu-
piscence” and “original sin” as synonymous 
will help us appreciate both the power of the 
human to choose to do good and the reality 
of our captivity to inherited ambiguity of 
desires. That is, peccatum originale origi-
natum—the sin that is part of each human 
being’s origin—resides within the matrix 
of conflicting desires and the ambigu-
ous nature of human actions. Original 
sin suggests that the ambiguity of human 
experience is such that the same stimuli, 
external and internal, can be the occasion 
of competition and cooperation, of aggres-
sion and compassion. Indeed, the same 
activity—competition between groups, for 
example—can be moral or immoral, or both 
at the same time, depending on perspective. 
Activities that may be prohibited within the 
group may be required as one group relates 
to another (killing, for example). David 
Sloan Wilson sees such tension between 
in-group morality and out-group hostility 
as parallel to the tension between natural 
selection of individual organisms (“in-group 
selection”) and natural selection between 
groups (“out-group selection”) (Wilson 
2002, 10). Thus competing environmental 
forces may select for and select against the 
same behavior.

The complexity of our biological and 
cultural heritage is such that the same 
behavior can be both sinful and righteous; 
the same situation can be the occasion for 
sin and the occasion for creativity. Hefner 
writes:

If the Western view of original sin 
is interpreted as sin of origin (rather 
than first sin), it may be taken to refer 
to the sin that arises in the activity 
generated by those gifts with which 
we were endowed at our creation. 
This interpretation would support 
a view that is rooted in both West 
and East, even though the latter 

rejects the term original sin as they 
understand it to be held in the West. 
(Hefner 1993, 129; emphasis in the 
original)

Shermer provides an example of ambiguity, 
of the same behavior being adaptive and 
both sinful and constructive. He relates per-
sonal correspondence from Kari Konkola, 
in which she describes religious prohibitions 
against gossip in early modern England.

Shermer and Konkola see gossip as an 
evolved mechanism for cementing social ties 
and enforcing social norms, especially in 
terms of fitness, yet the Church of England 
at the time saw the roots of gossip in envy 
(Shermer 2004, 45-46). One could be dis-
missive of the Church’s stance as anti-adap-
tive, but a more comprehensive view would 
be to recognize this tension as an example 
of an evolved part of human nature that can 
serve us well or can become occasion for sin, 
or both at the same time.

Augustine’s insights into the reality 
of sin can help us here, as well. He has a 
deeper sense of sin and righteousness than 
simply standards of conduct; he looks into 
human nature, not merely at compliance 
with divine commands or moral demands. 
Augustine’s standard of righteousness is har-
mony between the inner and outer person 
and harmony within the person as evidence 
of a life in the grace of God. Such harmony 
was the experience of Adam and Eve before 
their wills began to be corrupted, he claims; 
such harmony will be our experience only in 
the resurrection. In the meantime, all of us 
live with concupiscence, with the conflict of 
desire. Thus he could write of those persons 
the Bible identifies as “righteous,” such as 
Zechariah and Elizabeth (Luke 1.6), that 
they were nonetheless sinners, not living in 
“that perfect state of righteousness in which 
we shall one day live truly and absolutely in 
a condition of spotless purity.” (Augustine 
[418] 2004, I, 53; 235) We do not need 
to accept Augustine’s characterization of 
Adam and Eve as examples of complete har-
mony—we reject it on biblical and scientific 
grounds—to accept his perception that 
original sin is experienced as disharmony. 
The most righteous among us is nonetheless 
a sinner: concupiscent, disharmonious in 
desire, motivation and behavior.

> continues on page 9

Augustine of Hippo

A 17th century Calvinist print of Pelagius 
included this caption:

Accurst Pelagius,with what false pretence
Durst thou excuse man’s foul concupiscence,
Or cry down Sin Originall, or that
The love of God did man predestinate.
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A recent report from the Pew Research Center for the People 
and the Press1 compared attitudes of the general public and 
of the scientific community to various aspects of science, 

including religion. Scientists’ beliefs about God are discussed in a 
separate essay. Here are a few additional items that I found interest-
ing. I leave you, the reader, to draw your own conclusions.

Although the general public has a much stronger belief in God 
(83%) than the scientists (33%), the public appears to have a far 
higher regard for scientists than for clergy. Scientists were ranked 
nearly twice as high as clergy as contributing “a lot” to society’s well-
being (70% versus 40%). Only members of the military (84%) and 
teachers (77%) were rated higher than scientists. Medical doctors 
(69%) and engineers (64%) were rated slightly below scientists and 
significantly higher than clergy. 

While more than half of the public as a whole (55%) thought 
that science and religion are often in conflict, a larger proportion 
(61%) said that science did not conflict with their own religious 
beliefs. Even people who reject evolution and believe that humans 
and other creatures have existed in their present form since the 
beginning of time (31% of the public) were divided on this issue, 
with 49% saying that science did not conflict with their own beliefs. 
(A possible explanation: 28% of the public believe that “scientists 
do not generally agree that humans evolved over time,” implying 
that evolution is not established as science.) Interestingly, the more 
frequently people attended religious services the less likely they were 
to see science and religion in conflict, but the more likely they were 
to say that science conflicted with their own beliefs. Go figure.

Among those who said that science conflicted with their own 
beliefs, the greatest number (41%) cited Evolution/Creationism/
Darwinism. The surprise to me is that this figure is not larger, 
since only 32% (versus 87% of scientists) accept that “humans and 
other living things evolved due to natural processes such as natural 
selection.” Another 31% of the public (2% of scientists) believe that 
“humans and other living things have existed in their present form 
since the beginning of time,” while 22% (8% of scientists) believe 

The Public, the Scientists, and God
that “a supreme being guided the evolution of living things for 
the purpose of creating humans and other life in the form it exists 
today.” 

While 83% of the public claimed to believe in God, this does 
not translate into regular participation in church. Only 38% said 
they attended religious services at least weekly, while 27% said they 
seldom or never did so. While this 27% presumably includes those 
who do not believe in God, it has to include at least one in eight of 
those who do. Although only 33% of scientists claimed to believe in 
God, another 18% said they believed in a higher power (not God). 
Nevertheless, 41% of scientists—more than those who believe in 
God—claimed affiliation with a theistic (but not necessarily Chris-
tian) religious traditions, and 39% said that they attend religious ser-
vices at least several times a year. Only 17% of scientists claimed to be 
atheists, while 11% claimed to be agnostics. Younger scientists were 
somewhat more likely to believe in God or in a higher power than 
older ones, though the survey shed no light on why, or on whether 
the difference is statistically significant.

Among all Protestants who attend services regularly fewer than 
half (46%) say that their clergy occasionally (my emphasis) speak 
about science. An even smaller percentage of Catholic clergy do so. 
According to the survey, of those clergy who do speak about science 
three in ten are usually supportive of science while a little over one in 
ten are critical. The rest are neutral. My comment—we Americans 
live in a society dominated by science-based technology, much of it 
developed in the past half century. So why do our clergy do so little 
to help us relate our technological environment to faith in God? 
Are there Christian principles involved in how we use our cars, cell 
phones, computers, televisions, refrigerators, GPS navigation aids, 
etc? Or (God forbid) is our faith irrelevant to the environment in 
which we spend most of our waking hours?

References for articles on pages 3 and 4:
1Downloaded from http://www.people-press.org/report/528/.

2Reported in James H. Leuba, The Belief in God and Immortality (Sherman, French & Company, Boston, 1916).

3James H. Leuba, Harper’s Magazine 169, 291−300 (1934).

4Edward J. Larson & Larry Witham, Nature 386, 435−436 (1997), 394, 313 (1998).

5Elaine Howard Ecklund and Christopher P. Scheitle, Social Problems, 54, 289−307 (2007).

< continued from page 8

Furthermore, it is easy to imagine situ-
ations in which an individual’s decision to 
behave morally participates in social sin. For 
example, paying one’s taxes as the scrip-
tures command can be supportive of unjust 
warfare or legally sanctioned oppression. 
Thus the various levels of our living—as 
individual organisms and as societies—are 
part of the ambiguity which the doctrine of 
original sin describes.

Such evolved behaviors as coopera-
tion and competition are not unique to 
human beings among the animals, but take 
on moral dimensions when considered in 
human society. Both are evolved behav-
iors, both are, generally speaking, adaptive 
(Shermer 2004, 75), and both can be sinful, 
creative and ambiguous. It is excessively sim-
plistic to view cooperation as good and com-
petition as bad. I suppose that the activities 
of white supremacists demonstrate a high 
level of cooperation and of many charitable 
organizations a high level of competition. 
As a further example of the ambiguity of 
concupiscence, consider Edwards’ example 
of genetic and cultural influences on the 
structure of sin:

Patriarchal culture, for example, 
with its support for the position of 
dominant males and for structures 
of oppressive power over others, is 
obviously sin carried in culture. But 
this form of cultural sin may spring, 
in some part, from genetic tendencies 
inherent in the sexual relations of our 
prehuman ancestors. (Russell et al. 
1998, 386)

The dominance of males may have evolved 
as an adaptation that furthered survival 
and reproduction in the biological and 
cultural environment of the times, but its 
continuance is clearly a sinful state carried 
by cultural inheritance.

Original sin, then, describes theologi-

cally a complex matrix of genetic predisposi-
tions, evolved behaviors, and cultural norms 
which are mediated by symbols, myths and 
other environmental factors. Although 
different aspects of this matrix work at dif-
ferent strengths in individuals and groups, 
all human beings live in this matrix. Con-
sidering original sin as concupiscence, as 
the disharmony of conflicting desires, is a 
handy way of understanding how it works. 
This disharmony has its origins in biologi-
cal and cultural prehistory, and is inherited 
physically and socially. Eastern tradition 
has held that concupiscence is inherent 
in mortality, which is natural for human 
beings, and therefore is not sin but becomes 
the occasion for sin (Hefner 1993, 128-
129). As Catholic teaching insists, concu-
piscence can be fought against. Individual 
Christians can work at controlling their 
expression of desire, at increasing a sense 
of harmony within the self, between the 
self and other selves, between the self and 
God, and between the self and creation. But 
individuals cannot escape from the matrix 
of genes and culture. Consequently, we need 
redemption.

All self-aware human beings are 
immersed in the struggle of competing 
urges and predispositions; that is, all are 
sinners not so much in our behavior but in 
our lack of harmony with self, with others, 
with Creation and with God. This dishar-
mony is natural to us, but it conditions our 
ability to relate freely and wholly to God. 
It is particularly in that sense that we are 
sinners, in that we cannot unreservedly 
and with perfect integrity live in full rela-
tionship with God. All religions, it seems, 
interpret this internal struggle in some way, 
with encouragement to self-transcendence 
and increase in charity. Christians specifi-
cally understand this struggle with sin that 
is part of our genetic and cultural legacy 
in two ways. With respect to each of us as 

individuals, we are committed to the sanc-
tification of the self. Original sin remains a 
part of our human nature, but its effects can 
be minimized as, with the grace of God, we 
struggle against misdirected concupiscence 
and seek to improve in devotion to God and 
love toward neighbor. We also are commit-
ted to the transformation of human society 
in the image of the City of God. We are, as 
Suchocki reminds us, not only individu-
als but ones-in-relationship with God and 
with one another, as well as with the rest of 
creation. The sanctification of self and the 
transformation of society are activities that 
seek to overcome the effects of original sin.

However, we are incapable of saving 
ourselves from this structure of sin. Despite 
progress on many fronts, unnecessary 
violence against the creation and specifi-
cally against one another continues to be a 
feature of human life. Each new generation 
arises and not only improves upon certain 
virtues but also invents new opportunities 
for sin. Memory, empathy and imagina-
tion have led to both the United Nations 
and nuclear weapons, and have generated 
new insights into raising healthy children 
and into means of abusing them. Redemp-
tion, therefore, is not so simple as washing 
away a stain or being snatched out of the 
genetic and cultural matrix of original sin. 
Redemption is the power of God expressed 
in resurrection as the act of victory over sin. 
Redemption has its effects in the lives of 
individuals and in society, but redemption is 
ultimately eschatological.

I have hazarded here a brief account of 
original sin that I believe to be true to the 
context of the work of God, flexible and 
responsive to scientific insight, sensitive to 
revealed knowledge, and true to the scope 
of the witness of Scripture. I present it here 
as a contribution to a needed convergence 
of scientific and theological insight into 
human nature.

< continued from page 1

Original sin in both its Augustinian 
form and the non-Augustinian form to be 
presented here expresses the ambiguity in 
which human beings live. “Original sin” can 
state clearly and simply the many ways that 
human beings never quite hit the target, 
such as Niebuhr’s understanding of anxiety 
over finitude or Tillich’s description of 
self-estrangement. That is, the sense that 
something about human nature prevents 
complete harmony within each of us, among 

us, and between us and the rest of creation 
is described theologically as “original sin” 
without the need for a Garden, a first sin, 
and a conscious act of disobedience to God. 
As Peters puts it, clearly echoing Tillich:

It matters little whether the fall into sin 
was a historical event that actually occurred 
in the chronological past. What does matter 
is that our experience tells us that things 
are not the way they ought to be, that our 
actual selves are not who we believe we 
essentially are. It is this that gives rise to the 

sense of fall, to the belief that we have been 
estranged from our source of life and well-
being. (Peters 1994, 28)

The sense of being caught in a life of 
moral ambiguity is also experienced this 
way: every moral action bears the capacity 
to do harm to someone, as every immoral 
action has the capacity to become the 
occasion for good. The best actions are 
frequently accompanied by the sense of guilt 
that, Patricia Williams reminds us, is the

> continues on page 5
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By Derek L. Pursey, Ph.D.
SciTech† Publisher

On July 9, 2009, the Pew Research Center for the People and 
the Press issued a report comparing attitudes of the general 
public and of the scientific community to various aspects 

of science.1 Part of the study dealt with religion, including scientists’ 
beliefs about God. Of course, this is not the first study of this topic. 
In 1914, James Leuba surveyed scientists about their beliefs,2 and 
repeated essentially the same survey in 1933 to see if there had been 
changes in the intervening period.3 A similar study was repeated in 
two parts in 1996 and 1998 by Edward Larson and Larry Witham,4 
while in 2005 yet another survey was conducted by Elaine Ecklund 
and Christopher Scheitle.5 [All footnotes are on page 4.]

Can we use these studies to track changes (or lack thereof) in 
scientists’ religious beliefs over the past 90 years? Maybe yes, maybe 
no. In what follows I shall lay out some (but only some) of the dif-
ficulties, and speculate on what we can really conclude from the 
studies.

The results given in the two most recent studies1,5 are not very 
consistent with those of the older ones (the data are summarized in 
the accompanying table). The inconsistency is probably worse than 
the figures show. Both Leuba and Larson & Witham used just three 
statements:

1.	 I believe in a God to whom one may pray in expectation 
of receiving an answer. By “answer” I mean more than the 
subjective, psychological effect of prayer.

2.	 I do not believe in a God as defined above.

3.	 I have no definite belief regarding this question.
However, Leuba discovered that a significant fraction of the respon-
dents who chose #2 still claimed a belief in God, although not that 
one may expect answers to prayer. (Theologically, I believe that it is 
appropriate to make requests while praying, but that it is very wrong 
to assume that God must respond to our requests.)

The Pew Research Center and the Ecklund-Scheitle stud-
ies merely asked whether the respondents believe in God, without 
Leuba’s restrictions. Almost certainly, the discrepancies between the 
results of these two studies and the others would be greater had they 
adopted Leuba’s definition of “belief in God.”

The discrepancies are almost certainly due to the different 
populations of scientists polled in the studies. Leuba showed that 
there was significantly less belief among “greater” scientists than 
among “lesser” scientists, as those were identified in American Men 
of Science. With this in mind, the discrepancies become understand-
able if the scientists listed in American Men and Women of Science 
(and its predecessors) are overall less eminent than those who belong 
to the American Association for the Advancement of Science, who 
in turn are on average less eminent than the faculty members at top 
research universities, and if members of the National Academy of 
Sciences are the most eminent of all.

In summary, it appears that belief in God among scientists 
understood in the broadest sense (represented by American Men and 
Women of Science) may have remained fairly steady at around 40% 
over the last century. However it also appears that the more eminent 
a scientist is in his or her profession, the less likely he/she is to believe 
in God.

Scientists’ Beliefs About God
By David Katerndahl, M.D.

PASTCF Member

The Presbyterian Association on Science, 
Technology and the Christian Faith estab-
lished “Jeremiah Grants” to foster programs 
that engage science and the Christian faith 
and at the same time generate new members 
of the Association. At the April Board meet-
ing, we approved a grant to the Covenant 
Presbyterian Church of San Antonio, Texas. 
Their impressive program for congregational 
renewal includes a strong science-and-faith 
component. Here Elder David Katerndahl, 
Director of Research in the Department of 
Family and Community Medicine, Univer-
sity of Texas at San Antonio, describes the 
program.

Covenant Presbyterian Church in San 
Antonio, Texas has a history of sup-
port for discussion between science 

and faith. Over the past decade, the church 
has offered several related educational 
courses, formed the Spirituality and Health 
Research Team (SHeRT) to pursue research 
in this area, and supported the mission work 
of a science and faith-related society—the 
Christian Medical and Dental Association 
(CMDA).

Ten years ago, a series of Wednesday 
evening educational programs was offered, 
covering such topics as the ways of science, 
creation vs. cosmology and evolution, and 
medicine in the Bible.

The Spirituality and Health Research 
Team investigated the effects of interces-
sory prayer. Other similar studies have had 
mixed results. But this study produced 
several interesting results. First, interces-
sory prayer was directly related to change 
in levels of physical and emotional pain. 
Second, belief in the possibility of resolu-
tion of the problem significantly interacted 
with the intercession to affect change in 
concern about the problem. Finally, belief in 
the power of prayer significantly interacted 
with the intercession to affect change in 
mental health as well as physical and social 
functioning. Ultimately, this study was 

presented at an international research meet-
ing (Palmer et al, 2002) and published in a 
medical journal (Palmer et al, 2004).

The Christian Medical and Dental 
Association (CMDA) based at the Univer-
sity of Texas Health Science Center at San 
Antonio gathers doctors, dentists, medical 
and dental students for fellowship and Bible 
study, prayer groups, and weekly luncheon 
meetings. They help healthcare profession-
als treat people in a Christian atmosphere 
in San Antonio, on the Mexican border, 
and elsewhere. CMDA also offers scholar-
ship opportunities for students who would 
like to serve on the mission field but do not 
have the funds available to complete their 
medical degree. They also address the many 
ethical issues facing modern medicine today.

The Church’s Vision Statement.
Two years ago, the Session of Covenant 
Church perceived God’s call to change the 
direction of the church and reenergize the 
congregation. In 2008, the church par-
ticipated in a visioning process of prayer 
and contemplation followed by discussion 
to discern God’s call for us. This process 
resulted in the following vision statement:

We commit to be a spiritually 
vibrant intergenerational commu-
nity, sacrificially serving, and pas-
sionately inviting others to journey 
with Jesus.

This vision statement is readily applicable to 
the subject of science and faith. Discussions 
of science and faith topics serve to educate 
the congregation and facilitate spiritual 
growth, enhancing spiritual vibrancy of the 
congregation.

The intentional involvement of high 
school-aged youth enhances the intergen-
erational quality of the church community. 
In fact, in a survey of educational needs 
five years ago, 33% of the congregation said 
that one of the ways they learned best was 
through intergenerational opportunities. 
Coupling these educational opportunities 
with the opportunities to sacrificially serve 

through involvement with the CMDA and 
a process of reaching out to the secular, 
unchurched neighborhood through scien-
tific presentations represents a fulfillment 
of our vision statement as manifest in the 
science-faith debate.

Reaching out to the unchurched means 
connecting with the culture in which they 
reside, finding common ground and using 
the culture as the “medium of revelation.” 
While the “baby-boomer” generation tends 
to be educated and media-oriented, youth 
today tend to be a serious, education-con-
scious generation yet high-tech and visually-
oriented. Thus, reaching these generations 
of the unchurched, requires that content 
be culturally-attuned and the approach 
must be media-based. Science, as one of 
the reported stumbling blocks to faith, is 
both culturally-attuned and appropriate for 
high-tech media approaches (Reid, 2002). 
Using scientific discoveries to attract the 
unchurched, media-based discussions of the 
harmony of science and faith can serve to 
open their hearts and minds to the love of 
the creator God.

Thus, Covenant Presbyterian Church 
not only has a history of support and inter-
est in the science-faith discussion, but it also 
has a renewed commitment to reaching out 
to the unchurched. The science and faith 
arena is ideal for such evangelism.

Pursuing Our Vision
With our vision statement as a framework 
and science as our medium, we are imple-
menting a science-based project supported 
by a Jeremiah Grant to reach out to our 
unchurched community beginning in 
September 2009. Reid (2002) suggests 
that such efforts need to: 1) include a clear 
message; 2) use narratives to connect with 
individuals; 3) employ worship activities 
that draw them into encounters with God; 
4) be creative in their approach; and 5) plant 
the seeds of new churches. To embody these 
principles, this one-year project will serve as 
the foundation for a long-term curriculum 
on science and faith.

> continues on page 11
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When I was deep in the research 
and writing of my Ph.D. dis-
sertation, a friend invited me 

to participate in some activity that he knew 
I would enjoy. I said, “I can’t just now; I’m 
up to my eyeballs in original sin.” His reply: 
“Would you like to rephrase that?”

When Pierre Teilhard de Chardin 
was engaged in his groundbreaking work 
on evolution, theology, and human history 
and destiny, he allowed as how the doctrine 
of original sin was going to be the biggest 
problem that evolution would present to 
Christian theology. Charles Hodge said as 
much, too, and so I embarked on the study 
of human evolution and original sin some-
what apprehensive about how it would turn 
out. I was inclined to suspect that at the 
end of my journey I would conclude that 
we should abandon the doctrine, keeping 
in mind that Eastern Orthodox Christians 
have never adopted the doctrine of original 
sin. It is purely a Western teaching.

Most of the time, we begin a trip 
knowing where we will end up. This jour-
ney started with an inkling, and the desti-
nation turned out far different than I had 
expected. A prayer in the Book of Common 
Worship accompanied me throughout my 
doctoral studies:

Eternal God, you call us to ventures
of which we cannot see the ending,
by paths as yet untrodden,
through perils unknown.
Give us faith to go out with courage,
not knowing where we go,
but only that you hand is leading us
and your love supporting us;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

(Daily Morning Prayer, concluding collects, #6)

I was somewhat surprised where 
the venture took me. I concluded that an 
evolutionary understanding of human life 
and history not only does not undermine 
the doctrine of original sin, but reinforces it. 
Now, an evolutionary understanding of life 
does compel us to reexamine the meaning 
of Genesis 2 and 3 and of Romans 5, but the 
notion that a predilection to sin is some-
thing we are born with has come to make 
great sense to me, not because some first 
couple ate a piece of fruit in a garden, but 
because of the pressures of natural selection 
on our heritage.

Such a statement raises a whole lot of 
other questions, and I hope they will be 
discussed. After this issue of SciTech† is dis-
tributed, I will moderate a discussion on the 
PASTCF Facebook site. You are welcome to 
post your thoughts, questions and “on the 
other hands … ” there. You did know that 
there is a PASTCF Facebook site, didn’t 
you? There is, thanks to Board member Sara 

Joan Miles. Check it out and join in on the 
conversation.

When your Board discussed themes for 
our journal through this year, we decided 
that “original sin” would be a good theme 
for the year of Darwin and Calvin. And 
they suggested that the major piece for the 
journal could simply be an excerpt from my 
dissertation. Perhaps they were teasing, but 
I decided to take them up on it. The ques-
tion was: should I use the portion in which I 
reviewed Calvin’s reframing of Augustine’s 
original doctrine, or the portion in which 
I attempt to construct a new, evolutionary 
understanding? With apologies to Brother 
John, I chose the latter as more appropriate 
to this journal. It is also more open to rebut-
tal, critique and revision and, therefore, 
more interesting to the writer who wants 
people’s responses.

I hope also that I will see many of you 
at our conference and annual meeting in 
October. The conference is shaping up to be 
an exciting and challenging engagement for 
the year of Darwin and Calvin. A highlight 
of the conference will be the presentation 
of this year’s Dan Martin Recognitions for 
Science as a Christian Vocation. The annual 
meeting will be your chance for input into 
the life of your Association and will be 
conducted on the Friday of our conference, 
right after lunch.

See you in Richmond and see you on 
Facebook!

Bob Keefer is pastor of Westminster Church 

in Clarinda, Iowa and adjunct in philosophy at 

Northwest Missouri State University. He is also 

a singer and enjoys acting in community theater, 

Scottish Country Dance, and traveling by train.

< continued from page 10

This initial project will consist of 
three externally-oriented components: 1) 
an evening series of presentations on the 
compatibility of the scientific and scriptural 
accounts of cosmology and evolution; 2) 
a monthly natural theology component 
during our Sunday contemporary worship 
service; and 3) mission support for organiza-
tions dedicated to the promotion of science 
and faith.

“Cosmology, Evolution, and God”
God is revealed in Creation. Even though 
the Bible was not intended to be a science 
textbook, Scripture cannot be scientifically 
false. How can we reconcile the apparent 
differences between the biblical account of 
Creation and the scientific description?

This topic is particularly relevant. The 
battle between the scientific community 
and the intelligent design-creationist com-
munity still rages. In fact, the Texas State 
Board of Education recently decided to 
eliminate its requirement for discussion of 
“strengths and weaknesses of evolution” in 
biology classes. Consequently, the topic is 
ever-present in the media and on the minds 
of parents and youth alike.

On Wednesday evenings, we will pres-
ent a one-hour seminar series for adults and 
high school youth exploring the scientific 
and scriptural creation events from the Big 
Bang to spiritual Homo sapiens. Based on 
the indistinct nature of the Hebrew lan-
guage, ancient commentaries, and diverse 
Bible translations, and using media pre-
sentations, guided discussions, handouts, 
quizzes, surveys, and actual fossils, we will 
see that, in fact, scripture and science are 
compatible. This is why the Presbyterian 
Church (USA) has concluded “the true 
relation between the evolutionary theory 
and the Bible is that of non-contradiction” 
(PCUSA, 1969).

“God Around Us”
In response to the development of its vision 
statement, the church is restructuring its 
longstanding contemporary service to better 
match the needs and orientation of the 
unchurched community. We will offer a 
natural theology component (“God Around 
Us”) as part of worship. Based upon the 

theme of one of the sermons each month, 
a relevant scientific fact or discovery will 
be simply presented during worship along 
with its theological implications. The goal 
is to reinforce the theme addressed in the 
sermon, but from a natural theology per-
spective, demonstrating how nature and 
science can lead us to God just as surely as 
the Bible does.

Mission Support For Science and Faith
Finally, in addition to highlighting science 
and faith in education and worship, this 
project seeks to emphasize science and faith 
through mission support. In addition to 
evangelism through scientific offerings, this 
project will support mission work through 
the CMDA and PASTCF memberships.

CMDA has a long history of mission 
work and promotion of faith within the 
medical and dental communities. Covenant 
Church will continue its support of the 
CMDA through sponsorship of two lun-
cheon meetings per year, members serving 
on the CMDA council, and financial sup-
port. There is also strong potential for new 
PASTCF memberships from the church 
congregation, the community, and CMDA 
members.

In conclusion, we will use the science-
and-faith discussion to fulfill the congrega-
tion’s vision for our church. This project 
will help us become a “spiritually vibrant 
intergenerational community” by foster-
ing discussions of natural theology among 
adults and youth. This project will promote 
our “sacrificially serving” through the 
support of such science-and-faith service 
organizations as the CMDA and PASTCF. 

Finally, through worship and educa-
tion this project will help us to “passionately 
invite others to journey with Jesus” through 
its intentional outreach into the commu-
nity, centered on the science-and-faith focus 
of its natural theology message.
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Letters

John Simpson’s letter in the May 
2009 issue of SciTech† made me 

reread Dr. Heie’s article in the Febru-
ary issue. I find myself agreeing in part 
with both gentlemen. 

I agree with Heie that there are 
aspects of reality that are outside the 
scope of scientific investigation. In 
particular, although we can apply our 
scientific knowledge to speculate about 
what “really happened” in a historic 
event, we cannot return to the past to 
verify our speculations by scientific 
observations such as those suggested 
by Simpson. However, this does not 
justify us in accepting “miracle” reports 
uncritically. Here I agree with Simpson. 
We need to ask how reliable is the 
source.

For Heie’s “floating ax” example, 
the source is 2 Kings. There is consider-
able agreement between 1 and 2 Kings 
and 1 and 2 Chronicles. There is also 
a modicum of archeological support 
for these biblical texts. We have no 
reason to doubt their basic historicity. 
Nevertheless all history is colored by 
the cultural, political, and religious 
worldview of the author(s). If we do not 
share that worldview, we have a right to 
be skeptical of some of what is reported. 
However, in the absence of scientific 
investigation contemporaneous with 
the reported incident, science cannot 
justify moving from skepticism to 
outright denial. 

Derek Pursey, Dubuque, IA

e

What’s on your mind? Are their topics  
you would like SciTech† to address? 
Send letters or comments to Bill McIvor 
at <bill@pastcf.org>. (The snail mail 
address is on page 12.) Please keep letters 
brief and observe appropriate courtesies.

The conference is supported by Union-PSCE, the Carl Howie Center, the Institute for Reformed Theology, and PASTCF. 

The Association’s annual meeting will be held in conjunction with the conference.

“Evolution, God, and Becoming Human”
October 1–2 at Union-PSCE, Richmond, VA  •  www.union-psce.edu/prodev/index.php
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What shall we say with respect 
to the doctrine of original sin? 
Western Christian tradition, 

following the lead of Augustine of Hippo, 
has a well-formulated doctrine of original 
sin in two forms: that sin has an origin, that 
it has not always been a feature of human 
life, and that sin is part of the origin 
of each individual human being. The 
awareness that Homo sapiens is part of 
an evolutionary process, not the prod-
uct of special creation, is accompanied 
by the lack of any evidence that there 
was ever a time of original blessedness 
when there was no sin in the world.

On Retaining the Doctrine
These factors have combined to result 
in the strong suggestion that Western 
Christianity ought to abandon the 
doctrine of original sin, a doctrine 
that Eastern Christianity has never 
adopted. One early example is F. R. 
Tennant, in his series of lectures pub-
lished as The Origin and Propagation 
of Sin (Cambridge University Press, 
1902). Charles Hodge, of course, 
believed original sin so foundational 
to the structure of doctrine that it 
needed to be retained (see his Sys-
tematic Theology, Volume II, Part 1). 
Given what we know now, why should 
we not simply abandon the doctrine of 
original sin?

“Original sin” in both its senses—as 
something with an origin and part of the 
origin of each of us—has tremendous 
mythological power for those traditions 
that have embraced it. Joseph Campbell, in 
particular, has taught us the power of myth; 
the myth of a fall from grace, while failing 
to conform to historical reality as we know 
it, nonetheless expresses dramatically the 
human sense of “things are not as they could 

(or should) be.” Paintings representing the 
expulsion from the Garden, epic poetry 
such as Milton’s Paradise Lost and numer-
ous other examples of Western artistic tradi-
tion express that sense.

Perhaps such depictions continue to 
represent something real in us: our retro-
spective sense of guilt at lost innocence, an 
awareness that the aggression, competitive-
ness, selective cooperation and other behav-

iors that we have evolved might at the 
same time promote and inhibit sur-
vival. Although Shermer says, “We live 
in the Age of Science, and scientism 
is our mythology” (Shermer 2004, 5), 
the epic of evolution supplements and 
completes, but does not supplant, the 
Christian mythology of sin.

Thus Christians ought to be 
able to sing “Adam Lay Ybounden” at 
Christmas (“Blessed be the time that 
Apple taken was!”) and the Exultet at 
Easter (“O happy fault, O necessary sin 
of Adam, which gained for us so great 
a Redeemer!”) with the understand-
ing that the mythological context for 
these songs does not have one-to-one 
correspondence with scientific fact or 
theological proposition. But abandon-
ing the doctrine of original sin and 
the narratives that construct it would 
undo much of the richness of Western 
Christian tradition; retaining it in its 
strict Augustinian sense would show 
Western Christianity to be merely a 
moldy relic of a bygone age.

> continues on page 4

Evolved Concupiscence
Constructing a Theology of Original Sin in an Evolving World

Is this where sin began?


