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Introduction
Often the task of integration between psychology and theology has focused on the ways that
theology addresses and sheds light on psychological theory. This thesis attempts the reverse task
of starting with social psychological theories regarding human identity, and in the light of these
theories, exploring what implications and new insights they may offer for the Christian
conception of sin.
This thesis is organized in two parts. The first part, comprising four chapters, lays out the
foundation for the second part. Chapter One outlines some of the features of the social
constructionist perspective. Social constructionism provides new perspectives on the nature of
human knowledge and the intersubjective nature of human reality. This thesis utilizes some of
these insights in its reconception of sin as a social action in Part Two.
Chapter Two explores the social psychological concept of identity with its recognition of
the social dimension of human existence. The concept of identity presents personal being as
having two dimensions – a social and an individual one. Chapter Three argues that contrary to
the popular conception in the West that humans exist as autonomous individuals, humans exist as
persons-in-relationship.
As Chapter Four demonstrates, this recognition is also emerging in theological thinking.
Under the influence of Martin Buber‘s dialogical personalism, Karl Barth and Emil Brunner
emphasized that humans exist in personal relationships characterized as I – Thou encounter.
Barth particularly emphasized that the social dimension of human existence as persons-inrelationship was integral to human personal existence.
Consistent with this emphasis, Barth interpreted the image of God as a reference to
human capacity for personal relationship, and that God had the human couple as co-humanity in
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view when he declared them to be in his image. Subsequent theologians made explicit the
similarity of human life as differentiated persons in relationship with the personal life of the
Trinity as differentiated persons in perichoretic communion. This represents a profound shift
from the traditional theological conception of imago dei as a reference to human rationality and
original righteousness.
The most original contribution of this thesis occurs in Part Two, laid out in Chapters Five
and Six. It explores the implications of the social dimension of personal being for understanding
human sinfulness. Chapter Five argues that sin is a social act with an intersubjective reality. Its
significance lies in the social meanings of the act. Sin consequently is intelligible in a social
context as a relational violation, rather than a legal transgression or failure to live up to a moral
standard of perfection. More particularly, sin is intelligible essentially as a relational violation
against God.
Furthermore, there is a close interrelation between sin and identity such that actual sins
can be regarded as an outworking of deficit identity. A deficit identity is conceptualized as a
condition of being oneself as a particular being where one‘s self-concept of identity is fashioned
in terms of what one lacks, or in terms of the deficit between who one actually is and who one
ought to be. Deficit identity is experienced emotionally as a sense of shame. A common
expression of deficit identity is the description of human beings as sinners.
Deficit identity reflects human awareness of a profound flawed state in our being. This
deficit of being is so profound that Barth described human existence as being-in-contradiction.
Indeed humanity was described as an ontological impossibility in that who humans now are is far
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removed from the beings we were created to be.1 Deficit identity reflects an awareness of this
state of being-in-contradiction.
The thesis then uses Barth‘s concept of self-enactment to make a connection between
sinfulness, identity and actual sins. Self-enactment reflects Barth‘s insistence that human being
expresses itself in dynamic action. This viewpoint is supported on an experiential level by the
social psychological recognition that a person‘s self-concept or identity is generally expressed
and reflected in that person‘s behaviour. That is my actions reflect my beliefs regarding my
identity. Therefore actual sins are a self-enactment consistent with an identification of oneself as
a sinner.
If sins are a self-enactment of identity, then the transformation of the believer‘s identity
from one of sinner to that of saint is a crucial yet unacknowledged issue in theological reflection
upon the relation of the Christian to sin. Furthermore, a crucial factor in the reorientation of the
Christian from a propensity to sin to a pursuit of godliness is a corresponding transformation of
one‘s identity from that of sinner to that of saint. Because people tend to act in a way consistent
with their identity, is it is self-defeating to on the one hand identify believers as sinners while on
the other to expect of them to be godly. This serves only to raise the profound ontological selfcontradiction of human being in sin to a conscious level.
Finally, Chapter Six proposes an alternative way of conceiving original sin. Original sin
has been traditionally conceives as a corrupt nature inherited directly from Adam. It not only
refers to an inherited corruption, but also to an inherited guilt. While this conception has been
widely criticized, what is needed is the development of a more adequate alternative conception
that explains the universality and inevitability of human sinfulness, upon which the central

1

Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics: The Doctrine of Creation, trans. H. Knight, et al., vol. III/2 (London: T & T Clark,
2004), 136.
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Christian doctrine of the necessity of salvation by grace through Christ is based. Chapter Six is
an initial exploration of a possible alternative conception that emphasizes the central role that
social processes play in institutionalizing sinfulness and the multigenerational impact of the sins
of one generation upon another. Sin becomes universal and inevitable as a result of the impact of
ancestoral sin on subsequent generations.
Chapter Six argues that the social dimension of human social existence supports the case
for the importance of social processes of institutionalization of sin, socialization, and
multigenerational family legacies in explaining the universality and inevitability of human
sinfulness from generation to generation. Human sinfulness can be explained in terms of the
cumulative impact of sin upon human history in a way that makes original sin as a concept
distinct from individual sins redundant. A consequence of individual sins from Adam onwards in
constructing a social reality shaped by sin is that humans are born into a sinful social situation.
Each generation is inevitably socialized into becoming sinners with deficit identities through the
social processes of identity formation. These processes provide an alternative explanation to the
traditional concept of original sin as a corruption of human nature transmitted to each generation
through the process of procreation.
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Part One: The Social Dimension of Human Existence
Chapter 1: Social Constructionism: Perspectives
The theological task of reflection upon God occurs within an ever-changing
social/cultural context. A significant feature of our current cultural context is the transition from
modernity to a postmodern outlook. A social theory and epistemological metatheory that is
identified with this new postmodern outlook is social constructionism. This thesis utilizes some
of the insights of social constructionism in its reexamination of the Christian doctrine of sin. So a
preliminary discussion of social constructionist assumptions provides a useful starting point.
Social constructionism has three distinct thrusts. First, it is an emerging epistemological
metatheory that provides an alternative perspective to that of empiricism. Second, social
constructionism is identified with social theories that emphasize the constructed nature of social
reality. Third, social constructionism is aligned with a relational view of the person that regards
the self as a social construct. The first two features along with their implications for theology are
briefly reviewed in this chapter. The social constructionist view of the self is part of a more
detailed discussion of the nature of the self in subsequent chapters.
This chapter first outlines the problems in epistemology that have arisen from the
replacement of an objective view of knowledge by the socially relativistic view of social
constructionism. Then, it outlines the sociological processes by which humans construct their
social reality and are in turn shaped by it. These sociological processes have a profound impact
on the formation of the person. Consequently humans can be regarded as both the makers and the
products of their societies. The chapter concludes by making some observations regarding the
implications of these social constructionist perspectives for theology.
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1.1 Social Constructionism: An Epistemological Alternative
1.1.1 The Demise of Empiricism
The cultural context of this thesis is dominated by the shift from a modern world view to
a postmodern one. This shift marks the widespread cultural abandonment of a fundamental
assumption of the Enlightenment that empiricism provided the basis for objective scientific
knowledge. The emergence of empiricism as an alternative paradigm to rationalism is identified
with Locke‘s Essay Concerning Human Understanding that argued that human knowledge is
derived from sensory experience. Kant‘s subsequent landmark work, Critique of Pure Reason,
however, undercut both the rationalistic assumptions of innate a priori concepts as well as the
empiricist assumptions of the passive receptivity of the mind to sensory experiences. Kant
argued that innate a priori concepts cannot exist. Therefore Reason cannot be derived from an a
priori absolute. Furthermore, he argued that the mind actively perceives and organizes sensory
information with reference to a priori concepts and categories. This argument undercut the
empiricist assumption of knowledge being derived from sensory impressions. Hence there is an
unavoidable subjective element in empirical human knowledge.1
Nevertheless empiricism remained the dominant metatheory regarding human knowledge
throughout the modern era. It gave rise to the scientific method. The scientific method was
developed as an effective means by which human knowledge can be gained in a reliable
objective and value neutral way. This myth regarding the objectivity of scientific knowledge
was exposed in Kuhn‘s influential work The Structure of Scientific Revolutions where he
demonstrated that a social and political process drives advances in scientific research and theory.
The value laden nature of scientific knowledge was further demonstrated by ideological critique
that aimed at revealing the extent to which special interests and values are embedded in even
1

Stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1996), 57-81.
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positions that claim a scientific basis and objectivity. These critiques support the general
conclusion that human scientific knowledge, far from being objective, emerges out of social
political processes. It is subjective, value laden and socially derived, rather than being the result
of objective empirical observation and analysis.2
The resulting loss of faith in empiricism as a basis for human knowledge generated an
epistemic crisis of confidence. This lies behind the cultural paradigm shift described as the
emergence of postmodernism. Gergen advocates that social constructionism can provide an
alternative metatheory regarding human knowledge, which can fill the vacuum left by the demise
of empiricism and rationalism. Social constructionism is primarily a sociology of knowledge that
analyses the social processes that generate knowledge. It proposed that human social reality is
socially constructed, rather than objectively empirically experienced. Acquiring knowledge is not
a matter of discovering truth as much as it is a creative enterprise that brings socially relative
perspectives into being. Furthermore, knowledge is a possession of the community rather than
exclusively residing in the individual. Alongside this perspective regarding knowledge is a
perspective of the person that deemphasizes the rational aspect of human being in favour of a
more holistic view of the person as a relationally connected, social, emotional, intuitive as well
as reasoning being.3
1.1.1 Language and Meaning
Social constructionism reflects a significant change in the way language is regarded. Until
recently, the predominant Western view of language had been the correspondence theory of
language. It presumed that language had an empirical basis where words signified objects they
corresponded to. Descriptive language corresponded to the world it represented, and the meaning
2
3

Kenneth J. Gergen, An Invitation to Social Construction (London: Sage, 1999), 8-30.
———, Realities and Relationships: Soundings in Social Construction (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1994), 30-48.
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of utterances resided in the literal meaning of descriptive words.4
The presumption of the objective truth bearing capacity of descriptive language has been
challenged by Saussure who developed the perspective that language is an arbitrary system of
signs. Saussure made two crucial observations. First he proposed that the relationship between
words and the objects they signify is ultimately arbitrary. Second, that sign systems are
governed by their own internal logics. That is, language is a sign system that is governed by
rules (grammar and syntax), and our messages must approximate these rules for them to be
intelligible. Saussure‘s analysis undercut the correspondence theory of language that supported
empiricism.5
Another work that challenged the correspondence theory of language was Wittgenstein‘s
Philosophical Investigations. He argued that the meaning of words is derived from the social
function of the word in the context of social discourse. For example, the statement ―good
morning‖ derives its meaning from the social interaction called a greeting with its implicit rules
regarding the sequence of the discourse. Wittgenstein coined the term ―language game‖ to denote
the social discourses with their implicit rules that provide the context from which language
utterances derive their meaning. People utilize language to perform social acts of communication
called ―speech acts.‖ Consequently, the point of reference of language is no longer ‗truth‘ in
terms of objective truth/reality that corresponds to the material world. Rather, the reference of
language is the function it serves in the language game in which speech acts occur, their
conformity to the implicit rules of social exchange governing the language game, and their

4
5

Gergen, Invitation, 20-21.
———, Realities and Relationships, 8-10.
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function with respect to the relationships between the people involved in the interaction.6
Wittgenstein‘s work opened up a new direction for linguistic analysis.
A few subsequent theories that reflect the influence of Wittgenstein‘s ideas are mentioned
here. Building on Wittgenstein‘s work, Sprague has observed there are a wide range of uses that
language utterances serve: giving and obeying orders, asking questions, describing events, telling
stories, making jokes, expressing emotions and relating an experience, greeting someone,
arguments, as well as factual propositions. The meaning of a statement is strongly influenced by
the function it serves.7
Relevance Theory proposes that communication occurs in two modes, the coding decoding level and the ostension - inference mode. The primary mode of communication is the
ostension - inference mode that the coding - decoding mode is subservient to. That is, appraisal
of meaning is primarily derived from inferred meanings, rather than comprehension of words.
Sparse communication, such as ―Get the book‖ relies more heavily on the mutual knowledge of
speaker and recipient regarding the location and identity of the book, and what to do with it. A
more comprehensive communication, such as, ―John, pick up the red book titled Lies, that is on
the book case in the study and bring it to me‖ relies less on mutual knowledge. The inferred
meaning is conveyed in the inferential mode. Depending on the comprehensive style of the
utterance, the inferential mode may convey as much, if not more meaning than the coded mode.8
Two other works examined the subtle ways language itself influences our appraisal of
reality. Derrida‘s analysis of linguistic deconstruction demonstrated that language is a meaning
system based on distinctions, where meanings are organized in terms of binary contrasts. For

6

———, Invitation, 34-37.
Elmer Sprague, Persons and Their Minds (Boulder Co.: Westview, 1999), 37-55.
8
Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson, Relevance: Communication and Cognition, 2 ed. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1995), 3-14, 60-66, 172-76.
7
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example, the meaning of ―man‖ is based on a binary contrast with ―woman‖. Furthermore, these
binary contrasts often favor one concept over the other that tends to be suppressed, such as light
favored over dark, objective over subjective, order over disorder, man over woman. This has
influenced the structure of Western thought in that we tend to think in terms of mutually
exclusive either/or contrasts rather than inclusive both/and relations. This way of thinking
reflects the reliance on language upon distinctions for specifying meanings.9
Lakoff and Johnson‘s work, Metaphors We Live By, examined the prevalence of
metaphors in our language. They argued that metaphors subtly shape and influence the way we
perceive our experience and function as frames of reference for the meanings we generate. For
example a widely used metaphor is the argument-as-war, which influences our dislike of and the
win-lose way we approach arguments. Another widespread metaphor that conceives time as
money influences our hurry sickness and attitude to time wasting. These conceptual metaphors
form coherent systems by which we conceptualize our experience, and the degree to which our
everyday reality makes sense depends on the degree of coherence of the metaphors we utilize to
conceive our reality. 10
That language is a socially constructed system of symbols for communicating meaning
that mediates human knowledge throws open the question of the extent to which human
knowledge is related to the objective reality of the physical world. That is, does knowledge have
an empirical or a social basis? This is still an important matter of debate.
This new perspective on language as a system of symbols that mediates our knowledge of
the world has had huge implications for our understanding of reality. The use of language gives
rise to an intersubjective understanding of reality rather than an objective description of it. The
9

Gergen, Invitation, 24-29.
George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago Ill.: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 3-9,
22-45.
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recognition of intersubjectivity involves a significant shift from the Cartesian view that made a
strong distinction between the knowing subject and the object of knowledge. The Cartesian view
presumed that the internal representation of objects in the mind corresponded to the objective
physical world. This view however, overlooked the mediatory role that social structures,
particularly the role of language, played in a person‘s conceptualization of reality. This
mediatory role introduces an important intersubjective social element into human knowledge.11
1.1.2 Relativism vs Critical Realism
These changed assumptions regarding language have called into question empiricism as a basis
for scientific knowledge and our confidence regarding the degree objective knowledge is
possible. Consequently the epistemological debate between realism and relativism has reignited.
Three different broad positions have emerged among social constructionists regarding this
epistemological issue.
First, there is the agnostic position regarding reality. Gergen maintains this position,
stating, ―constructionism is ontologically mute.‖12 His position has been widely misunderstood.
While arguing that meaning is derived from relationships and not grounded on observed reality,
Gergen stopped short of the relativistic implications of the conclusion that the reality of the
objective physical world is inaccessible to human knowledge and that humans only acquire a
socially constructed representation of their world. Rather, social constructionism is not in a
position to make any conclusions regarding the nature of reality. That is not its contribution.
Gergen is deliberately holding back from taking any position that amounts to a truth
claim. This is because he is suspicious of all truth claims, whether they be religious, traditional
or philosophical because of their effect of reifying language and replacing mutual dialogue with
11

Kenneth J. Gergen, "Social Psychology and the Wrong Revolution," European Journal of Social Psychology 19
(1989): 463-84.
12
Gergen, Realities and Relationships, 12.
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authoritative dialogue. He is in favour of maintaining a deliberately agnostic position because it
creates space for mutual dialogue between people holding different views, allows for multiple
viewpoints to be expressed and validated, and maintains an openness for co-creating new
meanings and realities.13 It is important to recognize that Gergen‘s stance is informed by his
values, rather than being just a logical conclusion derived from the social constructionist
argument.
Second, there is the ontological relativist position. This is the conclusion when social
constructionism is taken to its implied relativist conclusions. It argues that there is no ontological
reality, only human social constructions. For example, Shotter argues that the everyday reality of
social structures that we take for granted in fact do not exist in any objective sense. They are
social constructs that people create and maintain through patterns of social interaction. Their
apparent reality is the product of the social process of reification, whereby social constructs and
institutions are endowed with an independent objective reality. Our experiences and perceptions
of the world are conversational realities that arise from people‘s coordinated joint actions and
conventions.14
A big unsupported leap is involved in moving from the recognition that our knowledge is
embedded in constructed social traditions and structures to making conclusions regarding the
existence of the world we live in. As Searle points out the conceptual relativity argument that
asserts that an acceptance of conceptual relativism requires a denial of realism is in fact
fallacious because it connects two unrelated propositions.15 Furthermore, as both Burr and
Searle point out, a logical consequence of ontological relativism is that meaning becomes a

13

Ibid., 68-75.
John Shotter, Conversational Realities Revisited: Life, Language, Body and Brain (Chagrin Falls, Oh.: Taos
Institute, 2008), 14-40.
15
John R. Searle, The Construction of Social Reality (New York: The Free Press, 1995), 160-67.
14
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matter of arbitrary preference and ultimately unintelligible. Intelligible discourse relies upon the
proposition of ontological realism as an axiomatic presupposition.16 On a pragmatic level, the
abandonment of any notion of reality leads to a paralysis of action because there is no basis for
choosing between alternatives.17 The surrender of the actual existence of the person within a real
world involves the loss of agency and accountability that provide the basis for meaningful social
action, ethics and any notion of justice.18
Greenwood also criticized the relativistic implications of social constructionism. He
points out that the ability for language to have the meaningful content required for co-ordinating
social actions and meaning that makes social discourse intelligible relies upon references to
observable features of the world. Even metaphorical language relies on references to observable
features of the world for the metaphors to be intelligible. A language statement relies upon a
social convention regarding its descriptive meaning for the utterance to be intelligible and to be
effective in its social function.19
Third there is the critical realist position. It adopts methodological relativism while
affirming ontological realism. It maintains a distinction between ontological and epistemic
realism. Ontological realism is the proposition that there exists an actual world independent of
our representations of it. Epistemic realism is the empiricist proposition that humans directly
and objectively know the actual world. Critical realism adopts the epistemic relativist proposition
that humans do not directly know the actual world, but human knowledge comprises
representations of the world that are embedded in cultural and social frames of reference.
16

Vivien Burr, "Overview: Realism, Relativism, Social Constructionism and Discourse," in Social Constructionism,
Discourse and Realism, ed. Ian Parker (London: Sage, 1998), 13-25, Searle, The Construction of Social Reality,
177-80.
17
Carla Willig, "Social Constructionism and Revolutionary Socialism: A Contradiction in Terms?," in Social
Constructionism, Discourse and Realism, ed. Ian Parker (London: Sage, 1998), 91-140.
18
Steven D. Brown, Joan Pujol, and Beryl C. Curt, "As One in a Web? Discourse, Materiality and the Place of
Ethics," in Social Constructionism, Discourse and Realism, ed. Ian Parker (London: Sage, 1998), 75-89.
19
John D. Greenwood, Realism, Identity and Emotion: Reclaiming Social Psychology (London: Sage, 1994), 40-50.
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Human representations bear an approximate correspondence with the actual real world, as
opposed to a direct accurate correspondence asserted by empiricism or no correspondence at all
as asserted by epistemic relativism.20 The accuracy of these representations is evaluated in terms
their pragmatic effectiveness in providing explanations for events and enabling human relations
with the world and others.21
Critical realism recognizes that the constructed social conventions and structures through
language rely upon references to a real world for them to be intelligible. Greenwood argues that
social phenomena have a relational nature that is amendable to deconstruction and
reconstruction, and is actively maintained by conventions and patterns of social interaction. But
they are distinguished from and presume a context of a physical environment that has an
independent existence from human representations of it.22 Critical realism adopts the social
constructionist emphasis on the constructed nature of social reality, while contextualizing that
reality within an actual world that has an independent existence to human constructions of it.
So we see that social constructionism reflects an alternative epistemology to that of
scientific empiricism. It emphasizes that human knowledge is mediated by language and culture.
Humans acquire a representative knowledge rather than an objective knowledge of the world.
This is the perspective adopted by this thesis.
1.2 The Social Construction of Reality
The second feature of social constructionism is the assertion that human reality is socially
constructed; it is essentially a social phenomenon. Social reality is representational in nature.
Social reality presupposes and is nested within the reality of the actual world, but itself is a
human construction, created and maintained by a series of conventions and agreements that
20

Searle, The Construction of Social Reality, 150-97.
Willig, "Social Constructionism and Revolutionary Socialism," 91-104.
22
Greenwood, Realism, 16-32.
21
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humans enter into for structuring their relations with each other and their environment.23 The
classic work on this subject, The Social Construction of Reality by Peter Berger and Thomas
Luckmann was primarily concerned with the sociology of knowledge. They were concerned with
the analysis of the social processes that influence the development and distribution of knowledge
in society and of how social processes influence the construction of a person‘s subjective reality
and meaning system.24 Social constructionism makes several important points about how human
reality is shaped by social processes that are pertinent to this thesis.
1.2.1 The Mediating Role of Language
The first important point concerns the crucial role of language in constructing social reality.
Social reality is mediated between persons by communication using a complex system of
symbols called language. Language categorizes experience into meaningful categories,
objectifies subjective meanings, and provides the medium that makes possible the interaction
with other people that is required for becoming a person in society.25
Everyday life involves constant interaction and communication with other people. This
communication takes place in an open subject-to-subject encounter where people encounter one
another as simultaneously observing and being observed by each other. In this encounter one is
aware of the inaccessibility of direct knowledge of the other person‘s reality. People rely upon
the indirect means of communication via socially defined symbolic systems to understand one
another. The most elaborate system of symbols is the conventions of language. Language as a
system of vocal signs serves as a powerful means of communication capable of conveying

23

Searle, The Construction of Social Reality, 79-126, 90-94.
Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of
Knowledge (London: Allen Lane, 1966), 15-27, Searle, The Construction of Social Reality, 46-78.
25
Berger and Luckmann, Social Construction of Reality, 45-53.
24
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complex messages. Language enables a person to share his or her subjective meanings with
others.26
Language also has an intrapersonal function of providing meaningful content to
consciousness, experienced as thinking. It enables a person to objectivise one‘s own being
through reflection on oneself as an object as viewed by others. Language enables a person to
crystallize and stabilize his or her own identity. Language is the essential medium for the
development and sharing of human knowledge, and the development and identification of
personal being as the self.27
1.2.2 The Construction of Social Institutions
The second crucial point social constructionism makes is that the social world that humans
inhabit is not an objective feature of the natural world, but the result of human activity. It is
constructed. This construction is through an elaborate process involving the establishment of
routines that over time become social institutions. Our need for security and stability lies behind
the human activity of building a social order of conventions and agreements that provides a
predictable stable structure for social interactions between humans.28 Habitualisation plus
intersubjective meanings give rise to a pattern of activity. When it becomes a ‗taken-forgranted‘ feature of the human world, this pattern has become a social institution.29
A social institution is an established social pattern of behaviour that has a sense of a prior
objectivity. A social institution has a reality of its own that confronts the individual as an
external and coercive reality. Those who originated the pattern remain masters of the pattern.

26

Gergen, Invitation, 34-37, ———, Realities and Relationships, 252-74, Greenwood, Realism, 42-50.
Berger and Luckmann, Social Construction of Reality, 37-61.
28
Richard Jenkins, Social Identity, 2 ed. (London: Routledge, 2004), 135. As Jenkins puts it, ―Institutions order
everyday life, provide predictability, and permit actors to exercise lower levels of attention than might otherwise
be demanded by the complexities of the human world. They provide templates for how things should be done.‖
29
Ibid., 133-34.
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They can shape and modify it, because they themselves created it. But once the pattern has been
institutionalized, it has become a given fact of the social world that others are socialized into.
The institution confronts them as a given reality, rather than something they themselves have
made. Thus when social institutions antedate the existence of individuals they appear to be
unalterable and self-evident, and are thus experienced as an objective reality.30 The process by
which social phenomena come to be regarded as objects of the physical world is called
reification.31
1.2.3 The Process of Legitimation
The process of legitimation is closely associated with reification. The need for legitimation arises
when the institutional order needs to be transmitted to the next generation who encounters the
institution as an already objectified social reality. Institutions need to be plausible and
authoritative to these individuals. That is, institutions need to make sense in the overall scheme
of things. Indeed, the totality of every day life needs to make sense or be meaningful
subjectively, so that the whole social world is plausible. Legitimation explains the institution so
that it makes sense and justifies the institution by giving it a normative authority.
Legitimation follows from a widespread adoption of the institution as accepted practice.
Legitimation involves providing a basis for supporting the plausibility of the institution, whether
that basis be values, religion, scientific knowledge, or ideology and so forth. These values and
30

Berger and Luckmann, Social Construction of Reality, 77. They stated, ―An institutional world, then, is
experienced as an objective reality. It has a history that antedates the individual‘s birth and is not accessible to his
biographical recollection. It was there before he was born, and it will be there after his death. This history itself,
as the tradition of the existing institution, has the character of objectivity.‖ It is important to note that though
institutions are experienced as an objective reality, they are not actually objective realities.
31
Ibid., 106. They express it this way: ―Reification is the apprehension of human phenomena as if they were things,
that is, in non-human or possibly supra-human terms. Another way of saying this is that reification is the
apprehension of the products of human activity as if they were something other than human products - such as
facts of nature, results of cosmic laws, or manifestations of divine will. Reification implies that man is capable of
forgetting his own authorship of the human world, and, further, that the dialectic between man, the producer, and
his products is lost to consciousness. The reified world is, by definition, a dehumanized world. It is experienced
by man as a strange facticity, an opus alienum over which he has no control rather than as the opus proprium of
his own productive activity.‖
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stipulations come to be embodied in traditions that legitimize the institutions as the ‗way things
are done.‘ The highest level of legitimation is the construction of a symbolic universe that
presents the world as a cosmos with meaning and order. A symbolic universe provides
meaningful order for individual experience, and makes the world intelligible and ‗puts
everything in its right place‘. It provides a cosmic context for the institutions of society and for
individual biography.32 Historically most monopolistic symbolic universes have been religious.
Christianity is one such symbolic universe.33
A person‘s identity is supported by placing it in the context of a symbolic universe. When
the symbolic universe is presented as the given reality, then by implication a person‘s identity
has an a priori givenness, so that one comes to know one‘s place in the social order. For
example in the uncontested symbolic universe characterized by medieval Christendom, a person
was a peasant and was a Christian, in a taken-for-granted way. Adopting a symbolic universe as
one‘s world view involves adopting a corresponding sense of identity. The two are connected,
for a person‘s identity is generally derived from and reflects the corresponding symbolic
universe.34
1.2.4 Socialization, Individuation and Identity Formation
The third important process that social constructionism emphasizes is internalization, whereby
the objective reality of the antedated social order becomes internalized as the subjective reality of
the person in society. Just as societies become objective realities through the processes of
objectification and reification, so also they become subjective realities through internalization
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and identity formation. Internalization is central to socialization whereby social behaviour of
others becomes subjectively meaningful.35
Becoming a member of society involves socialization and identity formation. A person is
born into an already established social context within which he or she encounters other persons.
Identity formation involves a dialectic process of identification with caregivers (attachment) and
self-differentiation from caregivers. Socialization involves identification with a social group. The
person then internalizes or adopts the behavioural expectations for group members that are
consistent with this social identification.36 These two processes of identification and selfdifferentiation are mediated through social interaction with significant others, usually caregivers,
who mediate this social world to the child. It is ‗through‘ these significant others that the social
world is encountered. They introduce the child to their social world, with the result that the
child‘s view of society is influenced by the prime caregiver‘s view of society.
Becoming a member of society requires socialization. Socialization involves training a
person to behave in a way that conforms to the institutions of his or her society. The more
individual conduct is institutionalized, the more predictable and controlled it is. Effective
socialization relies primarily on identity formation and internalization of social roles and values.
Socialization specifies the social expectations and norms that serve as benchmarks for deviance
and social conformity that influence a person‘s social behaviour and adaptation.37
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It should be noted that this notion of internalization presupposes a duality of personal being comprising an
intrapsychic subjectivity as well as social relatedness. This notion has been contested with those who have
adopted a conception of the relational self as a social construct that precludes the existence of the individual self
as an autonomous entity. If there is no individual self, then there is no basis for internalization, indeed the notion
becomes nonsensical.
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There are two socialization processes: primary socialization and secondary socialization.
Primary socialization involves the process of identity formation and construction of a child‘s
social world. It involves attachment to care givers, acquisition of language, conceptualization of
the ‗generalized other‘ in terms of awareness of social expectations and identifications that are
internalized or appropriated to form individual identity and expectations consistent with that
identity. Primary socialization also involves learning the stock of general social knowledge and
the common world view that is required to function as a member of the society.38
Secondary socialization involves internalization of specific social roles along with the
acquisition of role-specific knowledge. Secondary socialization also involves further elaboration
of identity in terms of specialization of roles one is adopting and the social status
(identifications) and expectations associated with those roles. Primary socialization has to do
with the apprehension of the whole social world; secondary socialization has to do with
apprehension of institutions within the social world.39
Social institutions are internalized by the person acquiring a corresponding body of
knowledge and social roles by a process of identification. To the degree to which a person
identifies with the institution, to that degree his or her behaviour, outlook and values will have
their origin in the institution. In this way an institution comes to shape the person both as an
external social reality that a person must adapt to and conform with, and an internalized view of
the world and social identification that a person identifies with.
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The more that a person identifies him or herself with a social group, the more that
person‘s behaviour will be shaped by conformity to that group‘s norms.40 For a group‘s norms
to be influential on a person, group membership needs to be salient to the person‘s identity.41
Thus identity formation is the central process by which these social institutions are internalized
and adopted by the person.
Adaptive functioning in society requires a symmetry between a person‘s subjective
reality and the reified objective reality of the person‘s society. There must be a close
correspondence between the two. This correspondence is maintained by an ongoing process of
communication with significant other persons that validates and confirms the person‘s subjective
reality as meaningful. Jenkins observed that,
Individual identity- embodied in selfhood - is not a meaningful proposition in isolation
from the human world of other people. Individuals are unique and variable, but selfhood is
thoroughly socially constructed: in the processes of primary and subsequent socialization,
and in the ongoing interaction during which individuals define and redefine themselves and
others throughout their lives.42
Hence a person‘s identity is formed and maintained in a social context.
Therefore humankind exists in a dialectical relationship with the world that it has
produced, where the product acts on the producer. The ongoing process of the social construction
of reality is made up of three movements: externalization, objectivation and internalization.
Externalization and objectivation involve creating the objective reality of society. Internalization
involves creating a subjective reality that reflects how the formation of the self is shaped through
social interaction with others. Thus society exists as both an objective and subjective reality.
40

Michael A. Hogg and Craig McCarty, "Self-Categorization and Social Identity," in Social Identity Theory:
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These processes of social construction support Berger and Luckmann‘s conclusion that, ―Society
is a human product. Society is an objective reality. Man is a social product.‖ 43
1.3 Implications of Social Constructionism for Theology
The increasing influence of social constructionist viewpoints is often deemed to be a threat to
theology, but they also provide valuable opportunities for stimulating creative reworking of
theological perspectives and church practice. As this thesis utilizes selected social constructionist
perspectives in exploring new ways of conceiving sin, a brief discussion of some the
implications of social constructionism for theology is in order. This section closes by noting
some of the key social constructionist assumptions that are adopted in the subsequent
examination of sin.
1.3.1 Epistemology and Realism
Social constructionism reflects a shift from empiricism to a culturally relative epistemology.
Social constructionism appears to be a significant threat because of the close association of
epistemic relativism with an ontological relativism that precludes the possibility of the existence
of God, or even the actual world. Indeed, if this were the case, it would end any constructive
dialogue between social constructionism and theology before it can start.44 Gergen‘s deliberately
agnostic position regarding the reality of God or the world is very important in that it provides
space within his social constructionist theory for the affirmation of the existence of God, which
is a necessary starting point for any theological reflection. So the Christian assumptions
regarding the existence of God and the cosmos that God has created are not excluded by
Gergen‘s social constructionist viewpoint.
Social constructionism as a postmodern metatheory of human knowledge raises some
43
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important issues for theology. The rejection of the correspondence theory of language, and with
it the assumption of the objective empirical basis of knowledge, calls into question truth claims
per se that presume the objective validity of accounts as being true or false. Social
constructionism proposes that human knowledge is socially derived from symbolic
representations mediated by language, and embedded in social traditions and institutions. Human
knowledge is socially and culturally relative, contingent and approximate. This calls into
question the validity of all truth claims, including the ones that theology readily asserts. 45
There is a constructive way that theology can respond to this challenge. It involves
recognizing that Gergen is not objecting to truth claims per se, but to the spirit in which they are
asserted in social discourse. Gergen values open mutual dialogue that respects and allows for the
validity of multiple perspectives. Truth claims tend to close such dialogues down and replace
them with authoritative discourses. Authoritative discourse occurs when one party asserts a
position as truth and demands that others comply to it. As Wallace points out, the objection to
truth claims amounts to a challenge to theology to abandon its authoritative position of custodian
to exclusive Christian truth claims. Instead it should enter into reflective dialogic engagement
with people with different faith traditions and viewpoints, with a view to mutual enrichment and
learning. This approach requires adopting a more open vulnerable engaged position with others
in a pluralistic postmodern world.46
1.3.2 Importance of Traditions
Social construction draws our attention to the importance of traditions in shaping human beliefs.
This provides a valuable opportunity for Protestant theology particularly to correct a widespread
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neglect of the role played by tradition in the formation and maintenance of Christian belief. The
Reformation had rejected tradition as an important source of Christian truth in favor of the
emphasis on Scripture alone as the basis for biblical theology. As a result the degree of influence
exercised by traditions in Christian faith communities has not been sufficiently acknowledged.
The perspective of social constructionism provides an opportunity to give more attention to the
evolving traditions of Christian faith communities as a source of theology.47
So this thesis adopts the assumptions that central theological concepts such as the image
of God, the view of the person, and the conception of original sin are products of theological
traditions. Furthermore, the Bible as the Word of God is an important, indeed preeminent, source
of tradition.
1.3.3 Social Tier of Reality
The Christian doctrine of creation has traditionally distinguished between God and the cosmos
that God has created. The cosmos was created out of nothing and enjoys an existence distinct
from God. Yet the cosmos is not autonomously independent from God. God relates to his
cosmos in a complex multidimensional way whereby God is engaged with the world while
standing over against creation as Creator. Consequently the cosmos is an open system that is
open to, yet distinct from, God, rather than a closed system that operates autonomously apart
from God according to its own laws.48
Social constructionism makes an additional distinction between the substantive reality of
the cosmos and human constructed social realities. The realities created by human beings are
social in nature. They are made up of a network of social relationships and social collectivities.
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Social phenomena have a social nature as opposed to a physical, biological or a psychological
nature.
Social phenomena are not entities that exist independently of human representations of
them. Rather, they are social systems whose organization reflects relations between persons who
participate in those systems. This recognition is reflected in Greenwood‘s definition of social
phenomena as ―sets of arrangements, conventions, and agreements recognized and jointly
accepted by populations of individuals.‖49 So social phenomena are socially constructed as the
product of human conventions, arrangements and agreements that define and structure human
relations.
As such, social phenomena have a supra-individual existence that cannot be reduced to
nor explained in terms of the psychology of individual members. Over time, social institutions
and collectives come to acquire a transtemporal identity that is independent of the identities of
the individual members of those collectives. Individuals come and go while the institution
remains. Social institutions and collectives develop their own structure, and individuals
encounter these social collectives as artifacts of the social world that place their own demands
and expectations upon each individual who encounters them.50
The recognition of intersubjective social reality opens up a whole host of new questions
for theology to grapple with. What is the relation of social reality to the reality of the cosmos? In
what ways does God relate to human constructed reality? How does God relate to culture? To
what extent does God accommodate to culture by using cultural symbols and forms to convey his
revelation? To what degree is revelation objective propositional truth, or personal
communication that is intersubjective in nature embedded in a cultural context? What if God is
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not only immanent in his cosmos, but is also immanent in the social realities that humans have
created?
This thesis presumes the subjective social relative nature of knowledge, and that our
perception of the enduring reality of phenomena is influenced by our relation to the world as
either fellow created creatures or as creators of social reality. We experience the cosmos as
having an independent existence prior to and independent of our perceptions and interactions
with it. In contrast, social phenomena are contingent upon human activity for their ongoing
existence. Humans create, modify and uphold social collective structures and in turn are shaped
by them.
Nevertheless, the affirmation of God‘s existence requires an important modification of
the underlying presupposition of social constructionism that social reality is solely a product of
human activity. To the contrary, while theological meanings reflect an intersubjective reality,
this reality has emerged from genuine social interaction not only between humans, but most
importantly out of an ongoing social interaction and personal encounter between humans and
God. In other words, God in the most real and profound sense is a participant in the social
construction of social reality. Furthermore, theological ‗truth‘ arises out of a symmetry between
the meanings held by God and humans regarding the nature of their relationships and their
corresponding identities. This thesis adopts this assumption.
This thesis then argues that sin is a social phenomenon, an artifact of the socially
constructed world. Therefore its existence is dependent upon human representations of it. But
not only human representations but also God‘s representations for it is meaningful with reference
to a state of affairs in the relationship between humanity and God. Therefore, sin can be regarded
as having an intersubjective reality. As a social phenomenon its meaning arises out of
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relationships, is maintained by social traditions, and is open to modification and renegotiation of
meanings. Regarding sin as a social phenomenon opens up new perspectives for how it can be
conceived.
1.3.4 Personhood and Social Existence
Social constructionism emphasizes that human knowledge and activities occur in a relational
context. It argues that knowledge is not the exclusive possession of the individual but a
communal possession of the community. An implication of this perspective is that Christian
spirituality is not an interior private individual affair, but is also a possession of Christian faith
communities. Hence there is an integral social dimension to conversion, spirituality and
religiosity. Consequently, traditional individualistic ways of conceiving conversion, religiosity
and spirituality need to be reexamined.51
Social constructionism is also closely aligned with another significant shift in viewpoint,
namely the shift from the Western conception of the individual autonomous self to the relational
self. This shift challenges the Christian emphasis of the relationship of the individual to God that
reflects this Western individualist tradition. Social constructionism reconceives the self as a
social construct rather than a substantive entity. This conception, however, can lead to an overcorrection in reaction to the extreme individualistic concept of the Cartesian self. This over
correction emphasizes the social self to the point of abolishing the subjective individual self.
This thesis shall argue for a conception of the person as having an inherent duality as a
differentiated individual and socially related self. This conception supports personal existence in
a way that neither the conception of the autonomous individual nor the notion of the relational
self as a social construct can.
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1.3.5 Identity as a Theological Concept
The location of the person in social context draws attention to the significance of social
processes in the formation of the self. These include the processes of social identification and
the development and maintenance of a person‘s own self-concept or individual identity. The
social psychological concept of identity provides a valuable means for examining the relation
between a person‘s actions and being, and the relation of the person to society. The concept of
identity provides new insights for understanding the processes behind a person‘s predisposition
to sin and tensions between righteousness and sinfulness that characterize Christian reflections
on spirituality.
Jenson has already done some theological reflection on identity. He argued that the
distinctive feature of the Christian faith is that it is a response to the self-revelation or
communication of the true God who is there, who identified himself to us and identified himself
with us. This God has an antecedent identity from eternity. God initiated and called Israel into
relationship with himself, and in doing so identified himself with Israel as the God of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob, and subsequently called us into relationship with himself and identified himself
with the person Jesus Christ. God identifies himself as the one who both raised Jesus Christ
from the dead and delivered Israel from Egypt. In thus identifying himself, God identifies
himself as a particular God, as a hypostasis who appears in the dramatis personae of Father,
Jesus Christ the Son and Holy Spirit.52 God has been consistent in the way that he has identified
himself. This consistency lies behind Rahner‘s insistence on the correspondence between the
economic trinity and the immanent trinity.53
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In this respect God entered into an internal – external dialectic of identification, in which
he offered identifications that speak to human self-identity, as well as presenting selfidentifications of himself. Humans have accepted, rejected, and subsequently modified these
identifications of ourselves and of God, as they have evolved in an ever-changing social context.
This dialectic of identification has been the ongoing function, indeed, the task of theology. Thus,
theology arises out of an intersubjective process of communication and interaction between God
and human beings, with the result that theological truth is intersubjective in nature.
This perspective places the question of identity at the center of theological reflection.
That is, theology is primarily concerned with the identity of God, the identity of humankind, and
the definition of the relationship between them. The concept of the image of God reflects this
concern. The attention it has received as a central concept in theological anthropology reflects
the recognition that God has offered a significant identification regarding human identity, an
identification that is conveyed mainly by the ‗social‘ context of its location in the creation story.
1.4 Conclusion
This chapter provided a brief outline of the distinctive features of social constructionism as a
metatheory of knowledge and a theory regarding social phenomenon as a constructed reality. It
drew attention to some of the implications that these insights offered by social constructionism
has for theology, and set out some of the theological assumptions upon which this thesis is based.
The next chapter further develops the theme of personal being having social and
individual dimensions as it is reflected in the social psychological concept of identity. This
perspective provides a long overdue correction to the over-emphasis in the West of humans
existing as autonomous individuals. This identification of persons as autonomous individuals

economic and immanent Trinity therefore means that what God has revealed and given in Christ and the Spirit is
the reality of God is from all eternity.‖
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has resulted in a neglect of the social dimension of human existence. This neglect has had a
subtle but profound impact on Christian spirituality and theological anthropology. This thesis
sets out to correct one aspect of this impact, the influence that this individualistic view of the
person has had on the conception of sin.
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Chapter 2: Personal Being and Identity
This chapter examines a social psychological concept that is central to our understanding of
personhood, the concept of identity. A sense of identity is unique to human beings, at least as far
as we know. Identity is integral to personal existence. Indeed, personal existence is unintelligible
without forming an identity. It is the way we answer the question ―Who am I?‖ as a unique
individual human being.
The concept of identity has several important features, which are briefly explained below.
The first feature is the contrast between particularity and commonality. The second feature is the
boundary that distinguishes the person from his or her environment. The third feature is the
continuity of identity through time. The fourth feature is identity is actively maintained through
social behavior. A person‘s identity is subject to constant review and modification, and is
expressed and confirmed through social behavior.
The importance of the concept of identity to this thesis lies in its connection with sin.
This chaptesr develops an original concept called deficit identity. A deficit identity describes the
case when a person conceives of himself or herself in terms of what he or she is lacking. A
person identifies him or herself in terms of having a deficit. This thesis will argue that deficit
identity is related to sinfulness in two ways. First, it reflects a partial awareness that we humans
are not all we ought to be. Second, deficit identity gives rise to a propensity to sin in that it is
self-enacted through sinful actions. Deficit identity is generally experienced as a deep sense of
shame.
2.1 Dimensions of Identity
2.1.1 Identity as Particularity and Commonality
The first feature of identity is the contrast between particularity and commonality, as reflected in
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the two contrasting concepts of identity. On the one hand there is ‗individual identity‘ that
distinguishes a person from others as a differentiated unique individual. Individual identity is a
person‘s conception of himself or herself in the particularity of one‘s existence as a distinct
person differentiated from one‘s community. Its content is made up of the unique features that
distinguish the person as an individual from others. On the other hand there is social identity. It
refers to a person‘s conception of himself or herself in terms of what one has in common with the
social group or community that a person identifies himself or herself with. The concept of social
identity is also extended to the identity of groups themselves (group identity) and social
collectives. Thus identity is both distinctively individual and collective in nature.1
This dual nature of identity as particularity and commonality plays out at three levels of
generalization, the superordinate, intermediate and subordinate. The superordinate level of the
category of our common humanity that distinguishes us from animals is concerned with the
criteria that make us human, our humanness. Christian theological anthropology has regarded
being in the image of God as the distinguishing criterion.2 Greek philosophy represented by
Plato and Aristotle regarded the distinguishing criterion of humanness as our rationality, or
possession of a rational soul. From a sociological perspective, the affirmation that one is human
comes from being identified by others as human. As Jenkins puts it, ―If selfhood is the primary
identity of internal definition, human-ness is the primary identity of external definition.‖3 On a
social psychological level a recognition of being human depends upon a social identification by
other humans as also being human, and on the basis of that identification being accepted into
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human society. Identity at this collective level is concerned with features of commonality of
humanness.
The intermediate level of identification is concerned with differentiation between social
collectives and groups within the human species. Individuals are differentiated with reference to
the categories of social collectives. These include distinctions of gender, kinship, and ethnic
group, all of which are embodied in one‘s physiological characteristics, as well as religion,
profession, social class and other collectives. The question of social identity on the intermediate
level is addressed with reference to what social group we identify ourselves with. It plays out in
relations between social groups and collectives such as racial and ethnic groups, religious
groups, nations, social classes, unions, professions, and political parties. On the one hand, people
tend to adopt the viewpoints, conform to the role expectations, and defend the interests of the
social collectives they identify with. On the other hand, they distinguish themselves from and
exclude members from other collectives that the group or collective they identify themselves
with excludes. The duality of particularity and commonality plays out with respect to group
identities, what features distinguishes a group from others in a particular way, and where they
share common features with other groups.4
The duality of commonality and particularity with respect to individuals plays out at the
subordinate level. On this level, identity involves making comparisons between oneself and
others on the basis of criteria of similarity and difference. The individual and social aspects of
identity are inseparable and interrelated. The social aspect of identity is formed through the
complementary processes of labeling the person by others as a member of a category and a
person‘s self-identification with a group or collective, whereby the collective features of the
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group are internalized into one‘s self-identity.5 People generally act to conform with the role
expectations that accompany such group membership. Social processes of group conformity
support and reinforce the collective dimension of identity. The more salient their group or
category membership is to their identity, the more their behaviour will be governed by
conformity to group norms. The greater the positive contribution in-group membership has to a
person‘s self-esteem and self-understanding, the more the group will serve as a social reference
point for the group members‘ social cognition process of on-going self-identification. These
factors increase the group‘s influence upon its membership and strengthen group conformity.6
An adequate identity, however, requires a balance of both individual differentiation and
collective similarity. This dual aspect of identity is supported on the one hand by social
conventions regarding social space and individual privacy that serve to protect individual
integrity as a differentiated person.7 There is an ongoing dialectic between individual and
collective social identities. Individual identity emphasizes the difference or particularization of
oneself from one‘s community, whereas the collective social identity emphasizes similarities that
are shared in common with one‘s community.8 These two aspects of identity reflect a reality
about personal being, that it is essentially a differentiated individual being in relation with others.
2.1.2 Identity and Unity of the Self
The second important feature of identity concerns the boundary that separates the person as an
entity from his or her environment. It provides a basis for distinguishing what is ―me‖ from what
is not ―me.‖
5
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The boundaries of the physical body provide an important basis for identity. It supports
the physiological being of a person. The body provides an important systemic boundary between
the inner life of the person and the environment that lies outside the corporeally defined
boundaries of the person. This boundary supports the fundamental unity of being of the person.
Possession of distinctive bodies also provides an important basis for differentiation of oneself
from the physical environment and from others in community.9
The body is also a means of communication in posture, gestures, physical image. Hence
the body is a means of making social statements, which amounts to social embodiment. There is
therefore no strict separation between the social and physical dimensions of human life, but the
social dimension is embedded in the physical and the physical is shaped by the social. A social
life is an embodied life. The body itself is a medium of communication. Physical bodies as
objects in the physical world and the distances between them also separate people as distinct
entities. Bodies provide the means of both encounter and separation between persons so essential
for the maintenance of identity.
In addition, a sense of the unity of the self requires an ability to reflect on one‘s being as
a distinct entity in the world, which relies upon a capacity for self-consciousness. In his study of
consciousness, Kant argued that a sense of self rests on a synthetical unity of apperception. That
is a sense of oneself as a unitary being distinct from one‘s environment. Human knowledge relies
on unified self-consciousness as a thinker.10 Kant‘s distinction reflects the influence of Decartes
identification of the self with the interiority of a person‘s consciousness. Harré acknowledges his
debt to Kant‘s work on consciousness in his theory of the person. Harré defined the person as a
location of speech acts, as observed by others, and the self as a theoretical construct that people
9
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create to create a sense of their unity as a locus of action and to order and integrate their
experiences. So Harré concluded unity of identity is both based upon the singularity of the
embodied person as he or she appears to others, and upon the unified self as a theoretical
construct that takes the form of an autobiographical narrative.11
Yet even this unitary sense of self-consciousness contains a duality. Identity presupposes
an awareness of oneself as both an object and as an acting subject or agent in the world. This
self-awareness requires a capacity to be an internal observer that views one‘s actions and
experience in a self-reflexive manner. Reflexive self awareness involves a differentiation of
consciousness into observer and an observed aspect, where one experiences oneself both as an
observer ‗I‘ and an object of observation ‗Me‘.12 This process of identification is not limited to
self-reflection as a feature of subjectivity, but also extends to identifications by others as a social
process of identification. Jenkins therefore suggested that sense of self or selfhood as a unified
identity ―is a dialectical synthesis of internal and external definitions.‖13 It is a theoretical
construct that has been produced through a social process of identification, rather than simply
arising from a subjective awareness of one‘s existence as an entity.
While the unity of the self seems like obvious common sense, sociological explorations
of the social self concluded that this distinction was more problematic and complex. For example
James not only differentiated two aspects of reflective consciousness, the I and the Me, but
suggested there were multiple aspects of selves, the spiritual, material, and social self, and that
11
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the sense of self included possessions and roles a person identified himself with. James‘
conception of the self blurred the boundaries between self and the environment.14
While subsequent theorists were clearer regarding the boundary between the self and the
environment, the question of unity of self versus multiplicity of different aspects of self, has been
a matter of ongoing debate. A number of theorists have argued for the multiplicity of selves.
Goffman suggested that each and every one of us has many selves and multiple identities,
associated with images a person portrays to others in the performance of various social roles.
Identity is derived from social acts of self-presentation.15
Consequently, a unified identity is created, not presumed. Writing from a narrative
perspective, Holstein and Gubrium emphasized that the unified self is a theoretical concept that
people create. The most common conception of the self that emphasizes agency, subjective selfawareness and autonomy is itself a social construction. The emergence of post-modern society
and the increasing compartmentalization of post-modern life is placing strain upon this sense of a
unified self. This is because social identifications are presenting an alternative view of a person
being many selves, and that the self as an image is a commodity one can adopt and exchange.16
These views that emphasize the social self as a construct are vulnerable to the loss of the
self as a basis for unity altogether. Non-reliance upon an underlying entity of the self means that
unity of identity is not a given. It relies upon a successful construction of a unified sense of self.
When the self is reduced to images and representations that one can select and choose, the self is
obliterated as a grounded locus of action or experience. It is lost as an entity in its own right. The
failure of the self as a construct to provide a basis for synthetic unity of consciousness or
experience has devastating consequences. Social being becomes an unintelligible kaleidoscope
14
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of experiences. The question, ―Who am I?‖ becomes meaningless. That is even a concept of
multiple social selves relies upon a presumption of an underlying entity for intelligibility.17
The above debate leads to the conclusion that a unified identity is not simply a given
based on the being of the person as a unified entity, but is actively developed through a task of
synthesis that builds an integrated identity. We do not face a choice between a monistic unified
self or fragmented multiple selves. I suggest that a conception of a unified identity that
recognizes a multidimensional self is a viable alternative. Deaux struck a good balance here.
Deaux conceives of a multidimensional self, rather than a globalized self-concept, that involves
social identities in different social realms or associated with different social roles, identity
projects, and social identities from membership in multiple social groups. These different
domains of the self have their own evaluations regarding self-esteem, competency, self-worth.
Indeed, fragmentation of the self versus integration of the self is influenced by the degree of
consistency or congruence between self-definitions in these different domains.18
This conceptual tension reflects a genuine psychological tension between integration and
fragmentation of the self. Integration of identity is the developmental identity project every
person faces. It is associated with the development of a differentiated core self that deploys itself
differently in various social contexts. Failure in this project gives rise to an unintegrated self that
is inconsistent from one social context to another.19
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So a unified identity presupposed the existence of the person as an embodied entity. It is
itself actively constructed out of a synthesis of experiences over time to form a sense of a
consistent unified self as an actor through time. It requires an integration of the multiplicity of
social identities, which arise from a person‘s adaptive self-presentation in different ways in
different social contexts and the person‘s performance of multiple social roles.
2.1.3 Identity through Time
A third important feature of identity is diachronic identity. It refers to the endurance of an
entity‘s being through time, such that a person can be identified as being the same person over a
period of time. Descartes based diachronic identity on the enduring simple substance of the
mind.20
While acknowledging that the soul may consist of a simple substance, Locke insisted that
our identity does not rely upon possession of an unchanging substance. Locke tackled the
problem of diachronic identity taking the approach that continuity of the person was not one of
substance, but of organization. He argued that diachronic identity lay in the continuity of the
stream of consciousness as testified to by the continuity of autobiographical memory. Locke‘s
reliance upon memory was vulnerable to the criticism that there are gaps in memory caused by
forgetting most experiences and changes in consciousness as when one is asleep. As a result
there are significant discontinuities in the stream of consciousness. Locke‘s reliance upon
memory highlighted the inadequacy of memory alone as a basis for diachronic identity. Though
Locke‘s attempt to establish identity on consciousness was unsuccessful, it provided a significant
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point of departure that set the terms of reference for conceiving the person in terms of
psychological qualities of consciousness, mental capabilities, and rationality. 21
Hume also challenged this Cartesian conception, arguing that there was no evidence for
the existence of such an unchanging substance; it was an elaborate fiction. Hume‘s analysis
disproved the philosophical conception of the mind as a simple immaterial substance in favor of
conceiving the mind as a dynamic system of impressions and ideas. Hume, however, was unable
to provide an alternative basis for diachronic identity. So he concluded that the self was an
elaborate fiction that humans generated to explain and order their experience.22 Locke and Hume
represent the two broad theoretical perspectives regarding diachronic identity that have emerged.
One emphasizes the stability of psychological traits, while the other regards identity as a product
of a narrative construction.
The first theoretical perspective maintains that transtemporal identity is determined by the
maintenance of continuity and stability with respect to the intrinsic properties of personhood,
intentionality, rationality, consciousness, autobiographical memory, as well as personality traits.
Transtemporal identity is supported by maintenance of personality traits, beliefs, commitments,
attitudes and values that tend to endure over time. It is also actively supported by the continuity
of an ongoing identity project around which a person‘s psychological life is organized and
maintained. That transtemporal identity is associated with these psychological features is
phenomenologically supported by the experience of people who describe themselves as no
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longer the same person following significant changes in fundamental convictions, beliefs and
personality traits.23
These approaches, however, commonly involve a slippage from conceiving personality
traits as theoretical concepts to regarding them as actual features of the person. For example,
extroversion is a theoretical construct, which itself shapes what it describes. It is not an
empirically observed feature. This impression is strengthened by the use of psychometric
inventories to ‗objectively‘ measure these traits. Their use reflects the empirical rather than
social constructionist epistemological presuppositions of many personality trait theories.
The alternative perspective that conceives of diachronic identity in terms of
autobiographical narrative construction is more closely aligned with social constructionism. This
perspective recognizes that memory of one‘s personal past is a crucial component of identity.
These memories are edited and organized to form autobiographical narratives that play a central
role in defining the self one lives by. Identity includes a perception of who one was in the past,
who one is now, and an anticipation of who one shall be in the future. These narratives are
constructed within social life and are the products of social interaction. They arise from social
experience and utilize social language and categories. Narrative construction involves the social
processes of public performance, negotiating social expectations, and crafting one‘s role
performance accordingly.24 Continuity of the autobiographical narrative provides a basis of
continuity of identity that accommodates the changes in identity brought about by personal
growth and change.
Autobiographical narratives include other people as significant characters. The
performance of social roles depends upon the co-operation of others in recognizing and enabling
23
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our role performance. Thus autobiographical narratives are social constructions that undergo
continuous alteration in the light of a person‘s self-enactment in social interaction. The
uniqueness of each person‘s autobiographical narrative not only supports the uniqueness of each
person‘s being, but also as a social process, narrative construction reflects the social dimension
of personal being.25 This perspective that conceives of diachronic identity as narrative is
consistent with the conclusion of the preceding section that a unified sense of identity is the
result of a synthesis and integration of experiences. Furthermore, this integration is achieved
through narrative construction.
2.1.4 Identity as a Dialectical Process
The fourth important feature of identity concerns identity formation and maintenance. The
particular content that makes up identity is generated and maintained by a dialectical process of
internal – external identification whereby identifications of the person by significant others
interact with a person‘s own self-identifications. The evolving self-concept of a person is a
product of this dialectical process.
Human identities are maintained by interaction with other persons through a social
process where other people communicate to a person their view as to who that person is; that is,
they offer definitions of identity. A person internalizes these identifications to form his or her
identity. This identity is continually being verified and modified through interactions with others
who either confirm or disconfirm one‘s identity. Consequently, a person‘s identity is in a
continuous process of formation and modification through a social interactive feedback process,
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in which our sense of self emerges from a simultaneous process of synthesis between internal
self-definitions and external identifications of oneself offered by others.26
The social nature of identity is reflected in the degree to which people rely upon
significant other people to declare to them who they are. Identifications by significant people,
notably parents, family members, peers, other significant adults can have a powerful impact on
identity formation. It is not just the words alone, but also all the ways people communicate
messages to other people that amount to identification messages. An identification message is a
communication that presents a person‘s view as to who the recipient is. Common identifications
include: ―I like you‖, ―You are lazy‖, ―You are a loser‖, ―You are not worth it‖, ―You are
beneath me,‖ and ―You are really good at…‖. These identifications can be openly stated or
implied.27 They can have a powerful defining impact on a person‘s identity.28
A person‘s self-concept is also continually being monitored and modified by social
comparisons with others. The importance of social identifications for identity is reflected in
social behaviour where people are motivated to gain approval from others and avoid disapproval.
That is, people have a basic motivation for self-enhancement. People frequently compare
themselves with others to assess their personal worth, attractiveness and adequacy. Their
motivation for self-enhancement is reflected in a pattern of making comparisons with other
people who are inferior to them to bolster self-esteem. A contrasting pattern occurs with people
with low self-esteem who tend to make unfavorable comparisons with others that confirm their
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negative self-concept. These social comparisons are influenced by three factors: the similarity of
the person one is comparing oneself to, the utility and purpose of the comparison, and the
congruency of the person. Furthermore, social comparisons can have a greater influence upon
self-identification for people who do not like themselves or who are inconsistent. Finally, the
more a person has a strong congruent differentiated identity, the less that person will rely upon
feedback from comparisons with others.29
People also act in ways that maintain self-consistency. They tend to resist challenges to
their self-concept by disregarding discrepant feedback from others. Swann‘s self-verification
theory holds that individuals are motivated to preserve their self-definitions and they will do so
by creating a social reality that conforms to their self-concept.30 A person‘s self-concept tends to
be stable over time, and it influences not only a person‘s behaviour but also his or her social
cognitions, perceptions of and reactions to others, self-statements, emotional regulation, and
motivation.
Maintenance of a stable self-concept interacts dynamically with personal change. People
undertake identity projects that actively pursue personal development. These identity projects
involve incremental modifications to their self-concept in the light of personal growth. This
process of personal growth occurs through relationships with others, taking into account social
values, norms and identifications by others.31 People continually seek social feedback that serves
to confirm and validate their identity. People are generally motivated in their self-presentation to
gain social approval, to influence other people‘s behaviour, and to construct and maintain a
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public image that is consistent with their desired identity. Thus people are engaged in an
ongoing dialectic of internal – external identifications that confirm and validate their identity.
Our own experiences of and reflections on our own actions are an influential source of
identity. The way we present ourselves in social life in the performance of social roles is both an
enacting of our identity, as well as a basis upon which our identity is formed. The presentation
of oneself in everyday life is the means by which we confirm our identity by expressing it in
action.32 Our self-presentation tends to reflect our self-concept. Furthermore, that selfpresentation has a reflexive effect on self-image in that we tend to generalize from our selfpresentation to modify our self-image in accordance with our social behaviour.33
The capacity of self-awareness to observe the self from the standpoint of the other as an
internalized observer is central to this reflexive process. Objective self-awareness enables us to
observe ourselves as others would view us. The conclusions we come to as to how we would
appear to others shape our view of ourselves as we would present ourselves to others and as to
how they would observe us. This self presentation is through our behaviour. Our own reflection
on our behaviour from this internalized observer perspective provides the content of our selfdefinition as a social object as observed by others. Our self presentation communicates our
identity not only to others but also to ourselves. Thus there is a very influential connection
between identity and behaviour.
Identity is expressed through behaviour, and behaviour that is a consistent expression of
identity reaffirms and consolidates it. Self reflection on behaviour that is regarded as consistent
with one's identity leads to the conclusion, "I am just being myself." Furthermore, a person will
naturally fall into default patterns of behaviour that express what that person believes about
32
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himself or herself. For example, a person who feels insecure will express insecurity in the way
he or she relates to others in subtle yet observable ways. As people believe themselves to be, so
they will act.
Behaviour also generates identity change. Behaviour that is different from one's identity
provides an opportunity for a modification of one's identity in the light of that behaviour. Where
a person acts in a way that is different to his or her identity, that person is faced with two
choices. On the one hand the person can disown the behaviour as not being a direct reflection of
who they are as a person, expressed in terms of, "I was not being myself." Alternatively, a person
can modify his or her identity in the light of what the behaviour suggests about what sort of
person he or she is.
This is the case when a person pursues significant behavioural change. Suppose a person,
who perceives himself or herself as lazy and unorganized, decides to really work at getting things
done on time and in an organized fashion. At some point success in changing the way the person
behaves will challenge the person to modify his or her self-concept. The person then
acknowledges, "I once was lazy and disorganized, but now I am becoming a more organized
person." This example illustrates how behavioural change can generate identity change.
So we see that identity has two dimensions, a social identity in terms of what persons
share in common, and an individual identity of persons as unique individuals. Identity relies
upon consciousness of oneself as an acting subject. Identity is actively maintained and developed
through identity projects. Integral features of identity include a sense of continuity through time,
clear boundaries between oneself and one‘s environment, a sense of agency, and consistency
between one‘s self-concept and social acts of self-presentation. Identity is social, behavioural,
and very personal.
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2.2 Deficit Identity and Shame
2.2.1 Identity and Self-Esteem
The dialectic of internal – external identification that validates a person‘s identity involves an
ongoing evaluative process that is concerned with one‘s adequacy as a person. Whereas the
distinguishing content of a person‘s identity gives rise to self-concept, self-esteem is the product
of an evaluation of one‘s adequacy with reference to one‘s self-concept. A high self-esteem
reflects an overall positive self-evaluation; a low self-esteem reflects an overall negative selfevaluation.34
Self-esteem is expressed both cognitively and emotionally. Typical cognitive
expressions of high self-esteem are: ―I am okay, I am a great person, I am successful, I am good
at what I do, people like me…‖ etc. High self-esteem fosters an internal emotional climate
characterized by self-acceptance, self-confidence, inner peace, contentment, and satisfaction. In
contrast low self-esteem expresses itself in negative cognitive self-statements like: ―I am no
good, I am a failure, I am worthless, I am unacceptable, nobody likes me...‖ etc. Low selfesteem is closely associated with the emotion of shame.
Low self-esteem expresses itself through self-identification statements in terms of what
the person is lacking or deficient in. Even the affirmations of high self-esteem have as their
starting point an insecurity regarding adequacy, for a person‘s adequacy is generally built upon
successful achievement. In human experience, adequacy is a goal, rather than a starting point. It
is something arrived at, rather than a presumed starting point or basis. It is the result of
achievement. Low self-esteem results from lack of achievement and the failure to achieve
adequacy. It then becomes a self-perpetuating cycle where low self-esteem leads to self
sabotaging patterns of thoughts and behaviour that express simultaneously a person‘s failure to
34
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achieve adequacy, and their longing for an adequacy that they do not possess. Self-esteem almost
inevitably is expressed in a person‘s self-presentation, which in turn invites people to respond in
ways that identify and maintain the person‘s level of self-esteem.35
2.2.2 Deficit Identity
The degree to which a person‘s self-concept is in terms of what a person is lacking or a person‘s
deficiencies reflects the extent to which a person has what I call a deficit identity. A deficit
identity is defined as a self-identification in terms of what is lacking or deficient, such that a
person‘s self-concept is expressed in terms of deficits. This sense of deficit is closely related to
the human striving towards self-transcendence. Deficit identity contains within itself the
possibilities of growth towards realizing one‘s potential.
Sartre‘s theory of ontology provides a useful philosophical perspective that identifies lack
as a core feature of conscious human being. Sartre argued that humans apprehend their existence
first in terms of lack, followed by surpassing oneself towards what one lacks. The human desire
for self-transcendent completion is essentially a lacking. It arises out of human nothingness. The
fissure in reflective consciousness between the ―I‖ and the ―Me‖ is composed of nothingness.36
Nothingness complements being in a similar fashion to the way that negative spaces in a painting
serve to bring objects into prominence. Nothingness provides the necessary space for humans to
differentiate themselves from the totality of all being. Nothingness also is the space between
what is and the possibilities of what may come to be, such that all creativity is out of
35
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nothingness. More than that, human reality as reflective consciousness results from the nihilation
of the totality of being in-itself into being for-itself. Thus Sartre argued that lack occurs at the
heart of being for-itself that characterizes human reality. This awareness of lack is with reference
to a totality of being rather than with reference to the perfect being of God.37 Sartre‘s notion of
lack has a point of contact with my concept of deficit identity that ties it to an inherent feature of
self-conscious finite being. Thus deficit identity as a sense of lack is closely associated with an
awareness of the finitude of one‘s existence.
Deficit identity arises from human openness of being. Conscious being is open to the
possibilities of becoming what one is not yet. Thus consciousness involves the awareness of
being on the precipice of non-being. Human openness of being raises the possibility of being as
possibility to be realized. But the possible can only be a possibility if it refers to a real lack of
being that the being for-itself lacks. So the possible is posited in the lack beyond being. The
possible can exist only in a being that is its own possibility, a being that has an autopoetic
openness of being. Here the self determining autopoetic feature of human being arises out of
human reality as lack.38 So the awareness of my autopoetic possibilities of self-determined
becoming can only arise out of a sense of a lack in my actual being out of which emerges
potential. Thus the urge towards personal growth arises out of deficit identity.
There is an additional basis to deficit identity from a theological perspective. A
consequence of the human fall into a state of sinfulness is that humans are no longer who we
37
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were created to be. Barth described the ontological impact of sin upon human being as a state of
self-contradiction. The nature of our being as human was determined by the Word of God.
Barth argued that humanity was created as the covenant partner with God. This constitutes God‘s
determination for us. Sin involves a rejection of that very determination, but God continues to
regard the human as a covenant partner even though the sinner rejects it. So even in the situation
where humanity has rejected and violated this covenant, we still exist as God‘s covenant partner.
Therefore the man in sin exists in a place of impossible ontological self-contradiction, where the
human profoundly is not himself.39 At the risk of overstatement, Barth called sin and
godlessness an ontological impossibility.40 This state can be described as being-in-contradiction.
Therefore to the degree to which a human is godless and alienated from God there will be
an unavoidable deficit in that person‘s humanity. This deficit occurs at the level of human
being.41 Human sinners do not ontically change and become other than they were originally
created to be. Neither can we cease to be ourselves, to be human. The result is the sinner is not
him or herself at the profoundest level of humanness. The glory of our humanity is obscured
behind our state of sin, such that we can no longer know who we actually are on an experiential
level. Barth maintains that since humans were created to exist in relation to God, human nature is
intelligible only in a context of relation to God because authentic human existence is a social
existence with God.42
Identity presupposes personal being as an entity as the psychological self-awareness of
who one is as a person. Similarly, being-in-contradiction as the ―man of sin‖ on an ontological
39
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level corresponds to deficit identity on the level of self-awareness. On this basis I maintain that a
deficit identity arises from an awareness of this human state of deficient self-contradiction. In
this respect, some degree of deficit identity is unavoidable for every person, because it testifies to
an awareness of a fundamental truth regarding sinful humanity that we are failing to be
ourselves. We are failing to be authentically human, for sinfulness is totally contradictory to
authentic humanity. Therefore, to sin is to act inhumanly. Hence the deficit. Deficit identity
reflects the state of being-in-contradiction as a sinner. One common form that deficit identity is
articulated in is through our self-identifications as sinners. The label ―sinner‖ is a selfidentification in terms of a deficit such as, ―missing the mark‖, ―falling short‖, ―lawless‖, ―not of
faith‖, and so on.
Deficit identity manifests itself in a range of ways. A mild form of deficit identity is
experienced as self-doubt that gives rise to a sense of insecurity, uncertainty and inadequacy. It
takes the form of a question. It motivates identity projects aimed at answering the self-doubt
question through achievement that fosters a sense of adequacy, and social recognition and
acceptance by others that foster a sense of acceptability. Negative experiences of being shamed
and rejected causes a deficit identity to develop a more severe form experienced as a pervasive
sense of shame. This form has been described as character shame or a shame-bound identity.
2.2.3 Deficit Identity and Shame
Deficit identity is closely associated with shame. Fossum and Mason defined shame in this way.
Shame is an inner sense of being completely diminished or insufficient as a person. It is
the self judging the self. A moment of shame may be humiliation so painful or an
indignity so profound that one feels one has been robbed of her or his dignity or exposed as
basically inadequate, bad, or worthy of rejection. A pervasive sense of shame is the
ongoing premise that one is fundamentally bad, inadequate, defective, unworthy, or not
fully valid as a human being.43
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This definition contains a lot of deficit identity language.
Shame is a complex emotion with many overlapping aspects that can be ordered along
two dimensions. The first dimension is shame-before-the-fact and shame-after-the-fact. A
corresponding dimension is the social phenomenon of public disgrace and the corresponding
psychological experience of shame as a painful emotion of feeling ashamed or humiliated. Thus
shame functions both as a social and a psychological phenomenon.44
Shame-before-the-fact is experienced as discretion or modesty, or even courage.45 Shame
as discretion performs several important social functions. The social dimension of shame-beforethe-act is social norms and conventions that delimit what is disgraceful behaviour. On a personal
level it takes the form of discretion, modesty and social conformity.46 On an emotional level it is
experienced as an anticipatory anxiety of being humiliated or ashamed with its action tendency
of avoidance of doing anything disgraceful.47
The social dimension of shame-after-the-act is the response of others in humiliating or
shaming a person or holding up a person to public disgrace. Shame-after-the-fact is public
disgrace that is the consequence of committing a shameful act that brings disapproval from
others. This social dimension refers to identifications by others as being shameful. Public
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disgrace is a social event. The corresponding psychological dimension of shame-after-the-fact is
the intensely painful emotional experience of humiliation and loss of self-respect.48
There is a high but not total correspondence between the two. Most commonly, an
experience of shame has both social and psychological aspects to it. One can suffer public
disgrace, however, without necessarily feeling ashamed. Peter alludes to this in his exhortation,
―but if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not feel ashamed, but in that name let him glorify
God.‖ (1 Pet. 4: 16; NASB).
What is central to the emotion of shame is a negative self-evaluation as being
unacceptable. Failure to meet internal standards, social comparisons as being inferior, and
experiencing social disgrace, all provide evidence to support the case for this negative selfevaluation.49 This social psychological dimension reflects the internal – external dialectic of
identification in the form of shaming and being ashamed.
The emotion of shame arises from a negative evaluation of oneself that requires the
capacity to regard oneself as an object. Thus objective self-awareness is a precondition for
shame. The development of objective self-awareness (OSA) involves a splitting of selfawareness into the ―I‖ and the mediated ―Me‖ (in the eyes of others). The acquisition of
objective self-awareness means that the self's experience of the other also becomes split into the
other's experience of the "Me" self as an objective observer.50 There is a mutual recognition of
observer and object of observation. This mutual recognition lies at the heart of personal
encounter.51
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Objective self-awareness makes possible the formation of a self concept. The earliest
self-representation is a representation of a relationship, a representation more affective than
conceptual in motives. Once firmly established, it may be very resistant to change. In addition,
when the child objectifies her or himself, she or he also starts comparing her or himself with
others, and becomes sensitive to its relative smallness, weakness, lack of competence and
dependency, which can easily lead to a sense of inferiority. Theorists taking a psychodynamic
perspective have suggested that a child‘s self-evaluation can be with reference to a comparison
between the ego and ego-ideal, where the child imagines how it could be. The ego ideal is an
imagined idealized self that the child compares the ‗Me‘ to. So the comparison between ‗Me‘
and the ideal self involves a primary dissociation that relies upon OSA.52 The self-evaluative
aspect of shame also functions as a means of gaining self-knowledge from self-reflection on
what we are and what we might become.53 So shame contributes to the formation of identity.
Objective self-awareness provides the ability to compare oneself with others.
Unfavorable comparisons with others give rise to an internalized ideal regarding whom one
should become. Broucek recognized that this internalized ideal motivated identity projects in
pursuit of the ideal self.
The idealized self-object rescues the post OSA child from the shame of her recognized
inferiority and strengthens her in pursuit of her ideal self. One of the paradoxical aspects of
the ideal self is that although its formation owes much to the need to escape from shameful
feelings of inferiority vis-à-vis others, later failure to live up to that image may become the
dominant source of shame.54
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So this split between ideal self-object and actual self-object can be regarded as a manifestation of
deficit identity to the extent that the actual self is defined and evaluated in terms of falling short
of the ideal self. Repeated shameful identifications and experiences of shame can result in a
person defining himself or herself in shameful terms, such that a person‘s self-concept is in terms
of shame. This results in a shame-bound identity.55
Finally, there is ontological or inherent shame, a universal shame associated with being
mortal and living within creaturely limits. A self-consciousness regarding vulnerability lies
behind a sense of shame with respect to bodily functions of defecating and eating, and sex.56
Some images and metaphors that describe shame are a sense of defilement, pollution,
corruption, and stain. Shame is conveyed in the ancient Greek notion of pollution.57 Ricoeur‘s
study of defilement expressed a sense of shame. Ricoeur argued that shame begins with a sense
of pollution or defilement. Prior to the emergence of the notion of guilt, early societies dealt with
guilt primarily in terms of pollution and cleansing. Honour shame societies focused on moral
offenses as causing pollution or defilement, thus bringing shame upon the offender. Defilement
required rituals of cleansing for readmission into society. From this metaphorical sense of
defilement emerged the sense of guilt as an offense against laws or violation of moral
standards.58 Thus a sense of shame includes, but is not limited to moral categories of
transgression and guilt. A sense of shame extends to a sense of vulnerability, weakness,
inadequacy, imperfection and defilement. Shame reflects a sense of deficiency at the deepest
level of one‘s being. It is a manifestation of deficit identity.
55

Bernice Andrews, "Methodological and Definitional Issues in Shame Research," in Shame: Interpersonal
Behavior, Psychopathology, and Culture, ed. Paul Gilbert and Bernice Andrews (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1998), 39-54, Kaufman, Shame, 58ff.
56
Jacoby, Shame and Self-Esteem, 18-21.
57
Robert Parker, Miasma: Pollution and Purification in Early Greek Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1983), 7.
58
Paul Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil (New York: Harper & Row, 1967), 33ff.

MTh Thesis

Chapter 2

52

2.3 Conclusion
This chapter began with outlining some of the important features of the social psychological
concept of identity. Identity has two dimensions, social identity that refers to characteristics in
common with others, and individual identity that distinguishes the person from others. These
two dimensions of identity reflect a key feature of personal being, that humans exist as personsin-relationship. Personal being is both social and individual. As the next two chapters shall
discuss, persons exist as differentiated individuals in community.
That identity is actively maintained through an ongoing process of feedback and
enactment also has theological implications, which are explored in subsequent chapters. Karl
Barth emphasized that personal being is active and dynamic; it is self-enacted. The active
maintenance of identity through social action reflects the maintenance of personal being through
self-enactment. One point the thesis will make in Part Two is that active being through selfenactment provides the link between identity maintenance and sinful actions.
Finally, the chapter introduces the notion of a deficit identity that reflects the theological
awareness of a fundamental deficiency at the deepest level of our being. Deficit identity is
closely related to shame. Part Two of the thesis will develop the connection between deficit
identity and sinfulness. It will suggest that much dysfunctional and sinful behavior can be
understood as self-enactments of deficit identity.
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Chapter 3: The Social Dimension of Personhood
This chapter lays important groundwork for this thesis by establishing that human existence as
persons has two dimensions – a differentiated individual dimension and a social communal
dimension. This conception of personhood amounts to an important corrective to the overly
individualistic conception of the person that has characterized western thought particularly since
the Renaissance.
An adequate review of the development of the concept of the self in Western thought lies
outside the scope of this paper. Nevertheless, a very brief outline provides a background context
for the present discussion. Whereas ‗the self‘ refers to the person as he or she dynamically exists
in self-enacting action, ‗identity‘ refers to the specific distinguishing content in terms of which a
person defines him or herself he or she exists dynamically as a self. A statement with the form
of, ―I am…[descriptive content]‖ is one regarding identity.
The self exists in the activities of self-consciousness, rationality, agency, and social
relatedness. In contrast to the ‗person‘, which refers to the individual as he or she appears to
others as an entity in the world, the ‗self‘ conveys the sense of the individual as experienced
from within. Thus, ‗self‘ came to replace ‗soul‘ as the most common reference to the inner
personal being of the human. This change in terminology reflects a shift from a substantive to a
dynamic ontological view of personal being.
The self came to be identified as the locus of agency and unity for the active being of the
person in self-expressive action and self-conscious reflection. The self was conceived in the
duality of ‗I‘ (the agent/observer), and ‗Me‘ (the self as observed by oneself and from the
standpoint of others). The self refers to the unified personal being that provides the basis for both
unified consciousness and agency for personal action that is identified with ‗I‘. Identity is the
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result of an organization of self-knowledge that provides the specific content of the self that
distinguishes oneself as a unique person.1 Thus identity is concerned with what ‗Me‘ is.
The evolution of the western concept of the person can be summarized in terms of three
watersheds. The first watershed was between the classical conception of the human as a soul,
and the idea of the person being an individual hypostasis of a rational nature. The second
watershed is the shift from rationality to self-consciousness as the distinctive feature of personal
being. This shift is identified with Descartes and the emergence of the concept of the self. The
third watershed is the shift from interior self-consciousness to the notion of the social self. This
watershed occurred at the turn of the 20th century and is identified with early sociological
theorists such as William James and George Herbert Mead.
3.1 The Evolution of the Concept of the Person
3.1.1 The Person as Hypostasis
The Western concept of the person evolved from the classical conception of the human as an
immortal soul within a body. It might help to start with clarifying two basic terms: soul and
person. The word ‗person‘ is derived from the Latin word persona and the Greek word
prosōpon. The Greek word has the meanings of face, personal presence, or appearance.2 The
Latin word persona originally referred to the mask worn by an actor in a play. It conveyed the
sense of the public presentation of a person.3 The Graeco-Roman concept of ‗person‘ had no
ontological basis. Rather, it was concerned with social functioning and social role performance.4
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In contrast, the ‗soul‘ refers to the ―inner person that may be able to exist apart from the body.‖5
The soul was identified with the inner person as distinct from the physical body. Plato developed
an elaborate conception of the soul as being immortal and invisible, belonging to the spiritual
realm, and temporarily imprisoned in the body.6 Aristotle adopted a wholistic view of the human
as a composite of soul and body. Both soul and body were inseparable and made up an integral
unity. The soul, however, occupied a primary position as the origin of the movement and living
activity of the body, such that the soul enlivens the body.7 Humans exist as a synthesis of body
and soul.
The first watershed was between the classical Graeco-Roman conception of the human as
possessing an immortal rational soul and the Augustinian conception of the person as an
individual substance of a rational nature. This first watershed was marked by the thought of the
Cappadocian Fathers who conceived the ‗prosōpon‘ as a hypostasis.8 This conception is
reflected in Boethius‘ classic definition of persona as ―an individual substance of a rational
nature.‖9 This rationalistic conception of the person as an individual substance provided the
foundation for the emergence of Western individualism.10
Nevertheless, the classical understanding of the soul as the inner being of the person was
retained. Augustine believed that the human person was made up of a unity of body and soul to
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make a unique individual, whose existence had the blend of the rich inner world of the selfreflexive soul with the sensory experiences of the body.11 The soul animated the body, giving it
life. The soul is incorporeal in nature, whereas the body is corporeal.12 From the perspective of
other people, Augustine described the human as follows: ―Man, then, as viewed by his
fellowman, is a rational soul with a mortal and earthly body in its service.‖13 Aquinas also held
that humans existed as individual persons whose substantial reality was made up of the union of
body and soul. He followed Aristotle in arguing the soul was the animating principle of the body
that was the cause of vital action.14
3.1.2 The Emergence of the Self in Western Thought
The second watershed was the emergence of the concept of the self. It was marked by a shift
from conceiving personal being primarily in terms of rationality to conceiving personal existence
as characterized by consciousness, specifically self-consciousness.
Descartes‘ thought has been particularly influential in this development. Descartes had a
dualistic rationalistic anthropology that separated mind and body. He conceived the person as an
individual being characterized by self-consciousness, rationality and agency. These have
reflexive forms of self-consciousness, self-mastery and autobiography. Personal being came to
be based on three human experiences - reflexive self-consciousness, interpersonal being, and
executive function or agency. Descartes identified these aspects of personal being with the
concept of the self. He identified the self with the self-conscious thinking mind that was
composed of a spiritual substance that was quite separate from the substance of the corporeal
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body. The self was unobservable and not subject to the laws of nature.15
This new emphasis on consciousness as the distinctive feature of personhood led to the
demise of the term ‗soul‘ for denoting personal being. The identification of the person with the
simple substance of the soul came under challenge by Locke and Hume. Locke rejected the
conception of the person as a rational soul comprised of an immaterial substance. He identified
the person with the cognitive processes of the mind.16 Hume also rejected the Cartesian notion of
the soul being an immaterial substance, arguing that the mind was a succession of impressions
and ideas and their organization. Hume argued that the notion of an underlying unperceived
substantial self was an explanatory fiction to explain our sense of unified consciousness. It had
no substantial reality.17
Kant further strengthened the primacy of consciousness for denoting personal being. Kant
established that humans are active perceivers of their impressions. Furthermore, intelligible
perception requires an underlying synthetic unity of consciousness, which presupposes the
existence of a unified mind whose content is made up of impressions.18 Kant defined the person
as ―that which is conscious of the numerical identity of itself.‖ He came to a similar conclusion
to Locke that identity is derived from psychological continuity of experience. He also argued
that there was no first person conclusive philosophical proof of identity, since identity was the
product of a cognitive framework that a person had adopted regarding their identity. Kant
15
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dismissed the proposition that the ground of identity was having a unique substance called a soul.
Rather, a crucial aspect of being a person was possessing sufficient psychological continuity, and
particularly self-awareness regarding one‘s own experiential history, so that a person can strive
for the completion of their life project.19
3.1.3 The Emergence of the Social Self
The third watershed occurred early in the 20th century with the conception the empirical self as
an artifact of society. This watershed was marked by two significant innovations to the
conception of the self. The first innovation was that the self could be known indirectly through
observation of its self-presentation in action and communication in the social world. A second
important innovation was the rediscovery of the social dimension of personal being, such that the
self should be regarded as being social in origin. The self was inherently social, as well as being
the locus of individual self-awareness and agency.
This conception of the empirical self challenged the view of the person as the autonomous
individual whose existence was understood in terms of the interiority of self-conscious
awareness. It gave rise to a view of the person as a social being. This view regarded personal
existence as having two crucial dimensions. First, it involved individual differentiation from
others as a self-conscious ‗I‘ with objective self-awareness of the ―Me‖. The second dimension
involved an inherently social being that was actively expressed through interaction and face to
face encounter with other persons. Consequently, personal being is not just a subjective, but an
intersubjective reality.
William James‘ conception of the empirical self marks the point of departure from selfconscious self to social self. He conceived of an empirical self as a phenomenon of social
behaviour that functions as the locus of unity for an individual‘s personal action and awareness.
19
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According to James, the self had a dual nature, an observer/subject ‗I‘ and an object of awareness
‗Me‘. There are three aspects to the self; the material self (including body, clothing and
possessions), the social self (internalized identifications by other people, how other people see
me), and the spiritual self (psychological facilities and personality traits). The self is known
through self-reflection, observation of how the self manifests itself in everyday life, and the
constancy of the self that emerges from the consistent patterns of our every-day lives.20
George Herbert Mead made a major theoretical contribution to the conception of the
social self. His thought was based on evolutionary conceptions of how the human animal
evolved and acquired the capacity for self-consciousness, reasoning, intentional behaviour, and
morality. Mead‘s social behaviourist approach was reflected in his method of observing social
behaviour. He insisted that we can observe our inner awareness - our thoughts, feelings,
impressions - and that we can communicate those observations to others. This capacity to
communicate to others makes our inner awareness accessible to scientific observation.21
Mead argued for the social genesis of the self as a result of socialization. He argued that,
―The self… is essentially a social structure, and it arises in social experience.‖22 He concluded;
The self is not so much a substance as a process in which the conversation of gestures has
been internalized within an organic form. This process does not exist for itself, but is
simply a phase of the whole social organization of which the individual is a part. The
organization of the social act has been imparted into the organism and then becomes the
mind of the individual.23
The self is inherently social, self reflective, empathetic, and capable of taking the role of the
other.
Mead‘s contribution to the conception of the social self was his analysis of how self20
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consciousness was formed as the result of a developmental social process whereby self-reflection
was the product of social intercourse with significant others. Mead suggested that what
distinguishes humans from animals is our capacity to convey social meanings by means of
language and social symbols. Social intercourse presumes that humans are able to understand the
gestures of others. These gestures that convey meaning are social symbols. Language is the most
important system of social symbols used for communication between humans. The meaning of
these symbols is the result of social conventions. Thought relies upon an internalization of
dialogue between persons using language, such that the dialogue between persons becomes a
self-reflective dialogue within the person. Mead suggested ―that the language process is
essential for the development of self.‖24 Mead‘s analysis led to the conclusion that the genesis of
self-consciousness is through interaction with others, and that the self emerges out of a process
of social experience of interactions with other persons.25
Mead also argued that the formation of the self requires self-reflexive self-awareness
whereby the self regards itself as an object in the social field as viewed by others. Mead
described this self-reflexivity in terms of the ‗I‘ and the ‗Me‘. The ‗I‘ is the subject that acts in
the present moment. The ‗Me‘ constitutes the memory of the ‗I‘ in the next moment. The ‗I‘
can never be directly observed, but is discerned only as a historical figure. The ‗I‘ is a person‘s
action in a social context, and it gets into his experience only after he has carried out the act.
Then as a person is aware of him or herself as having done the act, the ‗Me‘ arises and views the
person‘s action from the standpoint of others who have or would have seen it. So the social
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experience of the self has several aspects: the ‗I‘ in action, the ‗Me‘ experiencing that action,
along with the call of the community for a response.26
The ‗Me‘ is the objectified self that is a mirror of other persons‘ evaluations. It is an
internalized image of oneself as others have viewed me. The self experiences itself not only as it
is perceived by another individual, but Mead extended this self-perception to the social group as
a whole that a person identifies him or herself with. Mead called this general social perspective
the ―generalized other‖. He argued that our social identity is derived from the standpoint of the
generalized other. He wrote, ―The individual experiences himself as such, not directly, but only
indirectly, from the particular standpoints of other individual members of the same social group,
or from the generalized standpoint of the social group as a whole to which he belongs.‖27 A
person‘s conception of the self, then, is the result of an internalization of the perspective of
oneself as seen by others.
This process of self formation relies upon identification with a group. When a person
identifies her or himself with a group, she or he adopts the attitudes of that group and begins to
conform to that group. Hence identification with a group involves a structuring of the self.
Likewise social deviance is the result of people not identifying themselves with the attitudes of a
group, and structuring their self accordingly. The self is thus structured in terms of the definite
relations a person has with others and with the community as a whole, that is the generalized
other.28 Mead‘s conception of self-reflection as the internalization of the views of others proved
to be a significant departure from the self-consciousness of the thinking mind of Descartes.
The notion of the social self was further developed by Erving Goffman. He developed a
conception of the self as a dramatical performance of self-presentation. He was concerned with
26
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the routines of everyday life. Goffman focused on the individual as an embodied actor, where
the body was the main means of self-presentation. He used two metaphors to describe everyday
social life: (1) performance and drama and, (2) game playing. In each metaphor interaction was
cooperative, organized, ordered, and rule governed in a social world where there are ongoing
negotiations and transactions.29
An important theme in Goffman‘s work is identity. He argued that individuals negotiate
their identities within the interaction order, and that individuals mobilize themselves in order to
present themselves in a favorable light that is acceptable to others. Self-presentation, then,
involves a dialectic between the presentation of the self and the way that others receive and
respond to it. This interaction reflects the internal-external dialect of individual identification.
Self-presentation involves impression management, where one reveals and conceals different
aspects of the self. Goffman distinguished between ‗backstage‘ (private self-image) and ‗front
stage‘ (public impression or public image). There is a way that a person is him or herself
‗backstage‘ in private that is distinct from how the person does performance in public. Goffman
emphasized that the self is expressed through performance. The self expresses itself as a
character, where the individual performs a character role that the self invites others to identify
him or her as. In this respect the public self is a public construct or a personal identification
presented to others. In projecting an identity into a situation, the person is making an implicit or
explicit claim to be a particular kind of person and correspondingly demands that others respond
to him or her according to the social claims that kind of person can have. By implication the
adoption of a particular public identity involves forgoing alternative self-presentations.30
Goffman‘s conception of the self is that of a social character that is a result of a process of
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Richard Jenkins, Social Identity, 2 ed. (London: Routledge, 2004), 69-70.
Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (London: Allen Lane, 1969), 24-65.
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ongoing self-identification and role performance. The existence of this social self is not based on
an underlying substance, but requires ongoing active maintenance through self-consistent selfpresentation as an actor in social interaction with others.
This trend towards recognizing the social dimension of personal being has continued with
post-modern thinkers. They increasingly viewed the self as a social phenomenon, rather than as
an expression of individual personal being. Postmodern social theorists that have adopted social
constructivist presuppositions have advocated the view that the ‗self‘ is an operational construct,
a personalized fiction to give a sense of consistency and continuity to personal existence.31
Individual being is conceived as social performance, rather than lying in the interiority of
personal self-awareness. The thought of Rom Harré is representative of this viewpoint.
Harré rejected the individualistic view of cognitive psychology that conceived of human
behaviour as the product of individual psychological processes in favor of the social
constructivist conception of human behaviour as social interactions. Harré argued that
fundamental human reality is a conversation that individuals take part in. Personal interaction
through conversation is the primary structure of the social world, from which is derived the
secondary structures of human thought and conceptualized self-awareness.32 Personal
psychological development is through the processes of social interaction whereby the person
participates in social activities, rather than a result of a biological psychological maturation
31

What is fascinating is the degree to which they echo Hume‘s conclusions regarding the nature of the mind. Hume
came to a similar conclusion that there was a lack of empirical evidence to support the notion of the mind as a
unified substance. He concluded that the sense of unity of consciousness was not an a priori condition but an a
posteriori combination of impressions. Rather, the unity of the mind was a fictional operating construct that
humans have generated to explain and order their experience. The durable traits and features of the public
presentation of the person, and their contribution to a person‘s sense of self, Hume described in terms of a
person‘s performance as a character. Character had to do with a person‘s own sense of oneself. It was closely
related to reputation, which is other people‘s judgment regarding what sort of person one is. Character included
temperament, emotions, passions (that motivate action), and behaviour. Character reflected the fact that the person
is a social being, and a person‘s qualities do not exist independently of a person‘s relations with others, but arise
from those very relations. Pears, Hume's System, 74-122.
32
Rom Harré, Social Being (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), 58-73.
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process.33 The functions of the mind are also the result of social processes. Cognitive activities
are primarily interpersonal, located in talk that is appropriated and internalized by people as selfdialogue. Emotion is mediated by social factors in that the experience of emotional states is
mediated by distinguishing and labeling them using language descriptions and categories. Affect
is interpreted within the meaning supplied by the social context.34
Harré argued that personal being is the product of theoretical activity. Our conception of
the ‗self‘ is the result of theories of a concept of self, which we adopt. We then structure our
experience so as to create this conceptualized self. We can do so because it is a matter of mental
organization. Furthermore, social maturation processes are applications of a theory of
personhood that in effect shape the developing person to reflect and confirm that theory. Thus
the mind is not an entity, ―but a system of beliefs structured by a cluster of grammatical
models.‖35 Likewise the self is a social location that provides each person with their own social
viewpoint, not a substance or attribute.36 Harré regarded consciousness and self-consciousness as
structures of belief for organizing our experience as ‗mine‘. Whereas Kant argued that synthetic
unity of consciousness presupposed the prior existence of a transcendental self, Harré argued that
the notion of a ‗transcendental self‘ is the result of adopting a theoretical concept by means of
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———, Personal Being: A Theory for Individual Psychology (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1984), 10-22.
34
Ibid., 112-22. I found Harré‘s argument unconvincing here because it was based on a very selective choice of
psychological evidence that overlooked the wealth of psychological research that supported the view of human
development being the result of biologically based human development processes, and the central role that
cognitive psychological processes played in human perception and cognition. Harré‘s argument that the self is a
social construct is only partially correct. It overlooks the biological basis for individuated personal being that
complements the social dimension of personal being.
35
Ibid., 20.
36
Harré expressed his conception of the self thus. ―The self is a location, not a substance or an attribute. The sense
of self is the sense of being located at a point in space, or having a perspective in time and of having a variety of
positions in local moral orders. It is not having an awareness of some kind of being, particularly not an awareness
of an entity at the core of one‘s being. The central thesis of this study is that human beings become persons by
acquiring a sense of self. But that can only occur in social milieu in which they are already treated as persons by
the others of their family and tribe. The public-social concept of person then serves as a model for the privateindividual concept of self.‖ Harré, Social Being, 4.
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which we organize our experience.37 While people are capable of autonomous action, their
formation as persons is the result of social interactive processes. Consequently, a person is a
cultural artifact, not a natural object that is identified by the character of his or her beliefs.
Harré suggested that personal agency is based on intentionality and the social process of
rendering an account for personal action in terms of intentions. Action is the result of personal
exhortation through self-dialogue to take action, which presupposes the internalized social
process of dialogue.38 Personal identity is based on three criteria: embodiment, identification by
other people, and a conception of oneself as having a continuous and unique history.39 Hence the
acquisition of a personal identity involves developing a sense of self as a locus of social action
and a sense of personal continuity through autobiographical narrative.40
3.2 The Individual vs Social Dilemma
As we have seen, the Western conception of the person, first developed as the rational mind and
then as the self-conscious self, had emphasized the existence of the self as an individual
autonomous subject at the expense of social relatedness. The integrity of the subjective
conscious self, however needs to be supported by a balance between differentiated individual
being and social interrelatedness. Whenever this balance is lost, crucial features that provide the
ground for personal existence are lost as well.
The dilemmas of these two extreme positions are illustrated by the problems faced by
Jean Paul Sartre and Kenneth Gergen. Sartre‘s conception of human being represents the logical
conclusion of the autonomy of the self-conscious self taken to its ultimate limits. Kenneth
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———, Personal Being, 97-104.
Ibid., 112-37.
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Ibid., 27-29.
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Ibid., 203-16.
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Gergen has analyzed the dilemmas that are created when the differentiated self collapses into a
social relational self.
3.2.1 Sartre: The Isolated Individual
Sartre‘s thought is a good example of the dilemmas created by a conception of an
extreme self-referenced autonomous self that is unanchored in social relatedness. Sartre
proposed three modes of being; being in-itself that was unconscious totality of being, being foritself that was the conscious being of human reality, and being for-others that referred to the selfconscious awareness of oneself as an object under the gaze of the Other. Sartre argued that
human reality is characterized by consciousness being. Conscious being is characterized by
being and nothingness. It encounters nothingness in the gap between the unobserved agent and
the reflected upon self.41 It also encounters nothingness in the non-being of possibilities of what
one may become. Hence conscious being arises out of nothingness.
Human reality is characterized by an extreme openness of being where one‘s being is
constantly in question. Open self-determining conscious being has this characteristic. One‘s
being is actualized in the act of being whereby a person shapes his or her existence by positing
oneself in a self-determining way. Such openness of being means that human existence (being)
precedes essence (delimited self).42 This conscious being for-itself is without reference to social
relations to others.43
Sartre argued that the self is the product of self-reflection in a stream of consciousness

41

This stance is based on Sartre‘s ontological proof that argues that ―All consciousness is consciousness of
something.‖ Therefore consciousness itself is transphenomenal being and the object of consciousness constitutes
phenomenological being. Consciousness is supported by a transphenomenal being that is not itself. Sartre, Being
and Nothingness, xxvi-xxvii.
42
Jean Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, trans. Hazel E. Barnes
(London: Methuen, 1958), 73-79.
43
Sartre contrasts three modes of being. There is being in-itself that is the totality of unconscious being. There is
being in-itself that is the conscious being of human reality. And there is being-for-others, which is the selfconscious being of the objectivized self under the gaze of the Other. Ibid., 78-82, 222.
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that is profoundly subjective. Self-consciousness is itself a process that reflects our openness of
being, rather than reflecting the preexistence of the self as a personality structure whose activity
is self-consciousness. A sense of selfness emerges from reflection on one‘s consciousness such
that a sense of self is a product of self-reflection upon one‘s action by which one posits one‘s
self. A sense of self is a representation of the self to oneself. Sartre objects to the notion of self
and ego because they foster a conclusive objectification of the person when in reality selfconsciousness is still an incomplete process of self-reflection where the self is still becoming in
an undetermined unfinished way. The self is a process of becoming rather than an object that has
come into being that is engaged in an activity of consciousness.44
This self-referential self encounters others. The relation with the Other, however, is
characterized by profound alienation. The Other is a particular object in one‘s world. That the
Other is also a person is an a priori hypothesis with no justification that assumes a comparable
consciousness to that of my own. I make this similarity of consciousness an assumption for
which there is no direct evidence in my field of experience. I regard the Other ―as if‖ the Other
similarly regards me, with a consciousness similar to my own. The philosophical dilemma
regarding lack of certainty regarding the existence of the Other as a person rests on the fact that
the consciousness of the Other is inaccessible to one‘s consciousness. Hence the existence of the
Other as conscious being cannot be experientially established, only presumed. The gap between
the multiplicity of consciousnessness of persons cannot be bridged, leaving the self in a place of
profound isolation.45
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Anthropology in Theological Perspective, trans. Matthew J. O'Connell (Philadelphia, Penn.: Westminster, 1985),
213-16.
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The look of the Other evokes shame and is experienced as a threat to one‘s being. The
look of the Other evokes a third mode of being that of being-for others, where the self is reduced
to an object in the Other‘s world from the Other‘s perspective. The objectivized self loses its
freedom through subjection to the Other‘s freedom. The look of the Other has stolen my being
for-myself and replaced it with a being defined by the viewpoint of the Other. So the task of
retaining my freedom involves a recovery of my being from being-as-object possessed by the
Other. This project must be accomplished neither through union with the other for that is
impossible, nor through assimilating the other-as-object by reducing the Other to merely another
object. This latter option involves assimilating the Other‘s freedom. So the concrete relations
with others reflect this unresolved conflict between competing autonomous transcendent
freedoms as well as the impact that the presence of others has on my being.46 This unresolved
conflict reflects that conscious self-determinative freedom is inherently a freedom from others.
Finally, the lack of social references means this self-determining self is left in an isolated
subjective universe that is fundamentally meaningless. This is reflected in Sartre‘s perspective
on values. Values are freely and arbitrarily adopted by each individual. Ethics is almost a
meaningless category. The only possible basis for an ethical system based on Sartre‘s
philosophy is provided by the value of freedom as providing a fundamental ethical principle that
the freedom of the self must be safeguarded.47 This ethical value upon freedom lies behind
Sartre‘s condemnation of any action that negates one‘s freedom through falsehood as bad faith.48
Sartre‘s dilemma regarding meaninglessness highlights a fundamental feature of meaning, that it
is socially derived and embedded in social relationships. The notion of a personally meaningful
existence implies and presupposes rendering an account of oneself to others, whether it be to
46

Ibid., 361-67.
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other persons or to God. Without this accountability, a completely autonomous individual
existence is unavoidably a profoundly meaningless one.
3.2.2 The Social (Lost) Self
Gergen illustrates the problems that are inherent in a view of the self that emphasizes the
social being of the self at the expense of the differentiated being of the individual person. Gergen
recognized that autobiographical narratives are a significant component of personal identity. He
pointed out that biographical narratives, however, are embedded in social action, and as such are
products of social interaction. He stated, ―narratives of the self are constructed within social life
and the uses to which they are put... narratives of the self are not fundamentally possessions of
the individual. Rather they are products of social interchange - possessions of the socius.‖49 They
are fundamentally social in nature.
Gergen asserted that the traditional concept of the individual self is fundamentally
problematic. The ‗self‘ should be conceived as personal self-presentation and role performance
in a social context. More than that, because there is no enduring reality of a substantial self, the
self has now been commodified, where people ‗purchase‘ identities, and substitute one ‗self‘ or
another, as it suits them. The notion of the self as a constructed concept creates the possibility
that people can create and re-create identities in different relationships as it suites them. The
eclipse of the essential self is now replaced by a commodified relational self where, as Gergen
states it, ―One‘s sense of individual autonomy gives way to a reality of immersed
interdependence, in which it is relationship that constructs the self…. What has served as
individual traits, mental processes, or personal characteristics can promisingly be viewed as
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constituents of relational forms.‖ 50 The result is that personal being as expressed through social
action risks being cut adrift from any enduring sense of the person existing as a distinct entity
within society.
Gergen‘s analysis raises the problem of the sustainability of the unitary self. He points
out that the fragmentation of postmodern society is making it increasingly difficult to maintain a
unified sense of the self that has continuity. This fragmentation is driven by the revolution in
communications technology, the frenetic pace of life, and the compartmentalization of social
reality. The saturation of the self through the multiple meanings available to it in the postmodern
world risks the loss of any distinct identity. So the self becomes lost in all the possibilities it
could be from experience to experience and social context to social context. The self risks being
reduced to a commodity that one can put on from an endless range of possibilities. Gergen
expresses a longing for being able to become centered in the midst of the experiential
bombardment of postmodern society, and a deep concern about the risk of the self being lost
altogether.51
3.3 Conclusion regarding Personhood
The above review leads to the conclusion that meaningful existence as a person is sustainable
only if it is expressed as being differentiated individuals in relationship with other persons
sharing a social life in community. Personal existence is both a differentiated individual and an
interrelated social existence. Loss of balance between these two aspects of personal being results
in human existence becoming unintelligible either through meaningless isolated existence or the
loss of the self.
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The two dimensions of personal being are reflected in the two dimensional nature of the
concept of identity. On the one hand, individual identity highlights the differentiated individual
in his or her particular existence. On the other hand, social identity focuses on the common
identities individual group members share with their groups, as well as the collective identities of
social groups and collectives themselves. Finally, the dynamic interaction between individual
and community is reflected in the external–internal dialectic of identification and identity
formation and confirmation.
Identity is relevant for functioning in everyday life because it provides the basis for
meaningful social action. It also serves to locate a person in space and time in an intelligible
way that makes meaningful living possible. Through self-enactment identity provides the basis
for meaningful being and action. Identity becomes meaningful only in an intersubjective
interpersonal social reality, rather than in an ‗objective‘ reality of the physical world. Thus
identity assigned to a person in isolation in the physical world is a contradiction in terms. The
profound implication of this observation is that humans can only know and be themselves in a
social context of life in community with other humans.
This chapter also introduced the concept of deficit identity with its self-concept in
negative terms of lack or deficiency. This form of identity is closely associated with a sense of
shame. As the last two chapters of the thesis will seek to establish, deficit identity is closely
related to human sinfulness. The theological concept of original sin as a reference to a corrupt
nature amounts to a theological basis for a pervasive deficit identity. The concept of deficit
identity in particular, is useful in revealing the ways that sinful behaviour, sinful nature, identity
and shame all interrelate in ways that serve to enrich our conceptualization of original sin.
The next chapter examines the social and individual dimensions of human personhood
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from a theological perspective. It includes a review of how theological reflection upon
personhood has been carried by the concept of the image of God as definitive of human personal
being. The chapter outlines the evolution of the theological conception of the image of God
pointing out how it reflects the influence of concurrent Western thought regarding human
personhood. The next chapter will show that the development of the theological perspective on
human personhood as reflected in the concept of the image of God followed a similar
progression from rational individual substance to a social conception of the person.
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Chapter 4. Social Being of Persons in Theology
The previous chapter discussed the nature of human personhood and identity from a social
psychological perspective. It reviewed how the western conception of the person passed through
three watersheds. That chapter argued the case that personal existence is both individual and
social. Humans are social creatures. Human personal existence is characterized by living in
personal relationships as differentiated individuals within communities.
The nature of human personhood has also been an important matter for theological
reflection. This reflection has been undertaken mainly with reference to the concept of humans
having been created in the image of God. Being the image of God has been identified as what
sets us apart as distinctly human. Just as the western concept of personhood has evolved over the
centuries through three significant watersheds, so also the theological concept of the image of
God has gone through significant watersheds.
This chapter suggests that the development of the theological concept of the image of
God has passed through similar watersheds as the western concept of the self. The initial Old
Testament concept of the image of God did not refer to a definitive description of who the
human is. It was a much less ambitious reference to humankind‘s function and status in the
world as a ruler who represents a divine sovereign, no more.
The first major watershed occurred when Paul added significant new content to the
concept of imago Dei by identifying it with conformity to the image of Christ. This was a
theological tour de force that identified imago Dei as definitive for being human. The utilization
of the concept of imago Dei for providing a divine identification of humanness at the
superordinate level gave rise to the question of the impact of sin on human nature.
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The second watershed involved the church fathers defining the imago Dei with reference
to the rationalistic dualistic Greek anthropology of the human comprising the rational soul within
a body. Imago Dei came to be identified with human rationality. This conception of imago Dei
remained substantially unchanged while theological debate focused on the problem of the impact
of original sin on human nature as the image of God.
The third watershed in the theological conception of imago Dei in relational terms parallels
the emergence of the social self. Barth and Brunner conceived the imago Dei as a reference to
humans having been created as God‘s designated covenant partners. They identified imago Dei
with personal relatedness. The outcome of this theological development is that theology is also
coming to recognize that humans exist as differentiated persons in relationship with one another.
4.1

The Image of God in Theological Anthropology

The unique starting point of theological anthropology for examining what is a human being is
God‘s declaration, ―Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.‖ (Gen. 1:26, NASB). The
biblical concept of imago Dei is of central importance, for it provides the point of departure for a
biblical understanding of what it is to be human. While the Old Testament concept of humankind
being created in the image of God is only found in Genesis, its occurrence in a passage
describing the creation of humankind immediately raises it to theological prominence. For
instance, Vriezen stated that ―the imago Dei was the essential root idea of the Old Testament
message concerning God,‖1 because it pointed to the relationship between God and humankind,
which was the central theme of the Old Testament. Ray Anderson asserted that the notion of the
image of God ―is the foundational concept for understanding the biblical teaching concerning the

1

Theodorus Vriezen, cited by Gunnlaugur Jönsson, The Image of God: Genesis 1: 26-28 in a Century of Old
Testament Research, trans. Lorraine Svendsen, Conietanea Biblica Old Testament Series (Stockholm: Almqvist &
Wiksell, 1988), 118. states this amounts to now living their lives "in a way that reflects their belonging to a new
creation effected by Christ."

MTh Thesis

Chapter 4

75

nature and value of human personhood.‖2 He added that being the image of God is the factor that
essentially determines our humanity and is the essence of personhood.3 While other creatures
were created after their kind, humans were created in the image and likeness of God. Hence
imago Dei came to be regarded as the essential determination of human nature, and theological
anthropology has generally used this central concept as its starting point.4
The reliance of theological anthropology upon the image of God for defining humanness,
however, has highlighted the problem of how do we reconcile the affirmation that humans are
created in the image of God with our identification as sinners. God‘s declaration in Genesis that
humans are made in his image amounts to a very significant identification. God in effect
identifies humans as being his image. Theologians have struggled with accepting this
identification, however, because it contradicts their identification of humans as sinners. And
sinners cannot be altogether like a God who is holy and sinless. Consequently, when the image
of God is conceptualized as an ontological definition of human nature, the very ontological
definition highlights the contradiction between being a sinner and being the image of God.
4.2 The Old Testament Conception of Imago Dei
4.2.1 The Image of God in Genesis
What complicates the theological task of understanding what exactly being made God‘s image
and likeness signifies is the lack of attention the Bible gives to exploring and developing this
concept. The image of God is mentioned in only three places in the Old Testament, Genesis 1:26,
5:1-3, and 9:6. One possible explanation is that because Israel was a ‗high context‘ culture that
2

Ray S. Anderson, On Being Human: Essays in Theological Anthropology (Pasadena, Ca.: Fuller Seminary Press,
1982), 70.
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Ibid., 71.
4
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1996), 54. Berkouwer, Man. Reinhold Neibhur, The Nature and Destiny of Man, Vol. 1: Human Nature, (London:
Nisbet & Co., 1941), Barth, Church Dogmatics. III/1, Pannenberg, Anthropology in Theological Perspective.
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presumed Israelites had a rich knowledge of their cultural traditions, a rich understanding of
what the image of God meant may have been presumed by the author of Genesis.5 The lack of
elaboration of the concept of image of God in the Old Testament suggests that the author relied
upon the reader‘s knowledge of the Ancient Near Eastern cultural meaning of ―image of God.‖
Thus this concept may have its origin in extra-biblical sources.6
The notion, however, that humanity was created in God‘s image is not prominent in
Ancient Near Eastern creation myths. The predominant theme in Mesopotamian myths was that
humans were made to relieve the minor gods of the burden of agricultural labour.7 Egyptian
cosmogonies were primarily concerned with the generation of the gods and the emergence of the

5

Ronald A. Simkins, Creator and Creation: Nature in the World View of Ancient Israel (Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 1994), 42, Karl Westermann, Genesis 1 - 11: A Commentary, trans. John C. Scullion (Minneapolis,
Minn.: Augsburg Fortress Press, 1984), 156.
6
Werner H. Schmidt, The Faith of the Old Testament (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983), 194-98.
7
The Babylonian myth Enma Elish (Tablet VI. 5-10) depicted humankind as being created by the goddess Ninmah
for the purpose of relieving the gods of their hard toil. The Babylonian creation myth spoke of humanity being
made of earth to serve the gods. After careful deliberation Marduk decided to create humankind.
I shall compact blood, I shall cause bones to be,
I shall make stand a human being, let ‗Man‘ be its name.
I shall create humankind,
They shall bear the gods‘ burden that those may rest.
William W. Hallo and K. Lawson Younger, eds., The Context of Scripture: Canonical Compositions from the
Biblical World, 3 vols., vol. 1 (Leiden: Brill,2003), 400.
The Akkadian Atra-Hasis Epic (189-191) related that Ea in response to the gods‘ complaint about their toil
suggested,
While Belet-ili, the birth-goddess, is present,
Let the birth-goddess create offspring,
Let man bear the toil of the gods.‖
W. G. Lambert and A. R. Millard, Atra-Hasis the Babylonian Story of the Flood (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969),
57.
The fragmentary Eridu Genesis relates how the gods fashioned humankind and gave them kings to oversee their
labour.
When An, Enlil, Enki, and Ninhursaga
Fashioned the dark-headed (people),
They had made the small animals (that come up) from(out of) the earth…
And let me have him [the king] oversee their labor,
And let him teach the nation to follow along unerringly like cattle!
As translated by Thorkild Jacobsen, The Harps That Once... Sumerian Poetry in Translation (New Haven, Conn.:
Yale University Press, 1987), 146.
The Sumerian myth The Birth of Man relates that Namma, at Enki‘s request gave birth to humankind as
A fill-in worker for the gods,
That they get loose of their digging.
Ibid., 144.
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cosmos from primeval flood waters.8 Humans were created along with the other animals either
through birth or being fashioned on a potters wheel.9 One Egyptian creation myth referred to
God providing for humankind because they were his cattle and his images because they came
from his body.10 These Egyptian myths, however, made no fundamental distinction between
humanity and the other creatures.
While humankind being created in the image of God is not a motif in Ancient Near Eastern
creation legends, there is a strong royal tradition of the king being the image or son of god.11
These texts have led scholars to suggest that the reference to humans being the image and
likeness of God reflects the influence of this royal ideology. The echo of royal ideology is
reflected in Jewish rabbinic traditions of the kingship of Adam over all creation.12 The royal
Psalm 8, where the king is addressed as God‘s son, contains an intertextual allusion to Genesis 1:

8

Richard J. Clifford, Creation Accounts in the Ancient near East and the Bible, vol. 26, Catholic Biblical Quarterly
Monograph Series (1994), 101-06.
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Simkins, Creator and Creation, 67-68.
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Hallo, The Context of Scripture, 65 provides a translation of the Instructions of Merikare that states:
God thinks of him who works for him.
Well tended is humankind – god‘s cattle,
He made sky and earth for their sake,
He subdued the sea monster,
He made breath for their noses to live,
They are his images, who came from his body,
He shines in the sky for their sake;
He made for them plants and cattle,
Fowl and fish to feed them.
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Schmidt, The Faith of the Old Testament, 195. Schmidt cites Mesopotamian texts that described the king as the
image of Marduk or Shamash, for example:
The father of the king, my lord, was the image of Bel
And the king, my lord, is the image of Bel.
This royal tradition also existed in Egypt where the Pharaoh was regarded as the image and son of god. For
example, The Great Hymn to the Aten speaks of the Pharaoh Neferkheprure as the son of Re, Hallo, The Context
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god‘s son,‖ Hallo, The Context of Scripture, 46. Westermann, Genesis 1-11, 159, referred to Wildberger‘s study
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26 that links royal rule with being the image.13 The description of humankind as the image of
God with its association with dominion in Genesis 1:26 probably reflects the influence of the
Egyptian notion of the Pharaoh enjoying dominion as the son and image of Ammon-Re.14 These
texts suggest that the concept of the image of God in Genesis could reflect the influence of this
widespread royal ideology.
Genesis, however, portrays a unique perspective that significantly transformed and
extended these royal ideology conceptions. The Genesis creation account stands in sharp contrast
to the Mesopotamian myths in the status and dignity it gives to humans generally. The distinctive
feature of the Genesis account is that the image of God applied to and dignified every person.
The exercise of dominion as the image of God is likewise extended from rule over the king‘s
kingdom to dominion over all the animals of the earth.15
A careful interpretation of references in Genesis to the image of God that takes into
account the Ancient Near Eastern cultural context suggests that Genesis did not have in view a
definitive statement regarding human nature. Rather, the biblical concept of humanity as the
image of God in Genesis primarily had to do with humanity‘s position in the cosmos. The
creation account in Genesis Chapter 1: 26-28 suggests that human beings were created in order
that we might populate the earth and exercise dominion over it.16 This image along with its
associated mandate has passed intact from father to son as Genesis 5:1-3 and 9:6 attest.17 The
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Old Testament is unambiguous that the image of God remained intact in humanity after the
Fall.18 It concerns human status in the cosmos, rather than the rationality or righteousness of
human nature. This strong connection between image and dominion has led many scholars to
conclude that the image of God should be interpreted as functionally referring to humankind‘s
purpose of ruling the world, rather than with reference to humankind‘s ontology or capacities.19
We conclude that the interpretation of the Old Testament concept of the image of God in
terms of being a representative of God with its dignity and status and exercising dominion over
the earth enjoys the most support from textual and cultural contextual evidence.
4.2.2 The Image of God in the Pseudepigrapha
The references to humanity as the image of God in the Pesudepigrapha reflect the interpretation
that the Old Testament concept of the image of God is mainly concerned with humanity
exercising rule over the earth as the visible viceregal representatives of the sovereign God.
Wisdom of Sirach 17:1-4 links being created in the image of God with exercising dominion over
the creatures of the earth.20 The Life of Adam and Eve states that because Adam as the image of
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God was the visible representation of God, he was to be worshipped by angels, even Satan
himself. Adam enjoyed dominion over the earth and his life was sacrosanct.21 Furthermore, the
dignity and status of being the image of God was passed onto Seth, and by implication to all
subsequent descendents.22 Being the image of God also provided a basis for humanity‘s claim for
protection from violence and for benevolent care from God.23 These writings suggest that the
interpretation of the concept of imago Dei in terms of the exercise of dominion as God‘s
viceregal representatives on earth persisted in the Judaic tradition through New Testament times
into the Patristric era.
4.2.3 The Image of God in the New Testament
The New Testament presents a new watershed in the conception of the image of God. The New
Testament affirms the Old Testament understanding of humanity being created in the image of
God. Furthermore, it affirms that the image of God remains intact in fallen humanity and
provides the basis for the ethical obligation to love and respect one‘s neighbour.24 However, it

strength like his own, and made them in his own image. He placed the fear of them in all living things, and
granted them dominion over beasts and birds.‖
21
This demand that the angels and Satan worship Adam as God‘s image reflects the Ancient Near Eastern royal
ideology that the image as the representation of the king was the object of actions of loyalty and worship. The Life
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and subsequent to me,‖ precipitated Satan‘s rebellion. Life of Adam and Eve 14.3, (Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha 2: 262). This episode is reminiscent of the demand that Nebuchadnezzer made that his subjects
worship a golden image he set up (Daniel 3). The text does not specify whether the image was of the king or a
god, but its distinction between serving the gods and worshipping the golden image (Dan. 3:12) suggests that the
image was one of the king.
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The Life of Adam and Eve 37-39, (Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 2: 272-275) relates an encounter where Eve
rebuked a wild beast that attacked Seth, commanding it to stand back from Seth who was the image of God, and
the beast did so.
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For example, 4 Ezra 8 (Old Testament Pseudepigrapha 1: 42-45) relates an appeal Ezra made for God to preserve
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if the farmer‘s seed does not come up, because it has not received your rain in due season, or if it has been ruined
by too much rain, it perishes. But man, who has been formed by your hands and is called your own image
because he is made like you, and for whose sake you have formed all things - have you also made him like the
farmers seed? No, O Lord, who are over us! But spare your people and have mercy on your inheritance, for you
have mercy on your own creation.‖ (Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol. 1, 543).
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James 3:9 argued that it is inconsistent to bless God while cursing humans made in his likeness. James echoes the
argument of Sirach (17:1-14) that the fact that humanity exists in the image of God entails an ethical obligation to
love one‘s neighbor. James Adamson, The Epistle of James, New International Commentary on the New
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also adds an entirely new dimension to the Old Testament concept in its affirmation that the
incarnate Son of God, Jesus Christ, is the image of the invisible God. The image of God finds its
ultimate expression in his person. Christ uniquely is the true image of God in human form.25
This affirmation of Jesus Christ as the image of God is consistent with the Old Testament
concept of image of God, in that Christ the man functions as a Messianic king who rules as
God‘s viceregal representative and represents God as the visible ikon of the invisible God.
Consequently, New Testament anthropology is inseparable from christology and
soteriology, for Jesus Christ is the focal point not only of the revelation of God, but also the
revelation of human being.26 Paul especially laid out a vision for a new eschatological humanity
who is in the process of being conformed to the image of Christ, who is the prototype of the new
human. A central feature of Paul‘s anthropology is the contrast between Adam and Christ as
heads of two races, such that Christ was the ―Second Adam.‖27 Paul understood that an
implication of salvation for the believer was having a new life in Christ. This new life involved
participating in a new eschatological humanity that was a new creation that had come into
existence through the death and resurrection of Christ.28 This is the destiny of the Christian. The
realization of this human destiny is integral to the ushering in of a new creation and a new age
that shall completely surpass and replace the old.29

Testament (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1976), 146, Simon J. Kistemaker, James and I - Iii John, New
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2:6-7).
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514.
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Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology, trans. John Richard de Witt (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
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According to Paul, the goal of the Christian life is being conformed to the image of
Christ.30 Our original creation in the image of God has been superimposed by a new humanity
created in conformity to the image of Christ. This process of conformation to the image of Christ
has four elements to it: (1) being drawn into relationship with God as his adopted children,31 (2)
being transformed into Christ‘s glory that amounts to a glorification of humanity‘s entire
existence,32 (3) the process of renewal that Paul described as putting off the ―old man and being
transformed in the renewal of your mind and putting on the new man‖ that amounts to a change
in lifestyle,33 and (4) participation in the life of the new church community with Christ in its
midst.34 It is important to note that Paul nowhere suggested that the image of God had been lost
in the Fall; rather his emphasis lay on the superiority and surpassing glory of the new creation as
eclipsing the old creation, regardless of whether or not the old image was still intact in the old
human race in Adam.35
Another profound change in the New Testament is the shift from the exclusive Old
Testament focus on the Hebrews as God‘s chosen covenanted people, whom God had chosen for
himself from among the nations in his historic act of delivering them out of Egypt. The New
Testament heralds the advent of the Kingdom of God and the gathering in of all peoples into a
new community, based on the redemption from sin through Jesus Christ. The New Testament
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presents a gospel for all nations. Consequently, God is proclaimed as the Father and Creator of
all humans, all of whom are created in his image.
God is now primarily identified as the God and Father of Jesus Christ, rather than the
God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, even though he is still identified with the God who delivered
Israel from Egypt.36 Correspondingly, the definitive act of salvation is no longer redemption
from slavery in Egypt, but deliverance from bondage to sin. Believers can now identify
themselves as those who have been saved from their sins through Jesus. This amounts to a
profound change in the frame of reference for identification of God and ourselves. This change
in reference lies behind the rise into prominence of the concept of the image of God as definitive
of being human.
Thus the concept of the image of God emerges as a central unifying theme in the Bible. It
has three main thrusts. First, the image of God is our origin. We were created as the image of
God (Gen 1:26-27). Second, Christ himself is the image of God (Col 1:15). Third, human destiny
is understood in terms of being conformed to the image of Christ (Ro. 8:29, Eph. 4:4, Col 3:10). So the
testimony of Scripture is that the image of God is definitive at both the origin of humanity and
the goal of human existence.
4.2.4. The Influence of Greek Rationalism on Conceptions of Imago Dei
Christian theologians have wrestled with two questions in relation to humanity being in the
image of God. The first question is how it defines the essence of being human. The image of
God came to be regarded as a key concept in understanding what constitutes human being and
identifying the distinctiveness of what makes us human. It was regarded as a significant
identification that addressed human identity at the superordinate level. The lack of definitive
clarity of the biblical concept, however, meant that systematic theologians needed to construct
36
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the concept on a systematic theological basis rather than a biblical theological basis. A review of
the major contributions to a systematic theological understanding of the image of God reveals
that the different conceptions of the image of God were strongly influenced by contemporary
philosophical conceptions of the nature of man, rather than being developed from a theology of
the nature of God as such.
The way the patristic fathers interpreted the image of God as defining the human was
profoundly influenced by Greek philosophy. Briefly, Greek philosophy concluded that what
distinguished humanity from the animals was the possession of a rational soul that was immortal.
This rationalistic anthropology came to be reflected in the patristic interpretation of imago Dei in
terms of human rationality.
Philo of Alexandria greatly influenced the Patristic interpretation of the Bible.37 Philo
interpreted the creation of humankind in the image of God as referring to humanity‘s
resemblance to God in possessing a rational mind, which was the most important part of the soul.
The image of God referred exclusively to the immortal rational soul; the body was excluded. 38
The identification of the image of God with rationality is reflected in the early church
fathers. Clement of Alexandria likewise identified the image of God with human rationality and
located it in the human soul.39 Irenaeus regarded humanity as being like God in being endowed
with reason.40 Humankind was created as a rational being ―endowed with the power of
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examining and judging.‖41 John of Damascus also identified the image of God with the reasoning
and thinking soul.42
Greek rationalsim and dualism were also evident in Gregory of Nyssa‘s theology. He
regarded the human as a rational creature. Gregory argued that as the Godhead was characterized
by mind and the Word (λογός), so also humanity was like God in possessing mind and rationality
or the Word. Furthermore, the soul found its perfection in what is rational and intellectual, as
opposed to the passions and emotionality of our created nature. It was our faculty of reason that
bears the stamp of the divine image. Humankind was a rational animal whose body was designed
suitably for the exercise of reason.43 The image of God resided in the rational spiritual human
soul. Gregory‘s conception of the image of God excluded the sexual differentiation of
humanity‘s corporeal nature; it was pre-sexual and corresponded to the asexual spiritual nature
of God.44
Augustine also conceived of the image of God primarily in terms of the rational soul or
mind with its capacity to know, understand and love God. He argued that the mind was an image
of the trinitarian God in that by analogy it had three functions - it remembers, understands and
wills.45 Understanding presupposes a memory that is recollected, enabling the thing understood
to be recognized. The will is the actor that unites the two processes.46 Augustine did not lose
sight of the godward orientation of the mind. He insisted that the mind was not the image of God
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because it remembers, understands and loves itself, but because it remembers, understands and
loves God.47 The image of God resided in the rational and intellectual qualities of the soul.48
Finally, there is Aquinas, whose theology represents a synthesis of theology and
Aristotelian metaphysics.49 Aquinas concluded that the imago Dei consisted of two components:
(1) a natural image of God consisting of certain endowments spirituality of the soul, freedom of
the will, immortality of the body and, (2) supernatural gifts including original righteousness
(iustitia originalis) and a state of integrity (status integritatis). Aquinas‘ rationalistic conception
of the image of God was adopted as dogma by the Council of Trent, and it remains the doctrinal
position of the Catholic Church.
4.2.5 Distinguishing Image and Likeness
The second question that theology faced was what impact human sinfulness had on the image of
God. The patristic church fathers and the Catholic church from Augustine to Aquinas tackled this
problem by distinguishing between the likeness and the image; one being retained while the
other was lost. In this respect they were able to argue that humanity still existed in the image
(selem) of God, while having lost the likeness (děmût) through sin. They argued that the image of
God remained in humanity by identifying it with our enduring rationality.
Irenaeus was the first theologian to grapple with the impact of the Fall on humanity‘s
state of being as the image of God. He tackled this problem by distinguishing between image and
likeness. He identified the image of God with the natural qualities of human nature where
humans resemble God in their rationality, love and morality. He identified human likeness to
God particularly with the human spirit as the place of union with the indwelling Holy Spirit. The
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Fall cut off this spiritual element, leaving fallen humankind as a body and soul, but no spirit. He
argued that the perfect human comprises the mingling of all three elements - body, soul and
spirit. This perfect human is the spiritual human who comes into being through the union of
God‘s Spirit with the human‘s spirit, in whom the likeness and image together are found.50 Sinful
humanity lost this spiritual element while leaving human nature intact with its reason and
freedom. Christ in his incarnation showed forth the image truly and restored the likeness by
restoring the spiritual element in restoring humanity into spiritual communion with God through
the Spirit.51 As Cairns points out, Irenaeus implies that a lack of spirit was what distinguished
fallen humans, rather than a sinful corruption of the whole person.52
Irenaeus‘ treatment of the image of God set the terms of reference for future theological
interpretations of the image of God. In two aspects he was influential. First his solution to
handling the tension between humanity‘s goodness and subsequent sinful fallenness was
resolved through distinguishing between image and likeness, where Irenaeus argued humanity
had retained the image, but lost the likeness. This distinction, however, was based on a poor
exegesis of Genesis 1:26-27. He assumed that ‗image‘ and ‗likeness‘ were distinct terms, but
these terms were actually synonyms in Genesis rather than expressing distinct concepts.53
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The identification of ‗likeness‘ with original righteousness can be traced back to Clement
of Alexandria. Even though he did not use the terms ‗image‘ and ‗likeness‘ in a consistent way,
he tended to identify ‗likeness‘ with an original righteousness and non-physical likeness to God,
whereas image referred to and included humankind‘s human nature.54 Scholasticism developed
the distinction between imago as referring to anima rationalis and similitudo as referring to
donum superadditum supernaturale, into a system distinguishing nature and supernature, which
intensified the dualism that was introduced by Irenaeus. The scholastic conception supported the
conclusion that humankind did not lose the imago (rationality) but only the similitudo (the
donum supernaturale iustitia originalis).
Aquinas represents the end of this movement that distinguished between a retained image
and a likeness. He regarded image and likeness to be more synonymous. Where likeness denoted
a generic similarity, image went beyond likeness in the sense of it being copied from an
original.55 He compared likeness to the underlying substantial unity of the Godhead and image to
the distinctions of the persons of the Trinity. He related image to the intellect, but identified
likeness with love, the highest of the theological virtues.56
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The image of God was identified with human rationality, which was retained by all
humans. Aquinas argued that humankind possesses a threefold image, of creation, of recreation,
and of likeness. The first is found in all men and pertains to the mind and its intellect. The
second refers to the human coming to know and love God by grace, and it is present only in the
justified believer. The third is where the soul knows and loves God perfectly, and only occurs in
the blessed who exist in the likeness of God‘s glory.
Aquinas identified similitudo with a generic likeness on the one hand, and this likeness of
glory on the other. Aquinas paid little attention to similitudo. His main focus was on the loss in
the Fall of the supernatural endowment of an original justice that oriented the soul towards
knowing and loving God, and enabled the human to maintain an internal orderliness
characterized by the submission of the powers of the soul to reason, which in turn was submitted
to God.57
4.2.6 The Moral Image of the Reformation
The second watershed in the Christian conception of the image of God occurred at the Protestant
Reformation. Whereas Western philosophy was moving in the direction of consciousness as a
significant basis for personhood, the reformers moved away from a rationalistic conception of
the image of God to a moral one. Rejecting the scholastic distinction between imago and
similitude, the reformers identified the image with original righteousness.
The Reformed theological tradition regarded the image of God in humanity as having
three aspects. First, the image of God referred to the immortal rational human soul. It resided in
the underlying substance of the soul and in the faculties of the soul of knowing and willing in
wisdom,
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righteousness and holiness. Second, it was related to humanity‘s exercise of dominion
over the earth as God‘s viceregal representatives. Third, the image of God consisted of the
natural gifts of original wisdom, original righteousness, a free will oriented towards God that
were essential features of humanity‘s original unfallen nature.58
The Reformers argued that the image of God was lost in the Fall along with original
righteousness. This tradition reflects the influence of Calvin rather than Luther. Luther identified
the image of God with an original life of righteousness characterized by complete well-being and
glory.59 What humankind lost in the Fall was this eternal life, and it is this life that is to be
restored in Christ. Luther‘s identification of the image with life was obscured by Calvin‘s
identification of the image of God with an original human righteousness in a moral sense as a
feature of human nature.
Following Augustine,60 Calvin located the image in the mind, and the image was
characterized functionally by the human knowing God with his or her mind and loving God with
his or her heart, and being the image in his or her actions through humble obedience and grateful
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praise and worship. Calvin also identified the image with original righteousness that was restored
in Christ. Calvin argued that the Fall had a comprehensive impact on the image of God.
According to Calvin, ―Even though we grant that God‘s image was not totally annihilated and
destroyed in him, yet it was so corrupted that whatever remains is frightful deformity.‖61
Furthermore, the Fall resulted in a substantial change in the nature of Adam such that he lost a
glory and excellence in functioning he initially enjoyed.62 As a result, Calvin struggled with a
complex paradox. For he asserted that on the one hand the image had been obliterated in total
depravity, while on the other hand teaching that the image was not totally obliterated, for
humankind still enjoyed dignity and protection by the gracious gift of God.63
Calvin‘s identification of imago Dei with the original righteousness that was lost in the Fall
gave rise to the central dilemma that the Protestant Reformed tradition failed to resolve, which
was the relation between homo creatus and homo peccatur.64 A number of attempts have been
made to resolve this problem. A common one was distinguishing between two aspects of the
image of God, one lost and the other retained. So Althaus distinguished between the enduring
ontic image that refers to the capabilities that make us human and the actual image that was lost
through the Fall and restored in Christ.65 Another distinction was between the image of God in
the broader sense that refers to the essence of humanness that makes us human, and the narrower
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sense that is identified with our original righteousness lost in the Fall.66 Hoekema suggested
another way of framing the distinction between the structural and functional aspects of the image
of God. He suggested the structural aspect referred to our fundamental human personhood. The
functional aspect consisted in godly living in loving, obeying, worshipping and serving God.67
Another approach to resolve this problem in Protestant theology involved placing greater
emphasis on the image of God as a human destiny rather than a lost original state. German
theology in the 19th century explored the conception of image of God as human destiny. This
perspective provided a point of contact with the optimistic humanistic belief in human progress
that characterized the thought of 19th century Romanticism. For example, Herder argued that the
image of God was a constitutive definition of the initial human state while simultaneously being
a future destiny or goal for humanity to realize. Our original constitution gives us the disposition
and capability to fulfil our destiny. Our capacity for self-transcendence and openness to the
world makes this self-improvement possible. So he argued, ―We are not yet men, but are daily
becoming so.‖68 Herder did not think in terms of an original state of human perfection; nor did
he accept the historicity of the Fall. Neither did he accept the belief that humanity can
accomplish this destiny themselves through self-improvement. This destiny could only be
fulfilled by God‘s transformative action. Herder regarded imago Dei as a teleological concept
rather than a definitive ontological concept.69
4.3 Social Personhood in 20th Century Theology
The third major watershed involved conceiving the image of God in relational terms. This
corresponds to a shift in the Western conception of the person away from the Cartesian view of
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the person as an autonomous rational self-conscious mind towards a more social conception of
the person as an individual in relationships. The development of a social conception of the image
of God is largely due to the contributions made by Karl Barth and Emil Brunner.
4.3.1 Barth’s Conception of the Person
In his conception of the person, Barth engaged with the Western concept of the self. What
distinguished human from animal existence was humanity‘s self consciousness and agency
where the human realizes his or her being in self-aware decision making and acting in freedom.
In these two respects humanity differentiates itself from nature and animal existence and enjoys a
distinctly personal existence.70 This personal existence in freedom is manifested as a selfconsciousness where human beings realize themselves as both subject and object. These two
polarities between subject and object are resolved in a unity of being or unity of the self. Barth
viewed the self as a subject that is the unobservable observer, a self-determining ‗I‘ that is the
locus of human freedom, self-transcendence, and indeterminate openness of being, who acts as a
self-positing self-defining agent in the world.71
Barth criticized the individualistic focus of Western anthropology as being fundamentally
flawed in that it takes as its starting point the ―I am‖ of self-consciousness and rationality as the
fundamental criterion of the basic form of humanity. This individualistic focus leads to an
assertion of the self where ―I am‖ implies ―I must develop myself, grow myself, and actualise
myself.‖ This focus leads to the view of the self in fundamental isolation.72
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Barth argued rather that personal existence has a social dimension to it. This social
existence is not just having relationships with other humans, but primarily one of responsible
relation to God. The person as a free self-positing agent does not exist in existentialist
autonomous isolation. The person co-exists in relation to God and other humans, having been
summoned into existence by the Word of God. So human existence is profoundly determined
and dependent upon the Word of God. It is a responsible existence, where the human realizes
him or herself as a subject when he or she becomes engaged in active personal responsibility to
God. Human life is inherently social; it is a life with God in the world as God‘s covenant partner,
and a life in I–Thou encounter with other humans.73 So a human cannot live as a human apart
from God nor apart from other humans. These two social dimensions are fundamental to human
existence.
Barth argued that the existence of ‗I‘ without a corresponding ‗Thou‘ that I am
distinguished from is fundamentally unintelligible. Existence as an ‗I‘ is only meaningful in a
differentiated relation of encounter with a ‗Thou‘. My existence as a self-aware self relies upon
the confirmation of my personal being as recognized by the other person. My self-positing and
self-definition as a person requires the reference point of another person, where there is an
encounter of mutual recognition of our personal being. Furthermore, our self-positing as free
persons is limited as it comes up against the self-positing of the other person I am in encounter
with. Thus Barth concludes, the statement ―I am‖ is best understood as ―I am in encounter with
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Thou‖; it has a corresponding statement ―Thou art.‖74 Barth‘s conclusion is, ―In its basic form
humanity is fellow-humanity.‖75 Human existence as being-in-encounter is profoundly social.
4.3.2 Barth’s Conception of Imago Dei
Barth maintained that humans alone of all God‘s creatures relate to God as a covenant partner
enjoying a unique relationship with God. Barth brought a social dimension into the concept of
the image of God in arguing that the image of God was not an analogy of being (analogia entis)
but an analogy of relation (analogia relationis). The image of God is endowed on the male –
female couple as co-humanity, rather than the individual. Every man is in God‘s image in
respect to his relationship to the woman, and every woman is in God‘s image by virtue of her
relation to the man.76 It is found in the confrontational I-Thou relationship between the man and
the woman because the same confrontational relationship exists between humans and God. Barth
stated,
Thus the tertium comparationis, the analogy between God and man, is simply the existence of
the I and the Thou in confrontation. This is first constitutive for God, and then for man
created by God. To remove it is tantamount to removing the divine from God as well as the
human from man.77
Furthermore the image is realized in the community of male and female human beings living in
relation with each other and God. Thus Barth brought a social dimension into the concept of
image of God.
A flaw in Barth‘s argument for a social interpretation of the image of God is that the
corresponding divine analogy was not the interpersonal relations or communion between the
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divine persons of the Godhead, but the self-reflexive inner dialogue within the one person of
God.78 This amounts to a missed opportunity to anchor the relational interpretation of the image
of God as referring to co-humanity in the interpersonal co-trinitarian life of God.
Barth emphasized that the image of God describes humankind in its entire being rather than
referring to an aspect of human being such as the person‘s soul or intellect or rationality. The
human does not bear the image of God within himself or herself; the human is the image of God
in his and her entire being. Barth insists, ―He would not be man if he were not the image of God.
He is the image of God in the fact that he is man.‖79 In addition, the image of God does not
reside in human dominion over the earth. Rather dominion, procreation and expansion
throughout the earth are consequent blessings.80 Furthermore, Barth pointed out that just as
Adam existed in I – Thou relationship with God and the woman, so also his descendants are
given to exist in the same relationship of differentiation and correspondence with God and their
women. Hence the image of God passed intact to Adam‘s descendants, and remains intact
within sinful humanity despite the impact of sin. Barth argued the image was never lost because
it was never Adam‘s possession in the first place. It constituted a relationship between humans
and God and humans and one another, not qualities within the human being itself. Furthermore,
the existence of the image is upheld and affirmed by God‘s continued engagement with
humanity.81
Consequently, Barth argued that the Fall did not result in a change in humanity‘s nature,
but in our relationships. Barth recognized that the more one insisted on the doctrine of total
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corruption, the more problematic was the reconciliation between a recognition of human
pervasive sinfulness and the fundamental goodness of human nature as created by God.82 Barth
insisted first, that the assertion of the total radical corruption of human nature must not be
weakened; that is, there is no remnant or place in humans that is unaffected by sin. Second, he
insisted that even though radically corrupted, this human nature is still the substance and essence
created and determined by God. Human nature remains the original created nature; sinful
humans remain God‘s creatures.83 He therefore concluded that humankind‘s original nature still
exists, though hidden in the relational corruption that conceals it.
The image of God was not lost in the Fall because humankind still has the capacity for IThou relationship with God and still enjoys I – Thou relationships with fellow humans. This
capacity for relationship is an intrinsic aspect of human existence. Rather, the terms of the
relationship has changed from one of fellowship to one of estrangement.
Barth is unclear about the way the image of God is restored. Since it is a capacity for
relationship, the image of God in humankind itself has not been damaged or defaced. Rather,
humankind is living in contradiction to its being. Salvation involves a relational restoration to a
right relational context, such that the image of God can be lived out truly again. Renewal does
not imply any structural change or change in human nature, but restoration of relational context.
This reflects his emphasis that human being is active and dynamic. Hence we are not an image
as much as we image God dynamically in our being. The contradiction lies in our failure to
image God in our being when we are being sinful.84
82

Here Barth follows the Formula of Concord ruling against Flacius that argued that any suggestion of a change in
the essence of human nature into a corrupt sinful substance implied Satan had been able to produce a second
creation, a malum substantiale, through transforming human nature into something different. Hence the original
created nature of humankind must still remain intact, even in a state of corruption. Barth, Church Dogmatics III/2,
28.
83
Barth, Church Dogmatics III/2, 29-30.
84
Barth, Church Dogmatics, III/1. 202-204.

MTh Thesis

Chapter 4

98

There is an apparent inconsistency in the way that Barth treats the man – woman relation
and the man – God relation. He argues that the man – God relation is concealed by sin, but Barth
does not regard the man – woman relation as being corrupted and concealed by sin in a like
manner. Cairns asked how is one key relation so damaged, while the other remains relatively
unimpaired?85 Cairns‘ criticism points to the need to explore further the way sin has distorted
this fundamental human relation. A way of tackling this is to point out that the distortion in the
man – God relation has become characterized by: (a) hiddenness of God, (b) a relation of law
and wrath, (c) a relation fashioned by anxiety rather than love. In a corresponding way the man
– woman relation has been distorted by: (a) hiddenness of persons – shame and fig leaves, (b) a
relation of power and lust, (c) influenced by insecurity and longing for love, (d) egocentricity
that regards the other as a means to fulfil one‘s needs, rather that heterocentric orientation of
one–for–the–other.
Because it is so totally covered by sinfulness, human nature could not be known
empirically in the phenomenon of the human, but rather can only be revealed through the
revelation of God‘s word, who addresses the human as a sinner who is the object of God‘s
grace.86 The Word of God not only reveals our sinfulness to us, but at the same time reveals
God‘s attitude towards us. Primarily, however, the Word of God reveals Jesus the Son to us, and
in the person of his Son reveals what humanity is. Barth thus lays a christological foundation for
anthropology by arguing that human nature can be discerned in the nature of Christ. Christ is the
exemplar human being. Jesus is The Son of Man in the full rich sense that Jesus is The Human in
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whose particular individual person human nature is most clearly set forth.87 Of course, this
assertion that human nature is knowable in Christ relies upon the assertion that he was truly a
human like us. This christological emphasis implies that the divine image in humanity in our
relation to God must correspond to Christ‘s human nature in its relation to God. Furthermore,
for us to share Christ‘s humanity, there must be qualities that our human nature possesses in
common with his nature. Finally Barth concludes, the image in humanity‘s relation to God
consists in our election in Christ and in our faithful and obedient hearing of him as God‘s Word
in participating in his faithful service to God his Father and ours.88 In this way Barth integrates
his relational and Christological emphases in his conception of the image of God.
A problem with Barth‘s christological emphasis is that it raises questions regarding the
universality of the image of God to include those who have never heard of Christ. This dilemma
is complicated by Barth‘s assertion that the real human is the one who hears and obeys the Word
of God in Christ, which implies that those who have not heard and obeyed the call of God in
Christ are not real humans.89
4.3.3 Brunner’s Conception of Imago Dei
Brunner shared the same emphasis as Barth on human existence as being-in-encounter. Brunner
regarded the personal existence of humans as having two distinctive features. The first
distinctive feature is that human existence is a responsible existence. Humans were created to
exist in personal relation with the personal God. Furthermore, humanity‘s original existence was
a state of being-in-love. The second feature of human existence is an openness of being, a beingin-self-determination, whereby our being is partly determined by our response to the call of the
Word of God. What makes humanity distinctly human is not our rationality, but our
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relatedness.90
Brunner argued that this human existence as responsibility-in-love is expressed in two
directions, towards God and towards fellow humans. Hence human life is life in community, a
community characterized by loving relationships. Therefore, he states, ―Man cannot be man ‗by
himself‘; he can only be man in community. For love can only operate in community, and only
in this operation of love is man human.‖91 Brunner emphasized that love is integral to
responsible existence. He understood responsibility in terms of love: ―the meaning of all
responsibility is love.‖92 Loving was central to humans being human. ―Being-for-love is not one
attribute of human existence among others, but it is human existence itself. Man is man to the
exact extent in which he lives in love… Love is both the source and meaning of his life.‖93
Human existence consists in loving God and loving one‘s neighbour. Thus Brunner decisively
rejected the concept of individualistic humanism in favor of a communal humanity, where
human life is expressed by individuals in loving relationships with one another in community.
Brunner adopted a similar interpretation of the image of God as referring to humanity
existing in an I – Thou relation of confrontation with God. Brunner argued that human existence
is responsible existence; human existence is responsible to the Word of God that addresses
mankind and demands an answer.94 In contrast to the Greek philosophical tradition that
emphasized that rationality was the distinctive feature of human existence, Brunner argued that
responsibility to God‘s address is the distinguishing feature of human existence.95 Humankind
was created in a responsible relation to God, and humankind was endowed with rationality to
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provide the capacity to understand and respond to God‘s Word. Brunner interpreted the image of
God in terms of humankind‘s responsibility in personal I – Thou encounter with God, rather than
rationality or justitia originalis.96 Along with Barth, Brunner reflects a shift from rationality to
humanity‘s relation to God as the fundamental reference point for human existence.
4.3.4 Subsequent Contributions to a Theology of Social Personhood
Barth‘s theological perspective that the image of God consists in humanity‘s relation to God has
been further developed by subsequent theologians. Cairns concluded that the image of God is a
universal basis for humankind‘s humanity as a being endowed with capabilities that enables the
human to stand in responsible relation to God its Creator.97 This being of responsibility is an
active dynamic being, a self-determinative being-in-decision, where each human‘s response to
God is of central importance. He concludes: ―Man is in the universal image of God because he
stands in an inescapable relation of responsibility to God and man.‖98 Thus this universal image
is also manifest in human relationships where personal being involves interpersonal relation of
confrontation and moral responsibility between humans.
Anderson follows Barth in concluding that the image of God refers to relation as
confrontation and encounter, where humans, like God, exist in both I – Self relations of selfconscious self-awareness, and I – Thou relations of encounter between male and female. Thus
the image of God has the male-female couple in view, what Barth termed co-humanity. It is
through these encounters with the self and the Other that the human exists as the image of God.
Anderson further developed the implications of Barth‘s notion of co-humanity as
represented by the couple as denoting the essential social character of human existence. Our
sexual differentiation is both a fundamental differentiation between persons and a testimony to
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our fundamental dependency upon one another as males and females for our existence. Indeed,
our very gender differentiation is a sign of our fundamental incompleteness as individuals, in that
as males and females we find completion in our opposite gendered counterpart. Furthermore,
individuality also points to our social interrelatedness. Anderson observed that individuality is
meaningful only with reference to the person in relation with others. Since singular personal
being as an individual is manifested as self-differentiation from others, individuality is not a
basis for autonomy as much as it is a basis for personal interrelatedness. Hence he concluded
―that the form of the human is not individual nature but rather differentiated nature constituted as
reciprocity of social response and existence.‖99 Personal existence is a differentiated existence in
community.
The influence of Barth‘s relational conception of the image of God upon the Reformed
tradition is reflected in the writings of Berkouwer. He concluded that the image of God was
solely concerned with humankind‘s relation to God. He rejected all interpretations of the image
as analogia entis as unscriptural and problematic, because they focus on finding ontological
analogies between humankind and God defining the image bearer in terms of similarity of
being.100 He concluded that the Bible presented humanity as having a social dimension to its
existence as living in relation to God.101
Thielicke also regarded the image of God primarily as a relational construct that refers to
the goal of human existence relationships, rather than as definitive of human nature as such.
Being the imago Dei is a relational determination that is primarily concerned with our relation
with God. He suggested that sinfulness did not result in any ontic change in human nature.
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Rather, it was a change in humanity‘s relationships.102 As Thielicke pointed out, an ontic
definition of imago Dei (as defining human nature in itself) inevitably leads either to the
Reformed dilemma of the loss of the image due to sin, or the Catholic dilemma of a theology of
justification by fides et operis (faith and works) rather than sola fide (faith alone).103 A resolution
of these dilemmas requires the abandonment of the interpretation of imago Dei as an ontic
definition of humanity. This recognition led to a theological shift to conceiving imago Dei in
relational terms, such that it is constituted in the relations between humans, God, each other and
the world. In addition, it makes possible a conception of imago Dei apart from sin that allows
for the affirmation that homo peccator still exists as the image of God.
4.3.5 Feminist Theological Perspectives
Feminist theological anthropology also advocated a relational interpretation of imago Dei. The
task for feminist theology is to reconceive the image of God in a more gender inclusive way.
Consequently feminist theologians have consistently argued that the imago Dei is equally
inclusive of both men and women. Furthermore it has in view an egalitarian relation between the
sexes.
One feminist theologian, Michelle Gonzales asserted that relationality, not rationality, lay
at the centre of our understanding of imago Dei, and consequently our conception of humanness.
She stated that, ―Relationality replaces rationality as that which reflects the image of God within
us. It is through our relationships that we most concretely reflect God‘s image.‖104 She argued
that when our anthropology is grounded in the Trinity, it establishes relationality as the essence
of God‘s image and of our human nature. She echoed Moltmann in insisting that the relations
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within the Trinity are not hierarchical (as conceived in the patristic conception of monarchy of
the Father and submission of the Son), but they reflect an egalitarian communion within the
Godhead. Thus the patriarchal subordination of women is foreign to the biblical concept of
imago Dei. Gonzales emphasized that, ―Women and men share the image of God equally and
fully.‖105 Furthermore, the relations that most reflect the imago Dei are the right relationships
exemplified by Jesus Christ in his life and ministry. 106
4.3.6 Imago Dei and Trinitarian Theology
More recently, the balance of the individual and social being of persons has been grounded on
the likeness of human being to the being of the Trinitarian God, whose being of personal
communion is characterized by a balance between an individual differentiation of the persons of
the Godhead with the collective fundamental unity of the one God. So Moltmann suggested that
humans are like God in their sexual differentiation and life in community. Likeness to God is
seen in human social life in community that is characterized by individual differentiation and
communal unity. The isolated individual falls short of the likeness of God without this social
dimension. This likeness does not point to a sexual differentiation in God as male and female
principles, but the differentiation of the Trinity. This distinction is reflected in a social analogy
where the image of God refers to the nuclear family of a man, his wife and their child. Moltmann
argued that,
the anthropological triangle determines the existence of every human being:
everyone is a man or a woman, and the child of his or her parents. The relation
between man and wife signifies the inextinguishable sociality of human beings,
while the relation between parents and children denotes the equally unalterable
generativity of human beings. The first is the simultaneous community of the
sexes in space; the second is the community of the generations in time. If the
whole human being is designated the image of God, then true human community the community of the sexes and the community of the generations - has the same
105
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designation.107
Thus the social image is an imago Trinitatis, in that it reflects the relations between the three
Persons of the Trinity as one, and the humans reflect the communion of the Trinity in their
family life in community. So there is a social likeness to God.
Colin Gunton also argued that the differentiated unity of the Trinity provides an essential
foundation for achieving a balance between collective solidarity and individual autonomy in
human existence. The balance inherent in a trinitarian based notion of personhood as persons-inrelation challenges both Western individualism, totalitarianism and the homogenizing forces of
consumer capitalism.108 The trinitarian conception of God as one being in three persons posed
philosophical challenges regarding the nature of a person. Our western concept of ‗person‘
identified the person with a mind distinct from a physical body with its capacity for thought
(rationality). Furthermore, persons are equated with individual autonomy, the person-for-himself
in his or her particularity. Gunton makes this crucial distinction with respect to the concept of
person. ―A person is different from an individual, in the sense that the latter is defined in terms of
separation from other individuals, the person in terms of relations with other persons.‖ When
we think of persons, we need to think in terms of relations with other persons. Gunton added,
We cannot understand relation satisfactorily unless we also realise that to be a person is to
be related as an other. One person is not the tool or extension of another, or if he is his
personhood is violated. Personal relations are those which constitute the other person as
other, as truly particular.109
Gunton pointed out that, ―To be a person is more than being a mind encased in flesh or an
individual seeking our own self-fulfillment. It is to be one whose being is bound up with other
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persons.‖110 He argued that personal existence is essentially a related existence.
The Greek Orthodox perspective on the social existence of persons as represented by the
thought of John Zizioulas offers a different perspective that emphasizes the centrality of the
communal existence of the church for the being of human persons. Zizioulas suggests that there
are two modes to the personal existence of humans, biological existence and ecclesiastical
existence, each with a distinct hypostasis or mode of being. The biological mode of existence is
identified with creaturely being. Zizioulas, however, observed that this biological mode of
existence suffers from two passions: first, the passion of erotic love in which two persons come
together to conceive - the fusion of hypostases, and second, the passion of individualism - the
separation of the hypostases. So individual existence is marked by these two conflicting
passions - towards fulfillment though communion and fusion, and fulfillment through separation
and individuation. Finally it is marked by death - the disintegration of the individual
hypostasis.111
Zizioulas argues that this tension between the pull of eros to fusion and individual
separation is resolved in the indwelling of Christ in the believer and union of Christ with his
Church. Zizioulas‘ thought adds a profound ontological level of meaning to the rite of baptism.
For he holds that through baptism an individual becomes a new creation, is regenerated, and in
effect becomes a new hypostasis in entering into the ecclesiastical mode of existence. Salvation
amounts to a new birth into a new mode of ecclesiastical existence. In a profound way, it
amounts to becoming a new humanity. This new humanity is not delimited by creatureliness, but
just as there is a hypostatic union between human and divine in the person of Christ, so in Christ
the hypostatis of humankind the creature is subsumed into the divine hypostasis of God through

110
111

———, Father, Son and Holy Spirit (London: T & T Clark, 2003), 14.
John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion (New York: Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1985), 50-52.

MTh Thesis

Chapter 4

107

a process of divinization. This ecclesiastical mode of existence is of the individual in
community.112 The significance of Zizioulas‘ contribution to the theological discussion is that he
points beyond personal being as one of encounter with other persons to personal being having a
collective dimension of being-in-community, represented by human life as members in the
church which is the body of Christ.
A similar communal perspective is seen in McFayden‘s theology. He emphasized the
community as the necessary context for personal being. The social origin of personal being is
reflected in McFayden‘s emphasis that subjectivity is a personal response to communication,
where the person is addressed as an autonomous subject and called to respond as an autonomous
center of subjective awareness and personal agency.113 Hence the sense of oneself as a subject is
socially acquired. Thus personal being is profoundly social in origin.114 McFadyen recognized
that a person‘s significant relations are important determiners of personal identity. McFadyen
also recognized an important implication of this social origin, namely that the institutions of
society influence and distort the formation of the persons who come into being as members of
those societies. This is an implication that will be further explored later on in this thesis.115
Like Gunton, he regards the Trinitarian being of God as providing a foundation for the
interrelated personal being of humans. God as Trinity maintains a balance between communion
and personal differentiation where the persons of the Godhead share every aspect of being except
their distinguishing personal characteristics. In like manner, human personal existence is
characterized by a balanced tension between communal relatedness and individual
differentiation. So McFadyen argued,
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In this unique community [of the Trinity] everything is shared except Personal
characteristics, but even these cannot be said to be independent of the relations in which
this sharing takes place. Personal existence means living beyond one‘s borders in an
orientation on others, to be in the other and to understand oneself and the other from the
perspective of the other. The triune life is marked by the most profound interpenetration.
Yet it is precisely in this interpenetration that the Persons have their distinct being, and it is
only through their unique individual identities that this interpenetration is possible.116
Consequently personal interrelatedness is a possibility only because of the incommunicatible
unique characteristics of each person as a differentiated individual that establishes the ―unique
and unexchangeable nature of each person.‖117 McFadyen concluded that personal identity is not
asocial nor presocial, but arises out of a person‘s relations and community with others with
whom the person interrelates as a unique center of awareness that itself is inaccessible to direct
knowledge by others mind to mind. McFadyen insisted that ―Adam and Eve become human only
in relation to each other. Humanity is fully in the image of God only where it is lived as
dialogical encounter.‖118 He concluded that personal human existence is only realized in
dialogical encounter with other persons.
4.4 Conclusion
Trinitarian theology provides a solid basis for the assertion that human personal being is and
must be both individual and communal. This assertion is supported by the theological
reconceptualization of the concept of the image of God along relational lines together with
conceiving the Trinity as a perichoretic communion of persons. The theological conception of
the image of God in relational terms corresponds to the social psychological conception of the
social self. Thus theological anthropology has come to recognize that sustainable personal
existence requires individual differentiation from the collective being of the community, as well
as personal interrelatedness and attachment within community. The personal being of the
116
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Christian God as persons in communion provides the most profound basis for regarding human
personal existence as individual-social being. Human nature has an integral social dimension to
it; it is not just a matter of the phenomenon of the individual human being.
This analogy between social trinity and the social dimension of human personhood
reflects a shift from the Augustinian conception of the Trinity as grounded in one underlying
divine substance, to the Cappadocian conception of the Trinity as a perichoretic communion of
three persons. This conception provides a solid Trinitarian basis for social being as persons in
relation.119 Augustine‘s presentation of the human analogy with the Trinity being located in the
mind, specifically the tripartite functions of memory, will and understanding, fostered an
individualistic spirituality that emphasized the interior journey of reflection undertaken by the
mind at the expense of the outward journey of relational engagement with other persons in
love.120 This conception of personhood is seriously deficient. The social reconception of the
person means that the distinction of human existence lies in the relational contexts of our
relations to the earth as stewards, our relation of personal communion with God as his creatures
and covenant partners, and personal relations in love to each other as fellow persons.121
This shift to a relational social conception of human personhood allows for sufficient
separation of the conception of the image of God from the moral categories of righteousness and
sinfulness. This separation made possible the affirmation that humanity is still the image of God
despite the pervasive impact of sinfulness.
As we shall subsequently establish, the recognition of the social dimension of human
personhood opens up new possibilities for a different perspective on sin and sinfulness that
departs from the categories of individual morality and accountability towards God. The next
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chapter shall explore how the perspective of the social dimension of personal existence, and the
central place that identity occupies for personal being affects our conception of sin. The chapter
will argue that sin is closely related to identity. Furthermore, sin is a social action through which
a deficit identity of oneself as a sinner is enacted.
This connection between sin and identity has been generally overlooked in Protestant
theology. Consequently, Christians are taught that they remain sinners, yet are expected to be
godly. That this amounts to a fundamental contradiction between identity and self enactment is
not recognized. As the following chapter will argue, a crucial missing element is that of identity
transformation. The transformation of a believer‘s identity from an identification as a sinner to
one as a saint provides an affirmation of one‘s identity in Christ that corresponds with the
expectation of the enactment of godliness in behaviour.
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Part Two: The Concept of Sin Reexamined
Chapter 5: Sin in Social Context
Introduction
The first part of this thesis presented a picture of human existence as inherently social and
relational. Humans exist as differentiated persons in community. Rather than individual
differentiation and communal solidarity existing in a polarized tension with each other, both are
integral to personal being. Individual differentiation is unsustainable without communal
solidarity, and social being is unsustainable without individual differentiation. An adequate
conception of personhood must incorporate both these aspects of personal being.
A recognition of personal existence as persons-in-relationship has implications for how sin is
conceived. Part Two of this thesis is an exploration of some ways in which this perspective
regarding human personhood and the concept of the social construction of intersubjective reality
affects the Christian concept of sin. Chapter Five focuses on individual sins, while Chapter Six
reexamines the conception of original sin.
The examination of individual sin in Chapter Five argues three points. First, sin is a
social act that is intersubjective in nature. Regarding sin in this way brings additional clarity to
our understanding of sin and forgiveness. Second, sin is primarily a relational violation against
God, not a moral or legal transgression. Sin becomes intelligible only in the social context of
relational obligations to God. Third, sin is related to identity. This thesis argues that a crucial
element that explains the changed relation between the Christian and sin is identity
transformation. This has been traditionally overlooked in theology, but inclusion of identity
transformation from sinner to saint sheds light on the problem of how a Christian can righteous,
yet still sin.
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The starting point of this discussion is a brief review of the biblical treatment of sin. This
review makes two points, first that fundamentally sin is a violation of covenantal obligations
rather than primarily breaking moral laws. This unambiguously places sin in a social context.
Second, the Bible has in view acts of sin, rather than some inherent sinfulness of nature.
This chapter then conceives sin as a social act that is intersubjective in nature. The
significance of sin lies in its social meanings. It is a human socially constructed reality that can
be negated through forgiveness. Sin is intelligible only in the context of specific relationship
obligations that can be violated, rather than with reference to laws or a cosmic order. Sin is a
social action as distinct from an emotion, temptation, or lack of virtue. Finally, as a social action
sin presupposes agency and volition.
The chapter then explores some implications that arise from linking sin with identity as it
operates on the individual level. An important link is provided by the notion of self-enactment
whereby a person expresses his or her identity through social behavior. An implication of this is
that a progression from sinfulness to righteousness can be supported by an identity
transformation from sinner to saint. As the ensuing discussion will demonstrate, this language
provides a way of clarifying and shedding new light on our conception of sin.
5.1 Covenant and Sin in the Bible
The Bible is dominated by two covenants, the Old Testament covenant between God and Israel
and the New Testament Messianic covenant between Christ and his people. God defined his
relationship with humanity in terms of covenants with their obligations of love and loyalty. Our
relational obligations to one another are derived from our primary covenant obligations to God.
The Protestant and Catholic traditions with their emphasis on righteousness being defined in
absolute moral and legal terms, and sin as violations of divine law and the divine order of nature,
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have lost sight of this. So this chapter begins by reasserting that sin has to be regarded from a
covenantal rather than a legal perspective.
5.1.1 The Covenant with Israel
Israel was God‘s chosen covenant partner. That is, God entered into covenant with an ethnic
people group; a social collective. Consequently individual Israelites are in covenant relation with
God with its privileges and obligations by virtue of their membership in Israel. Thus Israelites
are born into the covenant. It was Israel as a nation that violated its covenant obligations through
the actions of individuals who were members of its community. Thus the Levitical sacrificial
system provided sacrifices for the nation and for individuals as participating members of that
community. The concern of the Torah was maintaining the righteousness of the nation as a
whole. These concerns reflected that the Israelite nation collectively was the covenant partner,
and individual Israelites indirectly by virtue of their membership in that community.
The corporate focus of this covenant meant that covenant obligations to God were
inseparable from covenant obligations within the Israelite community. The blessings of the
covenant were realized in the giving and receiving of blessing and the maintenance of peace
within the Israelite community.1
5.1.2 The Old Testament Conception of Sin
The Hebrews understood sin with reference to their covenant with God. Sin primarily referred to
violations of covenant obligations. Keeping the covenant, however, came to be understood
primarily with reference to keeping the Torah. Consequently sin was increasingly understood as
a transgression of the Torah. Sins included all acts ranging from cultic offenses to criminal
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offenses.2 The distinction between the two was blurred because Israel lived under a ius divinum,
in that the Torah that included social laws and statutes was divine in origin. So violations of the
law also had cultic consequences of sinning against God.3
The Levitical sacrificial system provided remedies through a range of sin and guilt
offerings for inadvertent violations of covenant obligations where a person sins in error. The
Levitical sacrifices address the problem of inadvertent sins rendered by the Hebrew word
šĕgāgâ, which means error, mistake, or inadvertent sin. It is related to the verb šāgag, which
means ―to go astray‖ or ―to err‖. It refers to unintended errors that nevertheless require
atonement because they are a social act that disrupts the divine order in an objective sense.4
The consequences of violations of the sacred order were not only felt by the individual
offender but also fell upon the offender‘s community.5 So Achan‘s violation of God‘s ban on
goods from Jericho was regarded as causing Israel‘s defeat before Ai. The punishment for his
iniquity also fell upon his family because he was not merely acting as an individual but also as
head of his family (Josh. 7).6 Communal concern regarding removing the pollution of sin from
the community was addressed in the Israelite sacrificial system. The Levicital code includes
provisions for removing blood guilt from the community as a whole in the case of unsolved
murders (Deut. 21:1-9). It included provisions for a guilt offering when the community as a
2
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whole unintentionally sins (Lev. 4:13-21). The Yom Kippur was concerned with atoning for the
guilt of Israel as a whole nation for sins committed by community members (Lev. 16).
On an individual level, sin was regarded as the opposite of righteousness. Righteousness
was regarded as a state of integrity of the soul. It was expressed in genuineness, congruency, and
a whole or pure heart that expressed itself in uprightness, truth, covenantal love, justice,
maintaining peace and harmony and upholding covenant relations in the arena of social action. A
healthy soul was able to act in accordance with its nature. So righteousness also denoted
firmness and strength. Righteousness was related to truth in that a righteous soul is
fundamentally true to itself.7
Righteousness has a corresponding social dimension that expresses itself in justice and
peace. Justice is both a privilege and a claim; its presupposition is maintenance of the covenant,
in that covenant obligations and relations form the basis of justice. Justice is frequently a claim
on the stronger to render justice to the powerless. Justice is concerned with righting a wrong so
as to restore normal relations in the community. Righteousness also involves mutual
acknowledgement of others that manifests itself in social action that renders honour, justice, love
and maintains peace and harmony. Righteousness, then has these two dimensions of healthiness
of the soul and normality of community relations.8
Sin was defined negatively with reference to righteousness and justice. This
understanding is reflected in the Hebrew word for ―sin‖ chāttā’. The significant feature of the
chāttā’ is it defines sin negatively, as a failure to hit the mark, or a misstep with reference to
fulfilling one‘s cultic religious obligations or covenant obligations with YHWH. Furthermore,
the confession that ―I have sinned‖ (chāttā’tî) occurs within a legal forensic context of having
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violated specific statutes. Yet, chāttā’ is not a legal term, but rather a relational term that one has
injured another or failed a relational obligation, whether that is to God or to another person.9
The Israelites had a synthetic view of the sacred moral order in which offense and penalty
were not separate, but were connected. This is reflected in the term ‗āwōn which meant both
iniquity and the guilt it incurred. In the Old Testament, the plea for forgiveness in effect was a
plea for God to withhold the evil consequences of their offenses (Num. 22:11). The alternative
was that the offender had to bear his or her guilt, which often meant expulsion from the
community.10
Judaism recognized that sinning was ubiquitous. People were generally sinful. Their sins
proceeded from the heart. The Old Testament speaks of the perversity of the human heart with its
inclination towards evil (Gen. 8:21, Prov. 22:15, Jer. 13:23, 17:9). The prophets declared that
people have uncircumcised hearts not wholly devoted to God (Jer. 4:4, 9:25, Ez. 44:9). The Old
Testament reflected the view that all humans sin and rely upon God‘s mercy. 11
The Old Testament did not develop a notion of original sin as such. Nevertheless, a
theme of the primal history of Genesis 1 – 11 is how the world became increasingly full of
corruption and violence, which are consequences of humans committing sins and violating the
social order.12 The Old Testament also explained misfortune as falling upon a man because of his
own sin (as in the speeches of Job‘s friends), or alternatively that there was a generational impact
where descendants paid the penalty for the sins of their fathers. A number of passages speak of
God visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children (Ex. 20:5, 34:7, Num. 14:18, Deut. 5:9,
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Jer. 32:18). These are consequences, however, of sins of ancestors, not a solidarity in Adam‘s
sin.
The exile into Babylon was understood as the judgment falling upon that generation for
the sins of their ancestors (Jer. 9:13; 16:11). So the exiles lamented, ―Our fathers sinned and are
no more, and we bear their iniquities‖ (Lam. 5:7). But this was a case of suspended judgment
finally falling upon that generation. It reflected the longsuffering patience of God, rather than a
solidarity of sinfulness. It is against this background of a generation regarding itself as bearing
the sins of its ancestors that the declaration that children will no longer bear the sins of their
fathers is to be understood (Jer. 31:30; Ez. 18:4).
While the Old Testament recognized the wretched state of humanity characterized by
widespread sinfulness and enduring suffering, mortality and evil, the notion of original sin
describing a state of humankind in general was absent. Sin reflected the state of the human heart.
Sin was an act that threatened the life of the soul and the life of the community. Sin was a
transgression of the covenant. It dishonoured God. Breaching the covenant also involved
violating the claims of kindred, and not rendering to one‘s neighbour within one‘s covenant
community his or her due.13
5.1.3 The Messianic Covenant
We see a different emphasis in the New Testament. Whereas Israel was the covenant partner in
the Old Testament, the New Messianic covenant has many individuals who are summoned to be
covenant partners. Jesus consistently called upon individuals to believe in and follow him.
Christ called people out of their communities into a relation of individual discipleship. Unlike
the Jew, a believer is not born a Christian. One becomes a Christian through an individual
13
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response to the call of God to obey, believe in and follow his chosen Messiah.14 These
individuals are called out from many nations. Christ enters into covenant relation with
individuals, and subsequently places them into the social collective that is called the people of
God, the Church.
These two covenants are characterized by two corresponding movements: nation –
individual member, contrasted with individual disciple – church member. This balance between
these two covenants reflects God‘s recognition of the two dimensions of personal existence, that
it is simultaneously individual and social.
5.1.4 The Gospels’ Conception of Sin
The New Testament describes sin as a social act of trespass or violation against God. The Greek
word for ‗sin‘ is ‗αμαρηία. The Septuagint sometimes rendered the Hebrew words chāttā’ and
‘āwōn as ‗αμαρηία. ‗Αμαρηία has a similar root meaning to chāttā’ , which is ―to miss the
mark.‖ The Greek usage of the verb ‗αμαρηάνω denoted an ethical or legal offense that incurred
guilt and deserved punishment.15
The gospels depict sin in terms of individual sins that incurred guilt. They do not present
any developed notion of original sin. The synoptic gospels report that Jesus will save the people
from their sins (Mt. 1:21) and that Jesus forgave individuals their sins.16 Jesus commissioned his
disciples to proclaim a message of the availability of forgiveness for sins in his name (Lk.
24:47). His disciples subsequently forgave sins in his name as recorded in Acts.17
The Gospel of John treats sin primarily in view of Christ overcoming sin. This view was
conveyed by the motif of Christ as the sinless Lamb of God that takes away the sins of the world.
14
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This allusion to the scapegoat bearing away the sins of Israel at Yom Kippur (Jn. 1:29; 1 Jn. 3:5)
conveys the declaration that this is God‘s comprehensive solution to the problem of sin. People
were faced with the choice of either believing in Jesus or dying in their sins (Jn. 8:24). The
coming of Christ brings crisis and opportunity in that Christ confronts people with the choice
between remaining in their sins or repenting and accepting his messianic lordship (Jn. 9:41,
15:22-24).18 Jesus commanded those who had received his forgiveness and healing to sin no
more (Jn. 5:14 and 8:11). John echoed Paul‘s teaching regarding bondage to sin in the assertion
that anyone who sins is a slave to sin (Jn. 8:34). John alluded to the widespread view that no
person is without sin (Jn. 8:7), and the Jews assumed that Jesus was no exception (8:46, 9:16, 2425). The Gospel of John reflected the Jewish view that all have sinned and need forgiveness for
their sins. Forgiveness is available to those who believe in Jesus. John‘s treatment of sin does not
rely upon a notion of human solidarity in sin or underlying original sin.
The concept of original sin is not developed in the Gospels. The absence of a concept of
original sin in the gospels is illustrated by the weakness of the case for original sin in the gospels.
Dubarle appealed to three passages as alluding to original sin. However, they are primarily
concerned with different issues. The first passage was the discourse on divorce (Mt. 19: 3-9).
Jesus observed that Moses allowed divorce because of their hardness of heart. In the beginning
this was not so, so hardness of heart was a consequence of historical sin, and the law recognizes
this changed situation. The second passage was John 8:41-44, where Jesus identified the devil as
a murderer from the beginning and the father of lies, which can be understood as a reference to
the murder of Abel and the temptation in Eden. Third, the Parable of the Weeds (Mt. 13: 24-30)
has also been cited as containing an allusion to the devil sowing sin, but this parable has to do
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more with suspended judgment rather than the origin of the weeds.19 These references, therefore,
fail to support the view that the Gospels offer an essential outline of a doctrine of original sin.
Rather, the theme of the Synoptic Gospels with respect to sin was Christ‘s victory over sin,
which was expressed practically in the readiness with which Jesus forgave sins.
5.1.5 Paul’s Conception of Sin
Paul had the most complex and developed theology of sin of all the New Testament writers. A
distinctive and highly original feature of Paul‘s theology was his eschatological anthropology
that featured the contrast between two humanities, one with Adam as its head the other with
Christ as its head. In Christ all that humanity had lost through Adam is restored, and more. Paul
couched the renewal of humanity to conform to the image of Christ in eschatological terms. So
the renewal of the image of God in mankind was an eschatological event rather than an ethical
event according to law, even though it had an ethical outworking.20
Paul regarded sin not merely as actions of individuals, but as a state that embraced all
humanity.21 The connection between Adam's sin and the doom of mortality and our human state
of sinfulness led Paul to the conclusion that to regard sin as individual acts of sin or sins was an
inadequate conceptualization of the depth of the problem of sin.
Paul personified sin as a power in his discussion in Romans 6 - 7. Sin was portrayed as an
enslaver that yields fruit leading to death, that a person yields the members of his body to sin as
instruments of lawlessness (iniquity). Sin was personified in Romans 7 in working through the
commandment to bring about death. Sin was portrayed as a power that reigns through death to
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bring about the outcome of death for all under its sway. This, nevertheless, did not cause Paul to
lose sight of the fundamental quality of sin as a transgression of divine command.
Paul‘s theology of sin was structured around a number of key antitheses. The chief one
was the Adam – Christ typology that presented them as two heads of humanity. Paul also had a
clear antithesis between being slaves of sin or slaves of righteousness. Another antithesis was the
conflict between the flesh and the spirit as two modes of human existence that corresponded
closely to sinfulness and righteousness. The flesh is closely related to sin, in that the desires of
the flesh are a source of sin. Those who live according to the flesh cannot please God. The mind
according to the flesh is hostile to God and opposed to the spirit. He also had an antithesis
between truth and error, where the wicked forsake the truth of God for a lie (Rom. 1:18). Truth is
identified with God‘s revelation of his truth that people are required to obey. This obedience is
primarily one of faith, but it also has moral implications.22 A final antithesis was between faith
and unbelief aptly referred to in Paul‘s statement in Romans 14:23 (NASB) that ―whatever is not
from faith is sin.‖
The collective character of humanity in sin was most clearly argued out in Romans 5:1221. Paul described sin as having entered the world through one man‘s action, Adam. Death
entered the world through sin, and death passed to all humans inasmuch as all sinned (Rom.
5:12).23 Paul did not unambiguously state that all humanity sinned in a completed act of
solidarity with Adam‘s sin, which became the traditional interpretation.24 Neither did he teach
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the universality of sin in terms of moral depravity.25 Neither did Paul have the individual sins of
all other humans in view here in his statement ―all sinned‖. The repeated emphasis on the
trespass of the One resulting in judgment and condemnation to all in 5: 15-19 rules this
interpretation out.26
Paul unambiguously insisted that all have sinned themselves. There are no exceptions.
Therefore all need salvation through Christ. Paul was also arguing against the Jewish notion of
righteousness by works of law by ruling out the corresponding conception of sin as individual
acts of transgression of the law. So he argued that the state of humanity in sin was not just the
result of individual sins, but was an inherited situation.27
The significance of Adam‘s sin lay in its consequences. Paul did not present these
consequences as a corrupted nature, but as a changed situation characterized by the rule of
death.28 Both death and sin passed to all humanity through this one man. The cause of death for
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all humans was Adam‘s sin and their share in it. This cannot be a matter of just personal sins,
but that sin and death impact all humans by virtue of their ancestry to Adam.29
The biblical perspective on sin can be summed up in this manner. Sin is a serious matter.
Sin refers to social acts that violate covenant obligations to God and other persons. Individual
sins have an impact on the state of the soul and threaten the social life of the community. Sins
have generational consequences that result in humans suffering from evil, death, and an inherited
state of sinfulness. The Scriptures, however, stop short of teaching an inherited corruption of
human nature that gives rise to guilt for original sin. The doctrine of original sin does not have a
clear biblical basis.
5.2 Sin as a Social Act
The starting point of our discussion is a definition of sin as a social act that violates the relational
obligations that a person has to God. Sin as a social act presupposes a social context of
relationship with a personal God that entails covenant obligations. This definition reflects
Ricoeur‘s emphasis that sin is intelligible only with reference to a personal god. It is a violation
of relationship obligations rather than a transgression of a moral order. Consequently, sin is
primarily a religious concept rather than an ethical one.30 Ethical imperatives presuppose
relational obligations, so the ethical content of sin is secondary to its relational significance. Sin
as a social act has several features, which will be examined in turn: sin and social meanings, sin
as an intersubjective rather than an objective reality, sin and relational obligations as opposed to
legalistic righteousness, sin as distinct from emotions, as distinct from temptation, and as
presupposing agency. Finally this section argues that sin must be carefully distinguished from
inner attitudes or else it becomes confused with shame.
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5.2.1 The Social Meanings of Sin
The first feature of a social act is that its significance lies in the social meanings that it
communicates, as distinguished from the objective act itself.31 An example that illustrates this
distinction is that of a couple where the woman takes a fruit from a tree, eats some and then
hands the fruit to the man alongside her. This action can have multiple social meanings. They
could just be nibbling a fruit from a tree as they are passing by. They could be owners of an
orchard sampling their crop. They could be stealing fruit from someone else‘s tree. They could
be eating fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil that God had specifically
prohibited. The significance lies in the social meanings accompanying the act rather than the
objective act itself.
Sin is intelligible only as a social act. An act becomes sin when it is appraised as being
sinful, especially if the one appraising it is God himself. There is no objective sin, as such. Thus
Nietzsche stated, ―There are no moral phenomena, only a moral interpretation of
phenomena…‖32 Even the presence of ‗objective‘ criteria in the form of God‘s commandments
or moral standards do not establish the objectivity of sin. Rather, they function as agreed upon
social conventions for appraising violations as sinful.
The meaning of a social act is derived from perceived intentions. A social act is one of
communication. Inferred intentions are an important element of communication that contributes
to observers inferring the social meaning of the act. Thus meaning is derived from the degree to
which the social act is attributed to the agency of the actor as a deliberate action of the person, as
well as from communicated or inferred intentions of the actor. A social act that is deemed
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accidental conveys a different meaning to one that is regarded as intentional. Judging a social act
to be a sin rather than an accident presumes intentionality.
Meaning is also derived from consequences. Social acts accomplish their goals both
through the physical consequences of the action, and by the social consequences that are derived
from the communicated meanings of the action. These social consequences generally rely upon
the recipient‘s own appraisal of the meaning of the act. To illustrate this, acts of aggression and
anger can be regarded as social discourse, where identification of an act as aggression and anger
relies upon the observer interpreting it as such. Once an observer concludes the observed social
action fits prior criteria for identifying anger, then that interpretive frame is utilized for
interpreting the action in terms of anger, and anger takes on an objective reality. Consequently
the person experiences it as an outburst of anger.33 Much of the impact of sin upon others is
derived from the meanings of actions and their impact upon relationships, personal identity, and
social status. Sins generate social meanings that in turn impact the structure of social
relationships.34
Sin as a social act can change or redefine social relationships. They become shaped in
terms of offender and offended; perpetrator and victim. These changes in relationship testify to
the intersubjective reality that relational obligations have been violated. Whenever such
violations occur, relationships are inevitably damaged. This relational damage shows up as
distrust, insecurity, shame, and alienation. It results in a severing of the interpersonal bridge of
trust and attachment.
Social acts may convey a range of intentional and unintentional meanings. Social acts
have consequences, but not every consequence of an act is relevant to the meaning of the act.
33
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Some consequences may be unintentional, inadvertent, or unforeseen. Sometimes acts aimed at
limiting or preventing certain consequences may be unsuccessful. The meaning of an act is
influenced by the consequences. For example, a significant part of the meaning of a social action
of divorce or suicide is the impact of that action upon other people, and what meanings they
derive from it. The actor is not the sole source of meaning of a social action. All who are affected
by the act contribute to its social meaning. The construction of meaning is a social process.
This means that a single sinful social act may have multiple meanings. For example the
action of David in conspiring with Joab to have Uriah the Hittite killed has multiple meanings.
For David, it was a desperate strategy to cover-up his adultery with Bathsheba. David knew he
was committing murder. The meaning the social act had for Joab was one of obedience to the
King‘s command. It was evident to him that David desired for Uriah to fall in battle, but he did
not know why. Suffice it to say Uriah had become odious to David. The meaning for Uriah was
whatever he inferred from his visit to David, where he appeared to enjoy the king‘s favor. He
may have interpreted his placement in the front an opportunity for glory. Even when the men
withdrew, it would have been unclear whether it was betrayal, bad tactics on Joab‘s part, or just
cowardice on the part of those who withdrew from him and his party. The meaning for most
other Israelites was that Uriah and those with him fell in battle. The meaning for Bathsheba was
that her husband had fallen in battle (2 Sam.11:14-26). The perspective God had upon it was
that David had done evil in his sight.
These meanings were subsequently modified following Nathan‘s public confrontation of
David for his crime. Nathan presented a new meaning of the action as one where David had
struck down Uriah with the sword of the Ammonites and taken Bathsheba to be his wife (2 Sam.
12:9). Then an additional meaning was generated in the light of the multi-generational
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consequences upon David‘s house that the sword shall not depart from his house, such that this
action came to be regarded as a cause leading to Absalom‘s rebellion, and subsequent internecine
conflict that troubled the house of David over the coming generations.
Sins as social acts generate multiple meanings both concurrently and subsequently. The
people involved in the social interaction develop their own meanings that reflect their
perspective and the impact of the interaction upon them personally. The impact of sin upon
others is mediated by their appraisal of its meaning. So sins generate social consequences that
impact relationships and contribute to the construction of social realities.
5.2.2 Sin and Intersubjectivity
The second feature of sin as a social act is that it has an intersubjective reality. It is a social
phenomenon. Social phenomena are not created by God as a feature of his cosmos, they come
into being as a result of human social acts. These social phenomena make up social realities that
are created by humans, even though they exist within the objective cosmic reality that God has
created
The recognition that sin is a social reality created by humans underpins the consistently
held theological assertion that God did not create sin or evil. Sin has a human origin. As an
intersubjective reality sin cannot acquire an independent objective existence. Sin‘s existence,
like that of other social phenomena, is dependent upon the collective consciousness and wills of
persons who agree to recognize its existence as a structuring factor that shapes their
relationships.35 Sin refers to a class of socially constructed phenomena that structures relations
between humans and between humans and God. Sin is a social reality.
Since it is an intersubjective socially constructed reality, sin can be unmade. This is what
the act of forgiveness achieves. Forgiveness is an effective act of negation. Forgiveness is an
35
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interpersonal exchange by which people negate sin as a social reality, and consign it to
nothingness. Forgiveness involves two movements, confession in which people agree on the
features of sin as a social fact, and the act of forgiveness in which the person who has been
sinned against chooses to disconfirm the existence of that sin as an ongoing social fact in their
relationship. The offer of forgiveness amounts to an offer of a redefinition of the relationship
where the sin no longer exists as a factor that structures it. The acceptance of that offer of
forgiveness by the offender amounts to an agreement to negate the existence of sin. This act of
negation is completed when the offender also forgives him or herself of his or her own sin, so
that it also no longer exists as an internalized social reality. The effectiveness of forgiveness in
negating the reality of sin relies upon its intersubjective nature.
The intersubjective nature of sin and forgiveness helps us to understand how forgiveness
effectively deals with the impact of sin on the structure of the relationship. It also sheds light on
why forgiveness does not undo the consequences of sin. All too often the consequences remain,
even though the sin itself stands forgiven. This is because consequences involve impacts in the
environment that have an objective reality to them, and impacts on other people that cannot be
unmade. The durability of the consequences of forgiven sin affirms the significance of human
action in the physical and social world. The effects of these acts cannot be unmade without
undermining the agency of the person. But relationships can be redefined and renegotiated, and
at this level forgiveness negates the reality of sin and casts it into nothingness.
5.2.3 Sin and Relational Obligations
A third feature of sin as a social act is that it presupposes personal relationships that entail
obligations. The nature of the relationship determines the specific obligations it entails. The
obligations delimit the potential ways the relationship can be violated. Hence sin is relationship
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specific. One can say that sin involves a failure to submit to the relationship, inasmuch as
submission to the relationship involves honoring and fulfilling the obligations of that
relationship.
The primary social dimension of human existence is that of covenant relation with God.
God set the terms of the covenant, and summons humans into covenant relationship with him. It
is characterized by unconditional election by God and it requires an unconditional response of
submission to the relationship itself that incurs an inescapable unwavering obligation to covenant
love and loyalty.36
The ultimate basis for relation is the fact that creation does not exist of itself, but was
intentionally created by God the Creator. This means the telos of a creature‘s existence lies in
the intentions of its creator. God‘s intention was not that the creation exist independently of him
with its own independent telos. Rather, creation was a work of God‘s love where God loves his
creatures from eternity and expresses that love by giving them existence. A covenant relation of
love with the creature, however, presupposes the existence of the creature. So Barth concluded,
―Thus the covenant is the goal of creation and creation the way to the covenant.‖37 Barth
maintained that the external basis of the covenant is the existence and being of the creature. This
creature was created as a partner to this covenant and its whole created nature was fashioned
with being a covenant partner in view.
According to Barth, covenant is the fundamental order of God‘s relation to creation.
Because God created humans as covenant partners, this relation is not just a matter of election
but also one of determination. God‘s act of determination means that covenant relation
characterized by love and loyalty is ―hard wired‖ into human nature, giving human nature a
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moral ontology. That is, human nature has inherent moral content in the form of covenant
obligation to God. This notion of moral ontology is foundational to Barth‘s insistence that the
existence of ―the man in sin‖ is characterized as being-in-contradiction. Human sinfulness is not
merely a moral problem, but an ontological one.38 The implication of this determination is that
human nature originally was naturally predisposed towards righteousness and the good; it was
not a state of moral neutrality capable of choosing either to pursue evil of good.39 Therefore, sin
against God not only involves violation of covenant obligations, but also a violation of human
relational being on a social-ontological level.
Sin is primarily against God almost to the point that one can say that sin is only against
God. The primacy of our relational obligations to God is reflected in David‘s statement ,
―Against Thee, Thee only, I have sinned,‖ (Ps. 51:4, NASB). Yet the act in question of having
sex with Bathsheba and plotting the death of her husband to hide his adultery clearly involves
sins against many other people. The connection between sin against God and sin against others
lies in the fact that God not only calls us into relationship with himself, but he also determines
and calls us into relationships with one another. The two relations are inseparable.
Barth held that it is the human couple as co-humanity that is summoned into relation with
God as his image.40 Consequently as being God‘s image includes the relation with our fellow
humans as fellow covenant partners, our covenant obligations to God embrace our relational
obligations to one another. This interconnection is reflected in the second commandment that
specifies that these human relations are to be characterized by love. Consequently, sins against
other persons that entail violations of relational obligations are indirectly also violations of
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covenant obligations to God, for these obligations embrace fellow humans as brethren and fellow
covenant-partners.
Sin is fundamentally a relational violation, rather than a moral or legal transgression.
God‘s commandments have to be understood within the context of covenant. The commands
God gave Adam and Eve to tend and eat of the trees of the garden with the exception of the tree
of knowledge of good and evil existed within the context of covenant relationship. Likewise the
Torah was given within the context of covenant relationship between God and Israel.
The exodus out of Egypt was an act of divine grace and deliverance. Consequently, the
covenant with Israel was a matter of God‘s grace and election. As Barth puts it, ―Thus the grace
of God itself is the presupposition of man‘s sin.‖41 Hence knowledge of the grace of God is
necessary for man to know what sin is. The grace of God is the context that makes sin
meaningful, not the law of nature or abstract moral principles.42 The giving of the Law followed
grace and election. It functioned to help specify Israel‘s covenant obligations on a concrete level.
This means that righteousness towards God is not legal with respect to keeping the Law or good
works in themselves. It is covenantal and relational, a response to grace.
A crucial distinction emerges here between relational and legal definitions of sin. Barth
emphasized that humankind was created as a covenant-partner to live in a relationship with God
characterized by love, trust and obedience. This relational perspective, however, has been
obscured in the Christian tradition by a legalistic perspective that sin consisted in violations of
law, following John‘s definition of sin as lawlessness.43 This identification of sin with
41
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transgression of the law reflects the influence of the rabbinic emphasis that righteousness
consisted in observing the Torah.
This emphasis on law is also reflected in the Reformation concept of the covenant of
works that God entered into with Adam as federated head of the human race. This was a legal
contract that stipulated that the promise of eternal life was contingent on Adam‘s proven
obedience. Under the terms of this covenant Adam was subject to the moral law of God, which
God was honor bound to uphold. The penalty for transgression of the law was death.44 The effect
of this covenant of works was to elevate keeping the law to central importance, and by
implication to define righteousness in moral legalistic terms. The covenant of works dovetailed
with the doctrine of substitutionary atonement in its emphasis that the requirements of the law
must be met, and sin must be punished. They both reflected a conception of righteousness in
legal and moral terms. The covenant of works provided a theological foundation for a pervasive
legalism that came to characterize Protestant piety.
This emphasis on moral righteousness reflected in the covenant of works has a long prior
history. It was widely reflected in the teachings of the church fathers that identified righteousness
with good works, virtue, morality and observing the law.45 Their identification of righteousness
with virtue reflects the influence of Greek ethics with its emphasis on development of character
through cultivating virtue and avoiding vice.46 This emphasis gave rise to the debate as to
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whether humans were capable of virtue and good works apart from the grace of God, or whether
the grace of God was necessary because of human weakness.
This whole debate is rendered meaningless once one shifts from a moral/legal operating
definition of righteousness to a relational one. If righteousness lay in entering into and living out
a covenant relationship with God, then the notion of being righteous apart from dependence and
relation to God becomes nonsensical. The ultimate goal of righteousness is not virtue or being
law abiding, but covenant faithfulness to God.
5.2.4 Sin Distinct from Emotions
A fourth feature is that sin is a personal action as distinct from a thought, emotion, inclination,
temptation, or desire. There is a significant boundary between what occurs in the subjective
thought life of a person and that person‘s social action. This distinction excludes the evaluative
categories of sinful or ―unbiblical‖ emotions as opposed to godly or ―biblical‖ emotions.47 A
person does not have sinful or morally bad emotions per se. Emotions are a matter of inner
awareness, not moral action. It is how a person chooses to respond to his or her emotions or act
with respect to his or her emotions that is the crucial issue.
5.2.5 Sin Distinct from Temptation
A fifth feature is that sin is a social action distinguishes it from temptation. James suggested that
temptation and lust give rise to sin, implying that they are distinct from sin. The Bible speaks of
God being tempted (Ps. 78: 41,56; 106:14) and Jesus being tempted by the devil (Mt. 4:1; Mk.
1:13, Lk. 4:2, 13). The writer to the Hebrews (4:15) emphasized that Jesus was tempted in all
points as we are, yet remained without sin, because he did not yield to temptation. This
distinction is also maintained in the earliest passage concerning sin, where Cain was already
47
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angry, crestfallen and envious of Abel when God warned him that sin was at his door (Gen. 4:57). Cain faced a choice of mastering sin or yielding to it with respect to the action he chose to
take. God himself is recorded as experiencing anger48 and jealousy,49 emotions that are closely
associated with sin. Yet to suggest that God sins is nothing less than blasphemy. Sin is distinct
from emotion or temptation. Rather, sin is concerned with the social action a person takes in
response to the temptation or emotions that person is experiencing.50
5.2.6 Sin and Agency
A sixth feature is that sin as a social action presupposes agency. Thus the origin of sin lies in the
decision and will of the person as expressed in bodily action in the world. A person exists as a
subject in the world, not merely an object. All the movements of objects are ascribed to external
causes. The origin of a person‘s own actions lies in his or her volition. Thus the origin of
individual sins lies in the decision and will of the person. Volition presupposes free will. Hence
in order for sin to be meaningful, it requires free will. The significance of free will as the origin
or explanation of an action is not in terms of a cause – effect sequence. There is a point where
causality ends in mystery, the unexplainable choice of a person to choose one course of action
from a range of options.
This is one reason why the church has consistently asserted human free will. The early
church fathers taught that humans were not created with either a fixed good or evil nature, but a
neutral one capable of development in either direction. Humans by virtue of their rationality
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exercised freedom of choice that included freedom to choose between good and evil.51 They
maintained that free will was a feature of rationality.52
Even in the present context where humans are sinners, free choice remains a necessary
basis for moral agency. Even in the compromised situation that resulted from the fall of Adam,
many theologians who subscribed to the doctrine of original sin recognized that some human
freedom of will must nevertheless be maintained. Luther maintained every person is both by
necessity a sinner and voluntarily a sinner.53 Even Calvin insisted that although unregenerate
humans had lost free will with respect to sin when Adam fell, humans retain sufficient agency
and knowledge of God‘s law to still render them accountable to God.54 With this freedom came
accountability to God, who will reward those who choose righteousness and punish those who
choose evil.55
5.2.7 Sin Distinct from Inner Attitudes
The definition that limits sin to social actions is open to challenge on the basis of the 10th
commandment that ―Thou shalt not covet.‖ Covetousness reflects an inner attitude of the heart.
Paul‘s lists of sins also include attitudes such as greed, envy, malice, insolence, arrogance,
deceit, hypocrisy, ruthlessness, pride, and anxiety. We now face the question whether these
51
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attitudes are sins themselves or significant because they predispose the person to sin. Attitudes of
the heart were identified as either virtues or vices.
The Greek word for virtue αρεηή means excellence. So a runner displays αρεηή in being
fast. The virtues of a warrior are strength, courage and prowess at arms. A courageous person
can be relied upon. So courage is an important virtue in friendships and kinship relationships.
The ancient Greek conception of human life as life in community meant that virtues such as
friendship, self-restraint, loyalty, and courage were essential human virtues because human life
was communal. Plato highly rated the virtue of righteousness which he conceived as living in
harmony with the social order of the community. Righteousness results in harmony. The Greek
virtues were not abstracted from the social roles they related to as their rationale lay in the
obligations inherent in the social role.56
Aristotle regarded the cultivation of virtue as the means to gain εσδαιμονία, meaning
blessedness, happiness, or prosperity. Virtues are those qualities that would enable a person to
achieve εσδαιμονία. Life is not just an exercise to achieve εσδαιμονία, but virtues also enable a
person to live life at its best.
The ancient Greeks did not distinguish between inner attitude and social behavior in
respect to virtue. Virtues have to do not only with action, but also the emotional inclination
formed by the cultivation of such virtues.57 In this context Aristotle regarded ‗αμαρηία, as a
―missing of virtue, the desired goal, whether out of weakness, accident or defective
knowledge,‖58 ‗Αμαρηία not only involves a failure to live life at its best, but works itself out in
acts that are offenses against the community that incur guilt. In contrast, virtues are those
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qualities that sustain a person in the performance of the actions his social role and place in
society require of him. Virtues resided in virtuous action.
The Greek conception of human life as life in community meant that there was no such
thing as a solitary person. The Western notion of the free self-determining self would have been
unintelligible to the ancient Greek.59 To be exiled from one‘s community was to be exiled from
human life.
The shift to an individualistic conception of the person significantly changed the
anthropological context that virtues were understood in. This occurred in the Middle Ages. As a
result virtue lost its communal character and came to be regarded as a character of the soul. The
action tendency of virtue came to be concerned with the avoidance of sin rather than contribution
to communal life.
This shift is reflected in medieval virtue ethics. It is reflected in a change in the qualities
that formed central virtues. The Catholic church made up a list comprising of seven virtues, four
cardinal virtues - prudence, temperance, fortitude and justice - and three theological virtues faith, hope, charity. Their spiritual focus is immediately apparent. Abelard‘s Ethics was an
important medieval work on the virtues. Abelard distinguished between virtues and vices that
pertained to character and sins that were breaches of divine law. The presence of a vice did not
necessarily result in committing sins. It was always in the scope of the will to decide whether or
not to commit immoral actions. So in the medieval view of morality, everything depended on
character and the interior decisions of the will. This amounted to an interiorization of the moral
life.60
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Aquinas‘ famous list of the seven deadly sins consisted of vices: vainglory, envy, anger,
sloth, covetousness, gluttony, and lust.61 It is noteworthy that even though he called these vices
deadly sins, they did not themselves incur guilt. Their significance lay in that they generated a
propensity to commit mortal sins. The latter resulted in a loss of grace with eternal
consequences unless the repentant sinner received the sacrament of penance. In this way Aquinas
retained Abelard‘s distinction between virtues and vices and actual sins.
This medieval distinction between vices and sins was abandoned by the early reformers.
Their consequent identification of sins with attitudes of the heart has, however, became
problematic. The dilemmas Luther found himself in illustrate this. Luther maintained that sin
consisted in not just deeds but also the attitudes of the heart from which these deeds came. As
soon as one locates sin in the attitude of the heart, then the discernment of sin becomes
problematic. It shifts from concern about the act to the inner motivation behind the act.
Consequently even good works end up being sins if hidden sinful motives are present. Since no
person can know one‘s heart, a human has no certainty at all whether even his or her most noble
godly acts are actually mortal sins, for they may be motivated by hidden vices of pride, conceit,
self interest, and so on. Thus the identification of sin with the thoughts, desires and hidden subconscious motives of the heart results in profound uncertainty whether one is unknowingly
sinning, as well as the sheer impossibility of avoiding sinning even on a daily basis. Every
action ends up being unavoidably sinful regardless of the will and intention of the believer.62
Calvin also arrived at a sense of pervasive sinfulness and guilt under the inescapable gaze
of a judgmental God. Because God beholds the heart, keeping the law is not merely a matter of
external actions, but the thoughts and desires of the heart. Whereas human laws are satisfied
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when men abstain from transgressions, the divine law requires proper regulation of the mind. In
that the law is spiritual, it requires obedience of the soul, mind and will, and purity of the heart.63
The function of the law is to convict sinners of the depths of their sin and iniquity. The law
requires perfect obedience that is impossible to achieve. God‘s law also requires a relentless selfexamination of the heart so as to dispel any inclination to pride or self-righteousness. There is no
escape from its condemnation. So the outcome of this critical self-examination is a pervasive
sense of shame.64
This desperate state of the sinner is a result of the lack of individual privacy from the
gaze of God with the result that every aspect of the internal thought life of the person is brought
into the social realm. The Reformed view of sin that embraces the attitudes and motives of the
heart relies on a conception of a God who discerns the person‘s thoughts and secret motivations.
Furthermore, this God judges severely the thoughts and even the temptations of the heart as
being desperately sinful. In effect, even the thoughts of the heart are social acts. God is the
observer. The thoughts and emotions of the person are effectively brought into the social realm,
for they are communicated socially to God who discerns, evaluates and responds to them.
In effect, the place of privacy that is necessary for differentiated personal being is
abolished. Differentiated individual being requires private spaces for rehearsal, reflection, and
demarking the boundary that sets a person apart from others. The right to privacy is jealously
defended for this reason. A total absence of privacy means that the people are subject to a pitiless
exposure of their deepest unknown secrets, an exposure from which there is no escape.65 This
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sense of inescapable exposure to the gaze of God gives rise to a distorted view of God that
evokes profound shame with its action tendency of wanting to hide or disappear.66
As differentiated personal being is a necessary basis for genuine interpersonal intimacy,
privacy is also a necessary feature in genuinely intimate relationships.67 The abolition of privacy
not only undermines the differentiated being of the person but also the possibility of genuine
interpersonal intimacy. Consequently, a lack of personal privacy from God itself undermines the
very I-Thou relation God summons us into.68
Virtue ethics generally distinguished between virtues and vices and actual social actions
that incurred guilt or commendation. The failure to retain the distinction between vices that
predispose the heart to sin and actual sins suggest that this distinction should be retained.
Likewise the provision of a judgment free private sphere for thought, reflection and
consideration of courses of action is necessary for the protection of the personal space needed for
differentiation of the individual from others. Restricting individual sins that incur guilt to actual
social acts releases the private sphere of thought and reflection from judgment with respect to
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sin. To refer to Goffman‘s dramatological metaphor, this distinction allows thoughts and
reflections to remain back stage, free from the evaluative judgment of others.
We have argued for a clearer conception of sin as a social act. This perspective
highlights that the significance of an act as a sin lies in the social meanings of the act, rather than
the objective nature of the act. As a social act sin is intelligible in a relational context that entails
obligations that can be violated. Sin is meaningful specifically with reference to relational
obligations to God. This distinguishes sin from being merely a moral or legal transgression.
Finally, this section pointed out that regarding sin as a social action distinguishes it from
emotions, thoughts and attitudes. These mental processes may predispose a person to sin, but
only social actions actually constitute sin.
5.3 Sinfulness and Identity Transformation
The relationship between identification as a sinner and individual sins has been generally
overlooked by theology. I suggest that identity relates to sinfulness in two key ways. First, the
identification of oneself as a human whose being, who was created for and set into a specifically
defined relation with God our Creator, is a necessary precondition for making sin a meaningful
notion. Second, the identification of the human as a sinner often serves to explain the
inevitability and universality of human sinfulness. Committing sins is a consistent self-enactment
of a person identified as a sinner, whereas godliness is fundamentally inconsistent with such an
identity. As this section shall argue, identity transformation is the missing link between
sinfulness and godliness.
5.3.1 Superordinate Level of Humanity as Determined by the Word of God
On the superordinate level, we are identified as humans whose being is determined by the Word
of God. Our human nature is not self-determined, but determined by the will of our Creator. The
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implication of this is that humankind does not face the void nor is it grounded on nothingness,
such that we must self-posit our existence. Rather, our existence is founded on the Word of God.
This excludes the possibility that we must create ourselves, or that we evolve into something we
are not yet. Who we already are includes human possibilities to be aspired to. They originate in
God‘s creative determination, such that even striving to realise one‘s potential is also a response
to the summons of the Word of God. It is not a step out into the void.69
The very fact that humans remain God‘s creatures despite their pervasive sinfulness is
crucial to the possibility of their redemption. Humankind has not fallen to the point of
ontological godlessness. As Barth expressed it, ―Man in his fall cannot cease to be the creature
and covenant-partner of God.... He cannot make himself another being or destroy the being that
he is.‖70 Even though his corruption is total and pervasive such that humanity exists in a status
corruptionis, humankind‘s corruption stops short of becoming another being with a different
nature. If this were the case, argued Barth, it would mean the annihilation of his existence as
human and at this point atonement would be a pointless exercise. A lost sheep nevertheless
remains a sheep. That mankind remains the image of God does not lessen the seriousness of his
condition. If anything, the contrary is the case. It underlines the seriousness of his condition
because his being and activity is totally at odds with his created nature. Humankind remains fully
the image of God while being in its actions and perversion totally contradictory to the image of
God. Hence Barth‘s description of this as a state of total self-contradiction.71
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Our humanity is an ontological fact that we cannot evade, any more than we can
successfully evade the claims of God our Creator. This means that sin is powerless to bring into
being a profoundly sinful or evil nature. Our human nature remains as created and determined
by God, and persists despite the pervasive corruption of our sinfulness.
5.3.2 Social Identification as Sinners
The intermediate level of identity is social identification by others with respect to social
categories and groups. Identifications by others powerfully influence the formation of one‘s
sense of identity. In a very real way, then, humans exist as determined by the other. Personal
existence is a co-existence in social relations with others. As Anderson puts it, ―The social
structure of co-humanity precedes and determines individuality.‖72 This process of identification
by others is prominent in Paul‘s theology where he categorized people as either being dead in
Adam or alive in Christ. A central issue in the ongoing Christian debate regarding human
sinfulness is whether a believer should be identified in the category of a saint or that or a sinner,
with attendant behavioral expectations attached to these categories. The debate regarding the
status of humans as sinners occurs on this intermediate level of social identity. How do we
categorize ourselves with respect to sinfulness?
This is where the Christian doctrine of original sin is pertinent. This doctrine amounts to
a self-categorization as sinners, not either good or morally neutral persons with a capacity to
choose either good or evil. Here identity is connected with agency. The identification of humans
as sinners with a corrupt sinful nature supports the conclusion that humans are no longer free or
able not to sin. This position contrasts with the assertion that if humans are either good or
morally neutral, they have the capacity to choose whether or not to sin. With the capacity to not
sin comes the obligation not to sin. This assertion lay at the heart of the Pelagian controversy.
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Paul‘s argument in Romans 4 that sin is imputed to us and that righteousness is reckoned
to us in a corresponding manner can be interpreted as an act of social categorization. Imputation
involved God placing us in the social category of ‗sinner‘ and then relating to us on the basis of
this category. That Abraham was reckoned righteous apart from works suggests that this act of
categorization was not based on Abraham‘s moral performance, nor on his sinlessness with
respect to actual sins. Rather, Abraham‘s righteousness was on the basis of his faith, expressed in
his relational response to God. Therefore God regarded Abraham as righteous and related to him
on the basis of that category. Likewise he reckons us righteous and relates to us on the basis of
that righteousness, apart from our performance of works, but cognizant of our faith. Reckoned
righteousness is functioning here as a social category.
5.3.3 Self-Enactment and Identity
Barth emphasized the integral nature of being and action, stating, ―To exist as a man means to
act.‖73 He argued that our being is expressed through our doing. Being is active, rather than
static. I am inasmuch as I express my being in action. My being is expressed through what Barth
called self-enactment. As he puts it, ―Being in the sense of human beings is a process of selfenactment.‖74 As the diagram below suggests, in self-enactment identity influences behaviour
and behaviour influences identity.
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This interaction between being and behaviour reflects the close relation between selfdetermination and self-enactment. Self-determination brings with it the freedom and
responsibility of determining how one becomes by choosing a course of action to the exclusion
of other possibilities. This freedom to choose between alternative options stands in contrast to
the existentialist assertion of unbounded freedom where self-determination out of an essence that
is not predetermined creates the prospect that anything is permitted. Rather, Christian theology
holds that human possibilities of self-determination are delimited by the determinative Word of
God. Self-determination is a command of God to express one‘s being in decisive action. Selfenactment is decisive being. Consequently Anderson observes, ―Indecision is suspension of
being.‖75 Indecisiveness amounts to a failure of nerve in positing oneself. Human being
expressed in decisive self-enactment is the necessary building block for a strong sense of
personal identity. A knowledge of who one is then is the consequence of decisive self-enactment
in which one chooses (or posits) who one is to be. Consequently indecisiveness and passivity
both lead to identity confusion or a loss of a sense of who one is.76
Humans exist as responsible ethical agents. Furthermore, humans possess a human nature
as determined by God, a determination that has ethical content. Consequently, ethical violations
have ontological implications. Our ethical action has implications for our being. The link lies in
the self-enactment of our being in ethical action.77 Thus ethical action can be said to reflect
authentic human being, whereas unethical action reflects being-in-contradiction.
Being as self-enactment means that subjectivity is unavoidably behavioural. Subjectivity
involves differentiating my own being from the environment. It requires subjective personal
agency in the world where the origin of behaviour lies in personal intention. Subjectivity then
75

Anderson, On Being Human, 57.
Ibid., 57-61.
77
Nimmo, Being in Action, 100-05.
76

MTh Thesis

Chapter 5

146

involves decisively actualizing one possibility as my own. There is no dichotomy between inner
being and outward action, for through self-enactment subjective inner being finds itself in
outward action. Thus the subjective life of a person is expressed in observable actions that are
attributed to the agency and intentions of that person. As a result, authentic human existence
involves self-determinative acts by which one‘s subjectivity is expressed extrinsically in selfexpressive action.78 The interpretation of social action as personal self-expression provides the
basis for ascribing personal responsibility for social acts of sin.
5.3.4 Baptism and Identity Transformation in Paul’s Theology
As sinfulness is related to deficit identity as a sinner, in a corresponding way being holy and
righteous provides a foundation for godliness and righteousness as an identity. For there is a
consistency between identity and action in corresponding self-enactment. Therefore, for a
Christian to become righteous requires identity transformation. A closely related yet largely
unacknowledged concept to that of the freedom of the believer from sin is that of the identity
transformation of the believer. Theological viewpoints that emphasize the freedom of the
believer from sin that entails pursuing righteousness rely upon the identity transformation of the
believer either at baptism or at conversion.
In this respect Paul was a long way ahead of his time in his psychological insight.
Identity transformation is a central concept in Paul‘s eschatological anthropology. The issue of
identity was, however, inferred in Paul‘s thought rather than explicitly utilized as a key concept,
simply because the language categories of identity had not yet been developed. Nevertheless,
identity change played a key role in Paul‘s anthropology and doctrine of sanctification. Indeed,
the fact of a new Christian identity makes Paul‘s doctrine of sanctification intelligible.
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The key shift Paul made was that the problem of sinfulness is not just with respect to
what we do, but to whom we are related. Paul presented two contrasting social categories.
Humans are identified either with (or in) Adam or with (or in) Christ.79 The nature of one‘s
relation with God relies upon with whom we are categorized. Those who are categorized with
Adam are identified as sinners, with sin being imputed to them. Those who are categorized as
being in Christ are identified as saints, and righteousness is ascribed to them. It is noteworthy
that Paul consistently addressed his Christian readers as saints in his letters. Not once did he
identify a believer as a sinner.80 Paul defined our relation to God in terms of these social
categories.
Baptism brings about a profound change in identity. The baptismal metaphors of dying
and rising again point to the radical nature of this change. Paul argued that there is a
fundamental discontinuity between what he called the ―old man‖ and the ―new man.‖ According
to Paul, the ―old man‖ died with Christ and was buried in baptism. The ―new man‖ rises from
the waters in baptism.81 The ―new man‖ enjoys a completely different relation to both the Law
and to sin. The ―new man‖ is dead to both; thereby free from both, and alive to God.82 On the
basis of this radical change, described in terms of being a new creation and a new human being,
Paul‘s eschatological anthropology becomes a present reality that the Christian enters into.83
Baptism marks a significant personal transformation that has profound implications for identity.
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Conversion also changes key relationships. A person‘s relationship with God is changed
from godlessness to godliness, from the alienation of strangers to a state of belonging as
members of God‘s household, from gentiles to adopted children, and from being excluded from
Israel to being part of Israel.84 A person‘s relations with others are also changed by the
introduction of the new element of being in a new family of believers in which all believers are
brothers and sisters, a family where Christ is preeminent.85 These new relations are reflected in
Paul‘s identification of believers as saints.
Paul‘s notion of the new obedience rests on this new set of identifications. Paul‘s
exhortations consistently rest on the basis of the new identity Christians now have as saints.
Thus his exhortations can be summed up as, ―Live consistently to who you now are in Christ.
You are a saint; act like one.‖86 So the exhortation to live according to Law is replaced by a new
obedience of living consistently with their being as it is in Christ. Paul‘s obedience rests on this
new personal identity in Christ. This is a crucial element in Paul‘s doctrine of sanctification.
5.3.5 Baptism and Righteousness
Paul‘s identification of baptism as a moment of profound personal transformation was picked up
by the early church fathers. That a significant change in the identity of the new believer had
occurred was widely presumed by the early church. For example, Hippolytus taught that baptism
was the moment when a person is regenerated, and what this accomplishes is both cleansing
from sin and the impurity that comes from sin, such that one is now pure, and one also puts on
immortality, which amounts to deification.87 The Epistle of Barnabas taught that before they
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believed in God their hearts were corrupt, being full of idolatry. But having received forgiveness
of sins, they are now created anew, ―created again from the beginning.‖88 This renewal resulted
in a new type of human ―So, since he renewed us by the forgiveness of sins, he made us men of
another type, so that we should have the soul of children, as if he were creating us all over
again.‖89
There were two reasons why the affirmation of the identity transformation of the
Christian into a saint free from sin was not able to be sustained by the patristic church. The first
reason was that they increasingly defined righteousness in legalistic moral terms of perfect
conformity to the requirements of the law. The notion that righteousness was primarily
concerned with the quality of the relationship of communion with God that the believer in Christ
now enjoyed was lost to view. The second reason was that believers still struggled with sin, an
observation they could not reconcile with their perfectionistic standard of righteousness.
They taught that the remission of sins in baptism resulted in the catechumen being free
from sin. This freedom consequently entailed the obligation to pursue a moral/legalistic
righteousness rather than enjoy their righteous relationship with God. Early Christian writers
emphasized that there were two ways a person must choose between, the way of the righteous
person that led to life or the way of the sinner leading to death and destruction.90 The Shepherd
of Hermas also expressed the belief that the Christian is cleansed from sin through baptism, and
henceforth is expected to live a godly life. Hermas taught that repentance from former personal
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sins was the key to salvation, but there is only one additional repentance for the saints.91 Hermas
reflects a Jewish understanding of sin as opposed to godliness that is expressed in keeping God‘s
commandments, in that a person is righteous who sets his or her heart on righteousness.92
Paul‘s conception of the righteousness of faith boldly asserted that the believer‘s
righteousness was already established in Christ. As a saint the believer could live out a
righteousness that was already attained. This insight was increasingly lost sight of. In its place
there emerged a notion that righteousness was a goal to be attained through consistent moral
uprightness. In effect righteousness of faith was replaced by righteousness by works. This shift
in how righteousness was viewed undermined the Christian confidence in the transformation of
the believer from the former old life into having a new life in Christ. This moralistic/legalistic
view undermined the doctrine of grace with respect to the Christian life, replacing it with an
emphasis on works as the basis for perseverance and ultimate entry into eternal life. It amounted
to a doctrine of justification by works after initial remission of sins in baptism. This was a fatal
flaw theologically that undercut the emphasis of the gospel on grace. Consequently, confident
assurance of salvation was lost because it ultimately depended upon perseverance in observing
God‘s commands and having a clean heart.
5.3.6 The Emergence of the Christian Sinner
The bold assertion of the freedom of the Christian from sin was undermined by widespread
evidence that Christians still sinned and still struggled with ongoing sinfulness. Cyprian openly
wrestled with this problem. While he held that baptism brought about a regeneration of the
believer into a new life that was characterized by freedom from sin,93 he also admitted to his own
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continuing struggle with sin and recognized that no believer is without sin. Even believers sinned
daily.94 Cyprian struggled with the question of how could a man in baptism be quickened to new
life and put off the former man, when he retains all his bodily structure, and how is it that
baptism accomplishes a rapid divestment of all the innate corruption of his material nature and
habitual actions that are deeply and radically ingrained.95 Because failure to live righteous lives
incurs misfortune and God‘s judgment, this doom can only be turned away by repentance and
pleading God‘s mercy.96 Believers then must fall back upon appealing to God to have mercy on
their continuing sins. Such appeals can be made through good works and alms giving and
submitting to the discipline of penance.97
He resolved this contradiction by teaching that while the inner soul is renewed, the body
still remains unredeemed and open to the influence of sin, the flesh and the world.98 Because we
have life from God, we need to walk in the way of innocence and righteous submission,
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depending on God for strength and grace, and the infusing Holy Spirit.99 The Christian life
remained one of profound dependence upon the grace of God for sustaining one in life and
holiness, rather than one based on works of righteousness. In wrestling with the problem of
ongoing sin in the life of the Christian Cyprian stands as a theological forerunner of Augustine.
Augustine also wrestled with this problem of the persistence of sin in the life of the
Christian. He explained it as being due to the fact that while baptism washes away the guilt of
original and actual sins, the element of concupiscence remains.100 Baptism renews the inner man,
but the outer man that resides in the mortal body remains flesh. Augustine argued that what is
born of flesh is flesh, retaining a corrupt nature and infirmity that gives rise to abiding
concupiscence and inclination towards sin. The believer needs to be twice born, born again of
the spirit. But spiritual birth transforms the soul, while the body remains flesh. The remission of
sins in baptism ushers in a process of progressive inner renewal that heals the infirmity of sin
within one‘s soul that has the ultimate goal of restoration to an uncorrupted nature. As a result
the believer exists in a state where the spirit that dwells in the inner man is in conflict with the
flesh that dwells in the members of one‘s mortal body.101 This state of inner conflict will remain
until God raises us into an immortal incorruptible state in which all sins are purged out of our
nature.102
Augustine‘s formulation was the precursor for Luther‘s insight into the Christian being
simultaneously a sinner and righteous. Luther emphasized that all humans existed as sinners in
bondage to sin and under the wrath of God. Redemption through Christ alone delivered them
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from this fate. Luther emphasized that a human is saved through faith in Christ alone, by faith
receiving an alien righteousness, which is Christ‘s own righteousness imputed to him on the
basis of his faith. A person stands justified before God on the basis of the gift of this alien
righteousness. In his own being a Christian remains a sinner; in Christ a believer stands
righteous. Hence the paradox simul justus et peccator (simultaneously righteous and a sinner).
Luther contrasted two types of righteousness. The first is an imputed alien righteousness
of Christ that the believer receives in justification. This righteousness is received by faith totally
apart from works. This life of righteousness begins at baptism. The righteousness remains
passive; it is not progressively replaced by a believer‘s own righteousness of good works. The
Christian remains a sinner for his entire life, who cannot possibly stand and have worth before
God on any other basis than the alien righteousness of Christ. The imputation of this
righteousness is appropriated on a daily basis through the forgiveness of sins.103
The second type is a new righteousness which has faith as its source. Its basis is the
outpouring of the Spirit within the heart, who fosters a new righteousness expressed in love and a
new willing obedience to God from the heart. Thus our heart becomes righteous, and the
outworking of this new righteousness of the heart is good works and pursuit of godliness. This
new righteousness is different to the righteousness of works of the church fathers in that it is the
fruit or outworking of an already established righteousness of faith, not a means to attain
righteousness.104
Luther‘s theology also had a twofold structure of the work of Christ both being an
objective historical completed accomplishment, and a contemporaneous work in progress in the
life of the believer. Hence Christ‘s victory over death is already accomplished historically, and
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pursued on a daily basis through the believer‘s victory over sin and temptation. Likewise,
baptism as an external act historically effects deliverance from sin and contemporaneously is
identified with an ongoing process of sanctification in which a person is baptized more and more
until the old human in Adam is completely dead, and the believer is raised sinless on the last
day.105 This twofold structure underpins his view that a believer is already righteous, and on the
basis of that righteousness progressing towards the goal of a new righteousness of character
based on self-enacted godliness. Imputed righteousness releases the believer to become who he
or she has been already identified to be in Christ.
Calvin parted company with the early church fathers in rejecting the notion that remission
of sins in baptism frees the believer from sin. He also parted company with Luther‘s twofold
righteousness. Only the alien righteousness of Christ is within reach for the Christian. Calvin
maintained that even Christians do not possess freedom of the will; rather the believers‘ state is
one where their spirit that is regenerated by the Spirit is at odds with the flesh. The Christian life
was one of life-long repentance that involved the mortification of the flesh with its entrenched
sinful desires and propensities, and the vivification of the spirit. Heeding the call of the prophets
to turn away from evil and do good required the total destruction of the flesh. This is difficult
because it requires us to put off ourselves, for Calvin identified the person with the flesh that
must be totally destroyed.106 In effect the believer retained a sin-bound identity as a sinner. As a
sinner, the believer was still bound to sin, and guilty before God for the depravity of his or her
old nature.107 Mortification of the flesh involved death to self.108 As a result believers found
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themselves in a shame-bound double bind where God‘s law demanded perfect uprightness of
those who could not possibly attain that because of the enduring sinfulness of their flesh.109
Calvin reconciled his view with Paul‘s teaching on baptism by maintaining that when
Paul referred to the believer rising into new life he was referring to a future event. He makes the
contrast that whereas Christ‘s death was physical, the believer‘s death in baptism is spiritual.110
Calvin recognizes baptism is a moment of transformation.111 He commented, ―that Paul‘s
doctrine of baptism is, ―that the death of Christ is efficacious to destroy and demolish the
depravity of our flesh, and his resurrection, to effect the renovation of a better nature, and that by
baptism we are admitted into a participation of this very grace.‖112 The crucial point where
Calvin parts company with Paul is where Paul regarded the burial and rising in baptism as a
transformative event, Calvin regarded baptism as the beginning of an ongoing process or task of
progressively putting to death the flesh and striving towards conformity to the image of Christ.113
Calvin‘s pessimistic view of the state of the believer became a feature of the Reformed tradition
and influenced the Reformed view of sanctification as that of mortification of the flesh. The
Arminian Articles reflects this perspective in its affirmation:
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that the regenerate man himself, without prevenient or assisting, awakening, following
and co-operative grace, can neither think, will, nor do good, nor withstand any
temptations to evil; so that all good deeds or movements, that can be conceived, must be
ascribed to the grace of God in Christ.114
The classic work by John Owens expounds this Reformation theme of the power of an
indwelling law of sin in the soul of the believer. Indwelling sin functioned as a powerful inward
operational principle that rules the mind and influences the believer to sin. This inward principle
is in opposition to the believer‘s desire to do good and pursue godliness. The believer‘s very
desire to do good brings to his or her awareness the extent to which his or her soul remains
captive to the law of sin in the believer‘s members. This indwelling sin resides in the human
heart that remains wicked and deceptive. Sinful actions issue from the wicked inclinations of the
heart. So the believer must resist the inclination of the heart from within and temptation from
without in a relentless struggle against sin. The believer is faced with God‘s demand that he or
she walk in conformity to God‘s law, even though the impact of sin is such that no believer can
walk in perfect conformity to the will of God in all things. Our pursuit of godliness is constantly
sabotaged by the opposition of indwelling sin to holiness.115 This results in the believer being
held captive to sin, and this miserable state was one of the Christian, rather than the
unregenerate.116
5.3.7 Identity – The Unacknowledged Factor
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The debate over the place of sin in the life of the believer involved an unacknowledged question
regarding identity. The question can be expressed in this way. Is the Christian a sinner or a
saint? This question is crucial because of the dynamic of self-enactment. If a Christian is
identified as a sinner, then actual sins are a natural self-enactment of one‘s identity as sinner. In
addition, good works and pursuit of godliness are inconsistent with one‘s being, and so requires a
process of self-mortification or spiritual disciplines in acting against one‘s natural inclination.
Godliness is not the natural outflow of the new life of the believer; it is an ―alien‖ godliness that
is contrary to one‘s sinful nature. So the identification of the believer as a sinner saved by grace
has huge implications for the psychology of Christian spirituality.
The alternative identification of a believer as a saint has different implications. They are
that acts of sins are no longer consistent with one‘s new identity. A saint who sins is not being
him or herself. On the other hand, the pursuit of godliness is simply a self-enactment of one‘s
saintliness. It reflects a person‘s deep desires, and is an outworking of where the heart now is.
There is a naturalness to it that recognizes the new obedience as being freely oneself. It is this
transformation of identity from sinner to saint that Paul understood as the basis for his new
obedience in free self-enactment, in contrast to the old obedience in conformity to the demands
of law. This was also the insight that Luther was grasping, yet had not clearly identified. He
understood that the new righteousness was a natural outworking of a Spirit renewed heart.
The missing key in Luther‘s theology was the importance of the believer taking an
identity position that was based on the confident acceptance of the wonderful truth of being
righteous by faith as an already accomplished fact. It is the self-identification of oneself as a
righteous person that releases the dynamic of the new righteousness being expressed from the
heart. Luther‘s new righteousness can only be pursued on the basis of a new identity of oneself
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as an already righteous person. So that the new righteousness is a self-enactment of one‘s
imputed righteousness of faith.
5.4 Conclusion: Person in Society
This assertion of a new identity as a saint, though, risks bringing us back to the unsustainable
view of the early church fathers regarding the believer‘s freedom from sin with the
accompanying expectation of sinning no more. This is because sinfulness was regarded as
existing within the inner life of the person, and righteousness was identified with moral upright
behavior. Both virtue and vice were exclusively matters of individual character. Actual sins
issued from the evil inclinations of the heart. Human sinfulness was explained in terms of an
inherited corrupt nature within the individual. Sinfulness and righteousness were a matter of
individual spirituality.
These assumptions reflect a presumption that personal existence is individual in nature.
Consequently society is part of a person‘s environmental context. It is a feature of the external
world. Society is the environmental context in which the individual dramas of human spirituality
are played out.
However, the recognition of the two dimensions of personal existence calls these
assumptions into question. The interrelation of person and society is more complex and
interactive than the individualistic view that regards society as environmental context assumes.
This more complex interrelation between person and society adds some other considerations to
how social context influences the dynamic of individual identity and the dynamic of sinfulness.
The failure to adequately recognize the interrelation between person and society lies
behind problems with the concept of original sin. The traditional doctrine of original sin located
collective human sinfulness within the individual in the form of a corrupt nature that gave rise to
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the evil tendencies of the heart that express themselves in all manner of sin. Original sin remains
located within the individual as legacy of sin and condemnation inherited from Adam. This
traditional conception of original sin overlooks the significance of the multigenerational
development of human culture and history as an intermediate factor in favor of directly linking
the individual with Adam as the origin of human sinfulness. The following chapter, then,
continues the analysis of the relation of sinfulness to identity, with a direct focus on the
traditional concept of original sin.
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Chapter 6. Original Sin as Inherited Sinfulness
Personal existence as persons-in-relationship has implications for how original sin is conceived.
Original sin has traditionally been conceived as a corrupt human nature that humans have
inherited directly from Adam, along with his guilt. Consequently each generation is born with
an inherited sinful corruption and guilt that works itself out in a propensity to sin that makes sin
inevitable. While this conception of original sin is problematic and widely criticized, it has been
difficult to develop a better alternative conception. This chapter presents an initial exploration
towards developing such an alternative.
An alternative conception of original sin starts with the recognition that sin as an
intersubjective reality not only occurs as social acts between persons, but the sins of each
generation also contribute to the construction of the social reality that subsequent generations are
born into. The sins of one generation not only contribute to family heritage that is passed from
one generation to the next, but are also institutionalized in the structures of society. This
perspective on the multigenerational impact of sin has implications for how we understand
original sin.
Original sin has traditionally been regarded as a corrupt sinful nature inherited from
Adam that gives rise to evil tendencies of the heart that make actual sins inevitable. The
theological concept of original sin was developed as an answer to two crucial questions. First, it
provides an explanation for why every person without exception needs salvation through Christ.
Redemption was God‘s remedy for original sin. Second, original sin provides an explanation for
evil and the tragedy of human existence.
This chapter will examine three issues arising from the previous discussion on sin as a
social act that are related to original sin. First, it will examine the role that construction of social
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reality plays in the transmission of sinfulness from one generation to another. Augustine argued
that inheritance or sinfulness occurred through procreation. The recognition of the social
dimension of personal existence strengthens an alternative view that sinfulness as a constructed
social reality is transmitted through the social process of formation of personal identity and
personal development.
This chapter argues to the contrary that the social processes that are involved in the
formation of the person are a means by which transmission of sinfulness from one generation to
another occurs. In effect the sins of ancestors generate social consequences that constitute a
legacy of sin that subsequent generations inherit and are impacted by. Human sinfulness reflects
the impact of ancestoral sin that is passed on through social institutions and patterns of social
interaction.
Second, the chapter will argue that only sin as a social act of the individual gives rise to
guilt. Any inherited ‗original sin‘ that does not involves a social act of the individual cannot give
rise to guilt. The arguments that original sin occasion individual guilt are flawed. These
arguments reflect a widespread confusion between true moral guilt that is in respect to the actual
sins that a person commits, and a false guilt for having an inherited corrupt nature. The latter is a
disguised form of shame.
Third, the chapter will suggest a link between original sin and deficit identity. Original
sin has been traditionally identified as pride, concupiscence, and anxiety or dread. Original sin
has also been identified as rebellion and unbelief. These are actions rather than underlying
emotional states. In contrast, pride, anxiety and concupiscence are emotional sources of
motivation that give rise to rebellion and unbelief. The common element behind these
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psychological factors is that they are defenses against or indirect manifestations of shame. Shame
is related to deficit identity, which can be enacted in forms of sin.
First, an excursion into the history of this doctrine will provide important background to
these arguments.
6.1 Clarifying Views of Original Sin
Augustine differentiated between two meanings of original sin. One meaning, peccatum
originale originans (original sin as originating), refers to the historical event of Adam and Eve‘s
sins. The second meaning peccatum originale originatum (original sin as originated) refers to
the condition of universal sinfulness of mankind inherited from Adam.1 It is the second meaning
that primarily concerns us. The nature of original sin has been subject to ongoing debate
throughout the centuries that will not be entered into detail here. Suffice it to say that the many
viewpoints regarding original sin fall into two broad categories. The first category denies the
existence of peccatum originale originatum even though Adam may have indeed sinned. The
second category asserts the reality of peccatum originale originatum while disagreeing regarding
specific aspects of it.
6.1.1 No Original Sin
In order to get a sense of the variety of viewpoints that make up the first category of theories
regarding original sin, three well known conceptions shall be outlined here. First, there is the
ahistorical perspective that it refers to the first sin that every individual commits that incurs
personal guilt for sin. This view is identified with the teachings of Pelagius who taught that every
person is born with a sinless human nature, as opposed to any notion of inherited sinfulness.
Thus a person could possibly be sinless if he or she consistently chose not to sin. Death was a
feature of creatureliness, not a penalty for sin. Humankind as a rational creature retained an
1
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intact freedom of will capable of choosing between good and evil. Thus humans had the
capability to choose good without God‘s aid. Human righteousness was attainable by good works
apart from any dependence upon the grace of God. With the capacity to choose righteousness
came the obligation to be righteous. Thus, Pelagius insisted ―that man is able to be without sin,
and that he is able to keep the commandments of God.‖2 His teaching was regarded as heretical
because he refused to regard salvation by grace through Christ as necessary for every human.3
Variations on this view continue to be advocated from time to time despite the
theological stigma that has been attached to Pelagianism. For example, Kant also rejected the
assertion of the sinfulness of human nature in favour of a neutral view that asserted that humans
were capable of both good and evil. Ultimately it was a matter of a choice guided by reason.
He favoured the ancient Jewish view that there exists in human nature a twofold inclination
towards good or evil. He identified the inclination towards good with the categorical imperative,
the maxim that constituted his rational starting point for ethics.4
This Pelagian perspective runs into two difficulties. The first is a weakness in explaining
the universality and inevitability of sin. A denial of the falleness of the human race into
sinfulness requires an alternative explanation for the ubiquity of human evil. This denial can
result in an idealistic optimism that amounts to denial of human sinfulness. An alternative
difficulty is that it can lead to the development of a legalism that required perfect sinlessness
because capability entails obligation. Both views compromise the Christian insistence on
salvation by grace followed by living by grace. Hence they are not viable theological options.
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Second, there is the historical perspective that Adam and Eve‘s sin itself was just a
common individual sin. The significance of their action did not lie in the action itself as much as
in its historical context. They alone were born into a social context where sin was absent. Their
descendants were born into a social context where sin was already a factor. Writers from this
viewpoint maintained that sin was not due to human nature, but reflected external social
influences. For example Justin Martyr ascribed the ubiquity of human wickedness to the
influence of evil spirits. He emphasized human freedom and moral responsibility. Humans
retained the ability to choose to follow God‘s ways or not. Even though Adam‘s sin had a
corrupting impact on the moral character of his descendants, they nevertheless retained the
ability to choose righteousness.5 The universality of human sinfulness was due to both the
machinations of the devil and evil spirits as well as the influence of society. Justin recognized
that humans are generally trained and brought up in wicked ways, as a result of which they
inevitably sin, and baptism provides cleansing from these sins formerly committed.6
A third historical perspective removes the origin of sin from Adam and Eve altogether.
This perspective located the problem of evil not in human nature itself, but in society. An early
example of this line of argument is Jean Jacques Rousseau. He attributed human sinfulness to the
influence of society. Rousseau rejected the classical teaching regarding an inherited sinfulness
and corruption. He maintained the fundamental goodness of human nature. He made a
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distinction between the natural man who was fundamentsally good, and the civilized man who
had become corrupt. He argued that the development of society with its forms of coercion to
ensure conformity and exposure to moral evil led to human moral evil. The original fault lay in
the introduction of private property that led to distortions in relationships out of which ensued
acts of violent selfishness that arose out of competition between people for land and resources.
Human evil therefore is a social phenomenon with a social origin. Its existence does not require
an explanation in terms of a transcendent reality or a divine order, from which humans need
redemption by a saving God.7
6.1.2 Augustine’s Doctrine of Original Sin
Western Christianity has unambiguously affirmed the existence of peccatum originale
originatum as an explanation for the ubiquity of human suffering and evil. These viewpoints
have built upon the original conception of original sin by Augustine. Augustine conceived
original sin as a corrupt human nature characterized by concupiscence. Original sin as a state of
human nature makes individual sins universal and inevitable. No human has existed who was
righteous without sin except Jesus Christ. Just as original sin was not the result of a person‘s
actions but was inherited, so also there is no possibility of salvation being achieved by a person‘s
works.8 Furthermore, Augustine disputed the possibility of any believer living so righteously
after baptism so as to have no sin. Sinlessness was unattainable in this life because of the
infirmity that still dwells in our mortal flesh.9 A human not only needs grace to be saved, but
also ongoing grace to persevere in godliness.
The state of humanity as a result of original sin was due to four consequences of Adam‘s
sin upon his descendants. The first consequence was death. Human immortality was contingent
7
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upon perfect obedience; disobedience resulted in Adam and all his descendants coming under the
reign of death.10 Human mortality was a penalty for Adam‘s sin, not a fact of nature.11 The
universal reign of death was evidence of the universal impact of original sin.12 The second
consequence was loss of free will, such that humankind was not able to not sin (non posse non
peccare). Mankind was created with free will as a rational soul.13 So Adam‘s original sin was an
act of free choice. Tragically, a return to righteousness by free will was not a possibility. Original
sin had a corrupting impact that resulted in sinning being a necessity of nature; it was no longer a
matter of choice.14 Only God can restore this lost freedom to humanity.15 A third consequence
was an infirmity of the soul. Augustine identified this infirmity as concupiscence, which he
identified with the lust of the flesh. Because of their disobedience to God, Adam and Eve
suffered the consequence of the internal disobedience of the mind and desires of the flesh to their
will. The result was a loss of the internal order and harmony of the rational soul.16 A fourth
consequence was ignorance and loss of wisdom. The soul became blind to the light of truth. An
additional blindness of the heart resulted in a loss of wisdom. Instead, the soul is given over to
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filth and vile affections, and to a reprobate mind. All these consequences in turn make further
sins inevitable.17
Augustine used the medical metaphor of disease or lameness to describe the impact of sin
on the soul. He recognized sin as an act, not a substance, but the act causes a ‗lameness‘ which
needs to be healed. Sin leaves a defect upon the soul that requires healing before a man is able to
pursue righteousness. So even though a man ought not to sin, he remains unable not to sin until
his soul is completely cured.18
Augustine identified original sin with concupiscence or desire. Eve took the fruit in an
act of desire, so the original sin was an act of concupiscence. In addition the first impact of their
original sin was the awakening of concupiscence in the form of sexual desire that was quickly
followed by shame.19 Finally, sexual conception was now an act of lust, so concupiscence was
present at conception.20 In this way Adam and Eve‘s descendants were conceived in
concupiscence, and literally born in sin. Thus concupiscence passed on to their descendants.
Even the children of believers are born sinners in need of salvation.21 The presence of this inborn
concupiscence made individual sins inevitable.
6.1.3 The Classical Doctrine of Original Sin
The next conception is the classical Catholic doctrine of original sin as it was legislated by the
Council of Trent. It reflected Aquinas‘ synthesis of Augustine‘s conception of original sin with
that of Anselm of Canterbury. Anselm‘s conception of human nature involved a subtle shift in
the doctrine of original sin. Augustine conceived original sin as concupiscence, a culpable
17

Augustine, On Nature and Grace 23, (NPNF1 5: 128-9).
Augustine, On Man’s Perfection in Righteousness 18, (NPNF1 5: 173-174).
19
Augustine, On Original Sin, 39, (NPNF1 5: 251); On Marriage and Concupiscence, 6 – 7, (NPNF1 5: 266).
Augustine speculated that before the fall sex would have been at the command of the will for procreation, and not
fired by the ardor of lust. On Original Sin 40, (NPNF1 5: 251).
19
Augustine, On Original Sin, 41-42, (NPNF1 5: 252-253).
20
Augustine, On Original Sin, 41-42, (NPNF1 5: 252-253).
21
Augustine, On Marriage and Concupiscence, 20 – 23, (NPNF1 5: 272-273).
18

MTh Thesis

Chapter 6

168

orientation of the will against God. So his definition of original sin was a positive one - the
presence of an infirmity of the soul. Anselm defined original sin negatively - as an absence of
something, the deprivation of the supernatural gifts of justitia and beatitude. This deprivation,
privatio justitiae originalis, amounted to an ontological defect in human nature. The result was
injustice and disharmony - loss of harmony with God and loss of harmony within the soul.22
Aquinas regarded original sin as an ontological problem of human nature rather than a
moral problem. Human nature was originally oriented towards attaining the Good, which is
union with God, a goal human nature cannot attain unassisted by supernatural gifts of grace, gifts
that Adam originally possessed. Humans possessed both natural moral virtues and the
supernatural virtues of faith, hope, and love that oriented the person towards God. Aquinas
argued that whereas actual individual sins are a disorder of an act, original sin is a disordered
disposition of nature, which was inherited from Adam. Original sin indirectly results in an
inclination to disordered actions. So Aquinas argued that the substance of human nature
remained unchanged; what was lost was the human capacity for virtue that was an outworking of
original justice.23 Accordingly, redemption restored human capacity by infusing the supernatural
grace necessary for reorientation towards God and attaining union with God. This restored
harmony to the soul and along with it the capacity for virtue that made pursuit of God the
ultimate Good possible.24
Aquinas utilized Aristotle‘s conceptions of causality to achieve his synthesis of
Augustine and Anselm‘s conceptions of original sin. Aquinas adopted Anselm‘s conception of
original sin as loss of original justice.25 Aquinas conceived original justice as establishing
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internal harmony by means of a threefold subjection: the subjection of human reason to God, the
subjection of moral will to reason, and the subjection of the body to the soul (reason and will).
Aquinas argued that the privation of original justice was the formal cause of original sin.26
Aquinas regarded concupiscence as the material cause of original sin as a sinful state. The
agential cause of original sin lay in the human heart with Adam‘s free and voluntary act of
disobedience to God‘s command. Original sin resulted from an act of human freedom, and thus
was ultimately inexplicable in terms of causality. The instrumental cause of original sin was the
transmission of Adam‘s sin through the biological generation of sexual intercourse.
Aquinas‘ synthesis was adopted as the dogma of the Catholic Church in the Council of
Trent decree on Original Sin. It asserted that Adam transgressed in paradise and lost his original
state of holiness and justice and incurred the penalty of death. Adam lost holiness and justice for
the whole human race, and through his transgression death and sin passed to all his descendants.
The Council of Trent defined original sin as the privation of original justice and sanctifying
grace. It identified three effects of original sin: concupiscence, suffering and death. The Council
adopted Augustine‘s doctrine that original sin was transmitted through sexual intercourse, and
that humans in this way inherit the actual sin itself as well as the effects of Adam‘s sin. Because
original sin is transmitted as a true sin to every person, it required forgiveness. Thus infant
baptism is a necessary remedy for forgiveness of original inborn sin.27
6.1.4 The Reformation Doctrine of Original Sin
The early Protestant reformers taught that original sin referred to the total corruption of human
nature that resulted in humanity being guilty, under bondage to sin, and under the wrath of God.
The ubiquity of human sin is the inevitable outcome of this wretched state. In his Small
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Catechism, Luther defined sin relationally, as ―failing to fear, love and trust God above all
things..., a broken relationship with the creator of human life.‖28 Luther understood original sin
as ―the radical and fundamental self-centeredness which characterizes all our actions even if
externally they conform with current morality.‖29 Calvin defined original sin this way, ―Original
sin, therefore appears to be an hereditary pravity [sic] and corruption of our nature, diffused
through all the parts of the soul, rendering us obnoxious to the Divine wrath, and producing in us
those works which the Scripture calls the ‗works of the flesh.‘‖30 The effect of original sin was
an evil inclination of the will, a propensity toward evil. Individual sins spring out of our
inherited corrupt nature. Sins also are the outward expression of the evil desires of the heart, so
―outward wickedness proceeds from inward wickedness.‖31
The Reformers continued to identify original sin with concupiscence, pride and unbelief.
Luther regarded concupiscence as the root sin, and that coveting is the chief manifestation of this
fundamental root sin of concupiscence. Calvin identified original sin as pride. He regarded the
original sin of Adam and Eve as being motivated by prideful ambition to aspire to being like God
along with an infidelity and disbelief in God‘s Word. Consequently, Calvin was careful to
exclude any basis for human boasting or self-affirmation that could lead to pride and a vain
confidence based on an illusion. The result was Calvin‘s theology was pervaded by a deep sense
of shame.32
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Calvin and Luther both emphasized that the corruption of human nature resulted in a
bondage of the will to sin, such that even believers were unable not to sin.33 Calvin maintained
―that free will is in a state of captivity, so that it can do nothing towards righteousness. Again:
that the will cannot be free, which has not been liberated by Divine grace.‖34 The impairment of
human reason was not so total, however, as to release mankind from accountability. Fallen
humankind retains sufficient capacity to discriminate between good and evil and knowledge of
the law to render them accountable for transgressing it.35 Even believers remained in bondage
through a corrupt nature that wars against the spirit and makes ongoing sinfulness inevitable.
Good works and godliness are credited to God‘s grace, not to the believer.
Original sin was passed onto Adam‘s descendants in two ways. First, a corrupt human
nature was passed from parents onto children through the process of procreation.36 Second, the
guilt of sin was imputed on to all humans by virtue of their solidarity in Adam‘s sin.37 This
collective guilt renders Adam‘s descendants liable to divine wrath and judgment.38 The basis for
imputation of Adam‘s guilt to his descendants was that he was a unique representative head of
humanity. For example, John Wesley regarded Adam as a public man and all his descendants fell
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with him in his transgression.39 The doctrine of original sin points to the universal guilt and
corruption of our nature that is derived from Adam‘s transgression.
This conception of original sin is reflected in the classical protestant creeds. The Formula
of Concord taught that ―Original Sin is no trivial corruption, but is so profound a corruption of
human nature as to leave nothing sound, nothing uncorrupt in the body or soul of man, or in his
mental or bodily powers.‖40 The Heidelberg Catechism taught that our depraved human nature
originated ―from the fall and disobedience of our first parents, Adam and Eve in Paradise,
whereby our nature became so corrupt that we are all conceived and born in sin.‖41 The ThirtyNine Articles of the Church of England affirmed that:
Original sin… is the fault and corruption of the Nature of every man, that naturally is engendered
of the offspring of Adam; whereby man is very far gone from original righteousness, and is of
his own nature inclined to evil, so that the flesh lusteth always contrary to the spirit; and
therefore in every person born into this world, it deserveth God‘s wrath and damnation.42
This corrupt state rendered humans unable to turn from sin and do good works without the
enabling grace of God.43 The Westminister Confession also affirmed that by sin Adam and Eve
fell from original righteousness, lost communion with God, and became defiled in every aspect
of their being. Their guilt was imputed to their descendants and death and a corrupted nature
was passed on to the rest of humankind. Furthermore, this corrupt nature remains even in
regenerated believers. This corrupt nature along with actual sins brings guilt upon the sinner,
whereby he is under the wrath of God and the curse of the law, and subject to death and misery.44
To sum up, the concept of original sin generally refers to an inherited corrupt human
nature that is a consequence of Adam and Eve‘s first sin. Original sin is transmitted to
39
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descendants through procreation, though it is also imputed through the guilt of Adam‘s sin being
reckoned to all his descendants. Consequently every human inevitably sins, exists under God‘s
wrath and needs salvation through Christ. The psychological nature of original sin has been
identified as concupiscence, pride and unbelief.
A major weakness of understanding original sin as the inheritance of a corrupt nature is
the implication that it is located within the internal life and being of the individual. The patristic
church fathers conceived this as the loss of harmony of the soul where the passions were no
longer subject to reason.45 This view reflected a classical rationalistic anthropology that failed to
take into account the social dimension of human existence. This failure was consistently
reflected in the location of sinfulness in the interiority of the autonomous self in Western
theology as expressions of tension within human consciousness or unresolved tension between
creaturely limits and the striving for human self-transcendence.46 All these views overlook the
social dimension of personal existence. The following discussion sets out to correct this
oversight.
6.2 Multigenerational Transmission of Sin
The recognition of the two dimensions of human personal existence provides a basis for asserting
that sin is a feature of human constructed social reality. At the same time the reality of sinfulness
45
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in the internal life of the person can be maintained. Thus original sin can be conceived as a
constructed social reality created by the sins of former generations. It impacts the formation of
the person through the process of identity formation. Consequently every person is affected by
the sinful social reality he or she is born into, resulting in a corruption of the soul characterized
by the evil inclination of the heart. Original sin can be more accurately described as a state of
human sinfulness that plays out both on a social and individual level. In this respect, the term
‗original sin‘ can be misleading. So the thesis will henceforth use the term human sinfulness in
place of original sin with reference to peccatum originale originatum.
Genesis affirms that human sinfulness has an origin at the beginning of human prehistory. Subsequently, a pervasive multigenerational impact of sinfulness has passed
cumulatively from one generation to another. As a result every human in this stream of Adamic
history (to borrow Barth‘s term) is impacted by sinfulness from birth with the result that personal
sin becomes inevitable. This opens up the possibility of an alternative form of transmission of
sinfulness to that of an inherited corrupt nature within the person present from birth.
The multigenerational impact of actual sins upon descendants gives rise to a historicalcultural-social context in which sin is entrenched. Not only does this context hopelessly
compromise aspirations of individuals to sinlessness, but it also directly impacts their formation
as persons. Sinfulness can be transmitted from generation to generation through a number of
social process. The first process is the institutionalization of sin within the social context itself.
A second process is the way that social context and family heritage are internalized into the
make-up of the person through the process of socialization that plays a central role in the
formation of identity. A third significant factor is the impact that the trauma of being sinned
against has on the psychological development of the individual. These factors all interact with
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and reinforce one another in contributing to an overall social impact upon the individual that
makes sinfulness universally inevitable from generation to generation.
6.2.1 Institutionalization of Sin
As discussed in Chapter 1, there is a complex interaction between humans as constructors of
their social world, and the way that the social world shapes subsequent generations such that
humans are both creators of society and products of society. Humans are born into a social world
that has been constructed by their ancestors. This world comprises a body of social knowledge,
symbols, and meanings that make up the symbolic universe through which humans interpret their
experience of the world. From birth everything a person knows is mediated by his or her social
context. Our capacity for knowledge is mediated by language that provides our cognitive
categories and schema by which we make sense of the world. Hence human knowledge itself
has a social origin, and is literally a social knowledge.47 This includes knowledge of sin, values,
good, and evil. Thus the blindness caused by sin may not be due to an internal depravity. It may
reflect the way sin has been entrenched in the social body of knowledge that makes up social
institutions.
An institution refers to a habitualized pattern of behavior. Habitualized actions become
embedded as routines, and added to the general stock of knowledge as the way of doing things.
Such habitualized patterns evolve into institutions as they become accepted and unchallengable
as the way of doing things. A social institution retains an ‗ad hoc‘ nature and is subservient to the
humans who first developed it. Subsequent generations, however, encounter these institutions as
an antecedent part of the world they are born into. So the institution acquires an objectified
reified status as a given feature of the social world. In this way habitualized patterns of behavior
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that are themselves sinful can give rise to institutionalized sin that is unchallengeable and
enforced by social sanctions and norms. Patterns of sin thus become normative.
Institutionalized sin can take several forms. One subtle form of institutionalized sin is that
of inadequate values and norms or just accepted ways of doing things that become no longer
open to question. An example that illustrates this is the core value assumption of capitalism, the
pursuit of individual prosperity. This assumption legitimizes greed and exploitation. Yet it is
unchallengable. A closely related example is the widely accepted norm in America business
culture that a clever business man is able to ―take‖ a customer or person he closes a contract
with, where one tricks the other into accepting a deal that is to the business man‘s advantage.
Patriarchy with its legitimization of the oppression of women is another example of
institutionalized sin. The presence and adoption of social norms and values that reflect sinful
attitudes and legitimize sinful actions has already been recognized by theologians. Yet they have
been interpreted as evidence of the deceitfulness of the human heart and the darkening of human
understanding. That is, they are regarded as reflecting the internal state of the sinner, rather than
a feature of society.
Another form institutionalized sin takes is that of sinful patterns of behavior, where the
expected behavior patterns themselves are sinful. Prostitution, and Asian notions of hospitality
that include provision of an escort or a prostitute for visitors are examples where sinful behavior
is institutionalized. Another example is the institution of slavery.
That sin becomes institutionalized in society has been recognized in the New Testament
in its discussion of ―the world.‖ References to ―the world‖ had in view the social system
Christians lived in that was opposed to the values of the Gospel. The Christian had an uneasy
relation of being in but not of the world. Paul exhorted the Romans to no longer be conformed to
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the world, but transformed by the renewal of their minds (Rom. 12:1). These New Testament
writers recognized that conformity to the world inevitably involved internalizing the values and
habits of the institutionalized forms of sin that were embedded in their social world. To be
conformed to the world was inevitably to habitually act as a sinner. While the New Testament
and subsequent patristic fathers readily identified the world as an external reality that was
opposed to Christian spirituality, the degree to which these institutions are internalized by a
process of socialization that is integral to identity formation was not recognized.
Institutionalized sin can be readily internalized by a person by means of socialization
processes to form fundamental sinful attitudes, inclinations and beliefs. These internalized sinful
perspectives end up being integral to a person‘s fundamental assumptions, attitudes and
behaviors. They acquire the status of ―givens‖ such that a person may form a ―blind spot‖ to the
sinfulness of these sins. Once established, these fundamental perspectives become deeply
embedded in a person‘s identity, and very hard to completely modify or depart from. A person is
in effect socialized into being a sinner, and sinful ways of being are integrated into a person‘s
primary identity formation. To refer back to the New Testament, this means that the world is not
only encountered from without, but is internalized into the formation of the person‘s identity
itself. Consequently, the world is within each one of us. The New Testament recognizes the
significance of this in its description of people as being worldly. Thus the mutual reinforcing
effect of these two processes of institutionalization and socialization is that patterns of sinfulness
become deeply embedded within the identity of the person.
6.2.2 Multigenerational Family Patterns
The Israelites had an understanding that one generation‘s sins had an impact upon their
descendants such that they left a family legacy. This understanding is reflected in Family
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Systems Theory. It regards the family as a multigenerational relational and emotional system.
The emotional system refers to the ways that family members get caught up in the emotional
currents of a family. For example, anxiety can sweep through a family as one member after
another expresses this contagious emotion.48 Bowen called this family emotion system the
undifferentiated ego mass. He recognized that individuals varied in the degree to which they
were able to remain differentiated from the family emotionally. He developed the concept of
self-differentiation to describe this characteristic.49
Families are characterized by multigenerational patterns of behavior that pass from one
generation to the next. These patterns function at a deeply sub-conscious emotional level, and
become the default patterns of behavior that each generation receives from their parents in their
family of origin and repeat in their own families and thus pass on to their children as a heritage
of family functioning. These patterns mainly affect how people act in their intimate
relationships. They are concerned with intimacy and distance, values, and respect. They can be
quite specific. There can be repeated patterns of sexual abuse, divorce, alcoholism, domestic
violence, criminality, vocational choice, psychological illness or personality characteristics.50 For
example, I personally worked with a client whose grandfather, father and then himself had affairs
when they turned 45 that resulted in divorce. People generally fall into repeating these patterns
unawares. It takes awareness of the pattern coupled with a clear decision to break from the
pattern, and perseverance in that decision for people to depart from the pattern.
This multigenerational family pattern can also take the form of an ethical legacy.
Relational ethics recognizes that the principle of reciprocity does not hold in multigenerational
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relationships as it does in relationships among peers. A different pattern emerges. That is, the
benefits of love and care that one generation receives from the previous one constitute an ethical
debt that is then owed to the subsequent one. This is a positive legacy. However, there can also
be a destructive legacy when the ethical obligations of love and care are not provided.51
This can play out in different ways. One way is the revolving slate where the same
destructive or neglectful parenting pattern is repeated upon one‘s children. Another way it plays
out is through destructive entitlement. When a child does not receive the love and nurture it is
entitled to, it will seek to balance the scales of justice by vindictive destructive action taken out
against a third party, either a child or another innocent person. A dramatic way in which such
legacies play out is through family feuds that are passed on from one generation to the next. Thus
the sins of parents against children generationally will have multigenerational consequences, as
children pass the legacy from one generation to the next.52
There is ample evidence in the clinical psychological literature for the operation of
multigenerational patterns and the profound effect they have on subsequent generations. 53 The
case of domestic violence demonstrates the presence of multigenerational patterns as a causal
factor in domestic violence. Social research has revealed that children who grew up in families
where they either witnessed marital violence between their parents, or themselves were the
victims of parental violence are themselves far more likely to be violent to their own partners and
children.54 This multigenerational family perspective suggests that legacy is much more complex
than the rather simplistic view of it being a corrupt nature inherited from Adam allows.
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6.2.4 Trauma, Attachment and Development
A propensity to sin is also the result of damage that a person almost inevitably suffers through
being sinned against by others. The trauma of being sinned against impacts the developing
person in two ways. One is the deprivation of the conditions that are conducive to moral
development. A moral community that is characterized by justice, empowerment, mutual respect,
attachment or belonging and collective responsibility fosters the development of moral
responsibility. The absence of these features in a community undermines moral development. 55
The other is the impact of the active injury of trauma upon personal development.
Physical and sexual abuse often lead to a spoiled identity with associated shame. This then leads
to symptom formation of depression, suicidality, substance abuse, and social maladaption of
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violence and anger.56 The impact of abuse on identity can lead to a pervasive impact on the
person‘s psychological and social functioning.57 A key factor that determines the long term
impact of childhood sexual abuse is the impact it had on identity formation. Where abuse leads
to the formation of a shame-bound identity, it results in long term social maladaption, proneness
to anger and violence and a pattern of victimization in subsequent abusive relationships.58
A wide range of psychological factors including early childhood attachment, emotional
development and trauma have a significant impact on a person‘s moral development and
predispositions to shame and anger. The influence that parents, family and culture exercise on
the psychological development of children provide the means by which the corrupting impact of
former generations is passed. That these psychological factors may lie behind the widespread
human predisposition to sin opens up an important area for future theological reflection.
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This section specified some of the social processes by which sinfulness can be
transmitted from one generation to another. Transmission of sinfulness occurs on a social level
through the interacting processes of institutionalization and socialization. Multigenerational
family patterns provide evidence of similar transmission processes on a family level. Finally,
social interactions that give rise to attachment and trauma emotionally impact every person in a
way that results in emotionally driven sinful patterns of behavior.
This alternative explanation does not require that Adam‘s first sin be any different to the
sins of subsequent generations. They all alike leave a social and generational impact.
Kierkegaard argued a similar point. He argued that Adam as an individual is related to the race
in the same way that all other individuals are, or else Adam is excluded both from history and the
human race. Hence Adam‘s sin is the same as the initial sins of all subsequent individuals, it is
not qualitatively unique. Through Adam‘s initial sin, the human race acquired a history of
sinfulness, and this history of sinfulness is quantitatively contributed to by subsequent sins of
humans in a cumulative way. Every individual through a qualitative leap enters into, participates
in and contributes to this racial history when he or she commences to act sinfully. The history of
the race, however, does not begin afresh with every individual. Rather, every individual inherits
the legacy of the cumulative racial history of sinfulness, and in turn participates and contributes
to that legacy. The significance of Adam lies in his location at the beginning of that history,
rather than a unique status as a federated head of the race or the unique qualitative difference of
his initial sin.59
This perspective of sinfulness residing in racial history makes the notion of original sin as
a corrupt nature superfluous. The cumulative impact of sinfulness upon the human race in its
racial history places sin within the social dimension of human existence, rather than necessarily
59
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residing in the corruption of human nature. The difference between Adam and Eve and their
descendants was they were born into a social context prior to the impact of sin, whereas their
descendants were born into a social world where sinfulness was already present as a socially
constructed reality. Thus the sinful state of the human race can be explained in terms of the
cumulative generational impact of sinfulness, rather than solely the result of a ―Fall‖ that
occurred at a definitive point in time when Adam and Eve ate the fruit and were expelled from
paradise.
6.3 The Inheritance of Guilt
The second issue this chapter discusses is the question of inheritance of guilt for original sin. It
challenges the presumption of inherited guilt first on the inadequacy of Augustine‘s original
argument that inferred guilt from the widespread the practice of infant baptism. The Reformers‘
subsequent assertion of guilt for original sin reflects a confusion between guilt and shame. The
case for an imputed guilt for an inherited state of sinfulness is unconvincing.
Augustine‘s theory of transmission of corruption through sexual procreation provides an
explanation for how the corrupting impact of Adam‘s sin upon his nature was passed on to his
descendants. It fails, however, to explain how his descendants came to also bear the guilt of his
sin because it contains faulty logic. First, it does not satisfy the objection of natural justice. It
has been rightly objected that a person is guilty and responsible only for his or her actions, not
for the actions of others. To hold a person guilty for the sins of another is unjust. Therefore, to
suggest that God condemns people as guilty for the transgression of a distant ancestor is
contradictory to the assertion that God is just. Yet this is precisely what the classical doctrine and
the Reformed doctrine of original sin assert. Second, a corrupted nature can only be a result of
sin, not its cause. So how could it be culpable? Third, if this were so, then why does not God
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impute the sin of all our ancestors, rather than specifically Adam? Finally, there is no hint in
Scripture that guilt of sin is mediated via a corrupted nature.
6.3.1 Inferred Guilt from Infant Baptism
Augustine based his argument for the assertion that human sinfulness occasions guilt on the
widespread practice of infant baptism. His argument worked back from the practice of baptism to
the presumption of guilt. He argued that since baptism is for the remission of sins, infant
baptism presumes guilt. He did not question the validity of the practice of infant baptism, but
accepted its validity as an apostolic tradition of the church.60
However, there is no explicit evidence for the practice of infant baptism in the New
Testament church.61 The practice of infant baptism only gradually emerged in the patristic
church over the following centuries. So it is doubtful that infant baptism was ever an apostolic
tradition. Evidence suggests it subsequently emerged as a widespread practice that was so
widely established by Augustine‘s time, he simply assumed it was an apostolic tradition.62
Augustine was the first church father to make explicit what had been an implication of
infant baptism. Cyprian did not make this connection, only arguing that if the blessing of
baptism is freely given to sinners, why should it be withheld from infants?63 Significantly,
Augustine did not base the argument for guilt for human sinfulness on Romans 5, but by working
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back from the practice of infant baptism.64 So Augustine did not provide his argument with a
biblical basis. Working backwards from the implications of the practice of infant baptism as
remission of the guilt of sin provides insufficient proof for the existence of any antenatal guilt.
Thus Augustine‘s appeal to the practice of infant baptism fails to establish a case for guilt for
human sinfulness. Yet this remained the basis for the assertion of inborn guilt in the classical
doctrine of human sinfulness.65
6.3.2 Inferred Guilt from Depraved Nature
The Reformed doctrine of original sin based its argument for original inborn guilt directly on the
fact of possession of a depraved corrupt nature. Calvin strongly asserted that a depraved nature
rendered a sinner guilty and obnoxious to God.66 Its inherited corruption brought humanity under
God‘s curse, and subject to God‘s wrath. It provided a basis for a profound sense of guilt for
having such a polluted and contemptible nature.
Calvin felt that humans are guilty for their inherited depraved nature. In effect Calvin
argued that sinners are guilty for what they are, even before acquiring any guilt for any actual
sins. Furthermore, Calvin argued that the fact that humanity exists under God‘s curse and is
bearing his punishment for sin is evidence that we all bear the guilt of Adam‘s sin and for our
corrupt nature.67
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A sense of guilt for original sin amounts to guilt for who one is. This is characteristically
a false guilt that is actually a manifestation of shame rather than true moral guilt. Shame and
guilt are distinct from one another, although closely related. Both can arise from recognition one
has done something wrong resulting in a negative evaluation of the self. The most crucial
distinction is that shame has to do with who one is, whereas guilt is concerned with what one has
done.68 Unacknowledged shame frequently manifests itself as anxiety or dread or guilt and selfblame.69 The emphasis in Christianity on guilt has resulted in an assimilation of shame into guilt.
Guilt is easier to handle than the more painful emotion of shame. Shame has no clear remedy, it
is unredeemable; whereas guilt for an action has remedies in terms of reparation or forgiveness.
Guilt is more bearable because it relates to a specific offense, whereas shame has a global impact
on one‘s sense of self-esteem and adequacy as a person.70 The action tendencies of guilt and
shame are quite different. The action tendency of guilt is a desire to repair, confess, apologize
and make amends. In contrast the action tendency of shame is a desire to hide, to sink into the
floor and disappear.71
Calvin‘s theology reflects a pervasive sense of shame. Calvin described Adam and Eve as
―sensible of their wretchedness‖ and wanting ―to hide themselves from the presence of God.‖72
He depicted God as a shaming God who covered them with garments to further degrade them
and drive home the vileness of their wretched state.73 A pervasive sense of shame is repeatedly
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expressed in his Institutes in describing humans as depraved, obnoxious, corrupt, vile, powerless,
weak, ineffectual, and polluted by concupiscence. He stated ―that man is of himself nothing else
but concupiscence‖ with no redeeming features as sinners such ―that we merited nothing‖.74
Pervasive shame is reflected in a negative attribution bias that ascribes all good works and
virtues to God‘s grace, while attributing vices to the flesh. It is also reflected in Calvin‘s
conception of sanctification as mortification of the flesh that amounts to the abolition of the self
in the ultimate shame based action of disappearing altogether.75 The notion of bearing guilt for
one‘s corrupt depraved nature is a case of shame being assimilated into guilt. It is not a
theological basis for concluding individual guilt for original sin.
5.3.3 Imputation of Guilt for Sin
The inability of Augustine‘s theory to explain guilt gave rise to an alternative line of argument
that sought to provide a more adequate explanation for the transmission of guilt of human
sinfulness. It emphasized Adam‘s status as a representative federal head of the human race or a
public figure whose actions represented those of his descendants. Adam did not merely act as an
individual but as a representative for the whole human race.76 So the whole human race was ‗in‘
Adam as its representative. This view advocates that the guilt for Adam‘s sin is imputed to his
descendants, and correspondingly, Christ‘s righteousness is imputed to Christians.
Scriptural support for this view is found in Hebrews 7:9-10 that Levi in effect paid tithes
to Melchizedek because he was present in the loins of Abraham. In the same sense we were all in
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the loins of Adam our ancestor. Further support is derived from Paul‘s language in Romans 4-5
where he spoke of sin being imputed to humans by virtue of their relation to Adam. This
imputation of sin corresponds to imputation of righteousness by virtue of our identification with
Christ. Paul‘s Adam – Christ typology appears to support the view of Adam‘s unique status as a
federated head of humanity who stands as a representative for the whole human race across from
Christ who stands as the head of a new humanity.77 Paul, however, hesitated to make this
connection complete, in diffidently stating Adam was only a ―type of him who was to come,‖ not
a direct correspondence. Furthermore the imputation of righteousness does not directly
correspond to the imputation of sin. As Hoekema argued, God imputes to us an as if
righteousness, as if we had never sinned, but our sinfulness is not an as if sinfulness, but
genuinely our own. So there is not a direct correspondence between Adam and Christ.78 While
Paul alluded to some sort of solidarity between Adam and the whole human race, the nature of
that solidarity is not made evident.79 Yet this solidarity provides the basis for asserting that
humanity also bears Adam‘s guilt.
The imputation of sin argument stands or falls upon Adam‘s status as a representative for
all humanity. Paul‘s diffidence fails to provide convincing support for such a significant
theological conclusion. Furthermore, there is a fundamental contradiction in this argument in that
assigning a unique status to Adam as a federal head effectively places him outside of history and
outside of the human race. This in effect breaks our solidarity with Adam on the basis of a shared
racial identity and history. Furthermore, this view fails to explain how the action of a member of
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a species can change the nature of the whole species.80 But even if Adam was a federal head, this
argument does not remove the arbitrary nature of imputation, it only puts it one step back to the
arbitrary selection of Adam as a representative federal head. Arbitrary imputation of guilt still
does not answer the objection of natural justice.
6.4 Deficit Identity and Sinfulness
The triumph of Augustine over Pelagius established the doctrine of original sin as the orthodox
Christian belief in the West. There has been ongoing debate regarding the actual root cause of
original sin. The root cause has been identified as concupiscence, pride, unbelief, rebellion or
disobedience, or anxiety by different theologians. This thesis contributes to this debate by
suggesting that a common root behind concupiscence, pride and anxiety is deficit identity. These
emotions are manifestations of or defenses against shame. Hence deficit identity manifested as
shame provides a unifying factor that embraces these traditional views.
People defend themselves against shame in a range of ways. Nathanson suggested that
the many forms of defense against shame can be grouped into four categories: withdrawal (social
withdrawal), attack oneself (depression, self-criticism, self-hatred, self-rejection), avoidance
(anticipatory anxiety, avoidance of social situations that involve a risk of humiliation, reactionary
stances of pride, superiority, competitiveness, perfectionism), and attack other (projection of
blame, anger, rage, violence.81 Shame is also manifested indirectly through defenses against it.
Kaufmann identified the following defensive scripts: rage, contempt, striving for perfection, for
achievement, for power and control, transferring blame, internal withdrawal, humour, and denial.
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Shame is the source of low self-esteem, poor self-concept, insecurity, inferiority, and lack of
self-confidence.82
6.4.1 Concupiscence
The originating sin was considered by Augustine to be concupiscence or inordinate desire.
Adam and Eve‘s original act of sin was motivated by desire for divine knowledge through eating
the fruit. Augustine also argued that concupiscence or more specifically sexual lust was the
immediate effect of their original sin. He identified original sin as inherited by their descendants
closely with sexual lust that was present in the act of conception. The original sin that corrupted
human nature was manifested psychologically as concupiscence that was no longer subject to
reason.83 The way that concupiscence relates to pride in Augustine‘s theology is that he
identified Adam and Eve‘s original sin as an expression of pride, whereas concupiscence was
more closely identified with the disorder in the soul that was the immediate consequence of their
sin.
Concupiscence arises out of and is a manifestation of deficit identity. It is essentially
motivated out of an awareness that one is deficient or lacking what is required for the self to
become adequate or all one should be. The emotional motivation behind concupiscence is a
desire for something that one needs and lacks. It is driven by an underlying motivational belief
system made up of deep seated needs plus the identifications of objects for fulfilling those needs.
These deep seated needs typically are for security, or adequacy, or love, acceptance, belonging,
or significance. The form of concupiscence varies depending on the matrix of need and object.
So it can manifest as sexual lust, lust for power, striving for achievement, ambition for wealth
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and fame, etc. These are all ways concupiscence manifests itself. The common underlying factor
behind all the different directions concupiscence takes is a sense of deficiency that needs to be
resolved. This desire and striving is in fact an adaptive defense against shame. Augustine
recognized this connection between desire and deficiency in his identification of evil desire as a
result of a deficiency in human nature that was a consequence of the first couple turning away
from the highest good to pursue a lesser good.84
6.4.2 Pride
Original sin has also been identified with pride. Pride is also a defense against shame. We need
to distinguish between two forms of pride. The first form is self-affirmation or a sense of pride
in one‘s achievements. This form is unproblematic and consistent with humility, for both selfaffirmation and humility are based on an honest acknowledgement of who one actually is. The
second form is pride that either aims at being or presenting oneself as greater than one actually
is. It also takes the form of a false modesty that presents oneself as less than one is.85 This second
form of pride is a manifestation of despair, which according to Kierkegaard is a lack of
willingness to be oneself.86 It also is a manifestation of shame as a non-acceptance of who one
actually is. This form of pride is opposed to true humility.
Adam‘s sin was identified by Calvin as an expression of self-aggrandizing pride striving
to become more than who he was. Augustine also identified pride as the initial cause for all sin.87
Augustine‘s identification of Adam‘s original sin with pride was also affirmed by the reformers.
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Luther identified the root sin as a combination of pride, concupiscence and self-centeredness.88
Calvin particularly was extremely suspicious of pride, which he regarded as the fundamental root
of human sin.89 Niebuhr also identified the root sin as pride. Pride is a response to a fundamental
insecurity that reflects the tension between finite existence in nature, and mankind‘s
transcendence of nature with its accompanying yearning for infinite divine being. The human
dilemma was one of finiteness. This dilemma provided the occasion for the initial sin. Pride
expressed in a will-to-power is a defense against a fundamental insecurity that is provoked by
this unresolved tension between finite and infinite that characterizes the borderline nature of
human existence. Pride as will-to-power directed against God took the form of rebellion and
striving for the infinite. Pride directed against the world and others takes the form of
exploitation and injustice. Pride also takes the disguised form of hedonistic sensuality as a
distraction from the problem of finiteness and freedom. Because the serpent‘s temptation was to
transgress the limits set by God, it was an appeal to pride.90
Both forms of pride, whether self-aggrandizement or false modesty, are defenses against
shame, manifestations of despair, and expressions of deficit identity. Pride is a self-presentation
of oneself as being more than one is as a means of hiding a sense of deficit. It reflects an
unwillingness to be oneself that is an expression of despair.
6.4.3 Dread or Anxiety
Niebuhr‘s analysis, however, did not stop with pride. He suggested that pride was in response to
an underlying anxiety or insecurity that was evoked by the tension between finite and infinite.
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Awareness of the limits and the limitless potential of his existence gives rise to anxiety. So
Niebuhr stated that, ―Anxiety is the internal precondition of sin.‖91 Anxiety is not sin because a
response of faith in the security of God‘s love can resolve anxiety. But freedom from anxiety is
achievable only through confident trust in God‘s security. The immediate insecurities of nature
and history inevitably give rise to anxiety.
Kierkegaard also identified sin with anxiety or dread. Dread is a response to the freedom
inherent in human openness of being that creates the possibility of possibility and the weight of
responsibility of actualizing the possibilities of who one might become. This openness of being
with the awareness of potential with its twin possibilities of realizing potential, or falling into the
non-being of the abyss creates the space for deficit identity to emerge with its accompanying
insecurity regarding being.92 Neibuhr reflects the influence of Kierkegaard‘s insight in his
observation that the human may be simultaneously ―anxious because he has not become what he
ought to be; and also anxious lest he cease to be at all.‖93 So the object of anxiety may be about
perfection or the lack of perfection as well as insecurity regarding being. ―Anxiety, as a
permanent concomitant of freedom, is thus both the source of creativity and a temptation to
sin.‖94 Anxiety is both about the end towards which mankind strives (perfection) and the abyss of
nothingness into which he may fall (death). So mankind‘s creativity will contain elements of
both these anxieties – the desire to realize human potential possibilities as well as the desire to
overcome the contingent insecure character of his existence.
Humanity was created by God to exist at the borderline between the finite and the
infinite, characterized by a synthesis between bounded creaturely delimited earthly existence and
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an openness of being that provides scope for self-determination, creativity, realization of
potential, and transcendence into the realm of spirit. The paradoxical nature of this mode of
being inevitably evokes insecurity of being experienced as dread.
There are two alternative directions a human response to dread may take. One direction
is despair. The other direction is a contented security in being oneself founded on faith that
expresses itself in creativity. This contrast reflects Kierkegaard‘s conclusion that sin is an
expression of despair before God, and the alternative to sin is faith.95 According to Kierkegaard,
there are two forms of despair, not willing to be oneself, and willing to get rid of oneself.96
Kierkegaard identified despair as a malady that affects every aspect of the self. It is a failure to
will to be the self one truly is. Kierkegaard‘s concept of despair contains crucial features of
deficit identity in an unwillingness to be the self that one is on the basis of a judgment of the
deficiency of that self.
Despair is a deficient self-relation and a deficient God-relation. The self is a synthesis
and self well-being is found in a positive self-relation that is founded on a positive relationship
with God.97 Kierkegaard emphasized that relatedness with God is an essential precondition for a
positive relation of the self to itself as a synthesis. Consequentially, separation from God
inevitably results in a state of despair. Therefore despair is a universal condition of humanity
alienated from God.98
Despair, however, is a precondition for sin; it is not sin itself. At this point I part ways
with Kierkegaard. He identified sin with despair. ―Sin is this: before God, or with the conception
of God, to be in despair at not willing to be oneself, or in despair at willing to be oneself. Thus
95
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sin is potentiated weakness or potentiated defiance: sin is the potentiation of despair.‖99 The
fundamental flaw with Kierkegaard‘s identification of sin with despair is that the latter refers to a
disrelation within the self. Sin is a relational violation against God. Kierkegaard fails to maintain
the fundamental distinction between despair as an intrapsychic disrelation within the self, and sin
which is essentially a social disrelation between human and God. Kierkegaard‘s definition of sin
is consistent with a concept of a self-referential self. It reflects a disrelation of being with respect
to oneself. This disrelation takes many forms behaviorally. His conception of sin contains a
fundamental inconsistency. Sin has the self in view, not God, it is not a sin against God directly,
but only indirectly, in that it occurs ―before God‖ in God‘s sight. This viewpoint dilutes the
Christian emphasis that sin is primarily against God. Despair certainly gives rise to sin, but is
not fundamentally sin itself.
The conclusion this section leads to is that openness of being that characterizes human
existence, with its gift of freedom to realize human potential as an expression of self-determining
being, is what gave rise to sin as a possibility. The possibility of human potential brought with it
the implication that human actual being was in some way deficient or lacking. Hence, a human
could receive openness of being either with security and faith, or by positing a deficit identity
with its sense of shame and prospect of despair. These constitute two relational positions and two
ways the self can posit itself. One way leads to godliness and creativity. The other way gives rise
to despair and sin. Despair can take different forms depending on the degree to which a person is
unconscious or conscious of despair.100 A person defends against and manifests the shame
evoked by deficit identity in a wide range of ways. The forms of sin a person becomes
99
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predisposed to are a reflection of the forms that despair and shame have taken in the self‘s
relation to itself.
6.5 General Conclusion
This thesis has examined the implications that contemporary views of personhood have for our
understanding of sin. It first argued the case that personal being essentially is one of
differentiated individuals in relationship with other persons sharing a social life in community. It
traced the development of the Christian view of the person from the classical conception of the
human as an embodied rational soul to the emerging theological recognition that humans exist as
persons-in-relationship. This development is reflected in changing conceptions of humanity as
the image of God, where theology has moved from a rational to a social conception of imago
Dei.
This thesis utilized the social psychological concept of identity as a central concept for
linking our personal being with our social behavior. It argued that a person expresses his or her
belief regarding who he or she is in terms of identity. Furthermore, identity is inevitably
reflected in a person‘s social behavior, such that who one is is inseparable from how one
behaves. This integration of being and acting is expressed in terms of self-enactment.
The thesis adopted a social constructionist viewpoint that emphasized the intersubjective
nature of social reality in its examination of sin. It defined sin as a social action that violated
relational obligations to God. Sin is an intersubjective reality. It has social consequences that
impact on the formation of the identity of the sinner and contribute to the construction of human
social reality. The thesis argued that the interactive dynamic relation between sin as social
actions and identity formation through the process of self-enactment draws attention to an
overlooked factor in theological reflection on sinfulness. The shift from a predisposition towards
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sinning to a predisposition towards pursuing righteousness rests upon an event of identity
transformation from sinner to saint that Paul identified with baptism. This element of identity
transformation was subsequently lost sight of, giving rise to the fundamental Protestant
contradiction of expecting a person identified as a sinner to act contrary to that identification by
being morally upright as a saint.
The thesis went on to argue that propensity to sin is a function of the self-enactment of a
deficit identity. Initial examination of the link between actual sins and identity has identified that
shame plays a key mediating role. Yet the function of shame has been surprisingly overlooked
in Christian theology. This is an important issue to explore further. The exploration of shame
lies outside the scope of this thesis, but it probably lends additional support to the contention that
sin is an outworking of deficit identity.
The thesis argued that the traditional concept of original sin as a corrupt nature inherited
from Adam that makes sin inevitable is inadequate. Once one accepts that personal being
comprises social and individual dimensions, this draws attention to the importance of the social
context for understanding human sinfulness. An adequate explanation of the inheritance of
sinfulness needs to take into account the impact of the institutionalization of sin on a social level,
the legacy of ancestral sin on a familial level, and the impact of family social setting on a child‘s
identity formation, and the central role shame plays in emotional moral development on a
psychological level. Hence the thesis suggested that the concept of original sin is misleading,
and is better conceptualized as a state of sinfulness.
Finally, the thesis argued that the recognition of the presence of deficit identity as it is
accompanied by shame provides a psychological explanation for the motivating factors behind
human sin. This explanation renders more adequate account than the traditional explanations that
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regarded original sin as concupiscence, pride or anxiety. It concluded by suggesting that human
openness of being with its scope for free self-determination is what makes sin a possibility.
Where openness of being gives rise to a deficit identity with its prospect of despair and nonbeing, this creates the fertile ground for sin. Sins essentially are social actions that enact deficit
identity either through defenses against or manifestations of shame, or through pursuing selfdefeating solutions to resolve the tensions inherent in deficit identity.
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