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Christianity preaches an obviously unattractive idea, such as
original sin; but when we wait for its results, they are pathos
and brotherhood, and a thunder of laughter and pity; for
only with original sin can we at once pity the beggar and
distrust the king.

—G. K. CHESTERTON, 1909

How many volumes have been writ about angels, about
immaculate conception, about original sin, when all that is
solid reason or clear revelation in all these three articles may
be reasonably enough comprised in forty lines?

—JEREMY TAYLOR, CA. 1650
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INTRODUCTION

1l religious beliefs prompt rejection. Souls are reincarnated?

Ridiculous. The Bible is divinely inspired? Dangerous non-

sense. Muhammad is the prophet of God? Poppycock. Jesus
rose from the dead? Absurd. It is the common fate of doctrines to be
dismissed; you'd almost think that’s what they were made for. But
not all beliefs are dismissed in the same way. Some get an airy wave
of the hand; others, a thoughtful shake of the head, with pursed lips
indicating a tinge of regret; still others, the stern wag of a hectoring
finger. But of all the religious teachings I know, none—not even the
belief that some people are eternally damned—generates as much
hostility as the Christian doctrine we call “original sin.”

It is one of the most “baleful” of ideas, says one modern scholar; it
is “repulsive” and “revolting,” says another. I have seen it variously de-
scribed as an insult to the dignity of humanity, an insult to the grace
and loving-kindness of God, and an insult to God and humankind
alike. And many of those who are particularly angry about the doc-
trine of original sin are Christians. One of the great evangelists of the
nineteenth century, Charles Finney, called the doctrine “subversive of
the gospel, and repulsive to the human intelligence.” A hundred years
earlier an English minister, John Taylor of Norwich, had cried, “What
a God must he be, who can curse his innocent creatures before they
have a being! Is this thy God, O Christian?”

Yet for other Christians this teaching is utterly indispensable. Tay-
lor’s outburst prompted book-length retorts from two of the great

pastoral and theological minds of that era, Jonathan Edwards and
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John Wesley. Blaise Pascal believed that without this particular belief
we lack any possibility of understanding ourselves. G. K. Chester-
ton affirmed it with equal insistence, adding the sardonic note that
it is the only doctrine of the Christian faith that is empirically prov-
able. The twentieth-century French Catholic writer George Bernanos
wrote, paradoxically but sincerely, that “for men it is certainly more
grave, or at least much more dangerous, to deny original sin than to
deny God.”

What is this belief that generates such passionate rejection and
such equally passionate defense? We had best begin by saying what
it is not.

It is not the first human sin. Many people believe that “original
sin” refers somehow to Adam and Eve’s eating of the forbidden fruit
in the Garden of Eden. It’s this association that produces countless
metaphorical uses of the term, such as the oft-expressed idea that
slavery is “America’s original sin” or playwright Eric Bentley’s claim
that “over-complication is the original sin of the intelligentsia.” Lord
Henry, in Oscar Wilde’s Picture of Dorian Gray, says, airily: “Hu-
manity takes itself too seriously. It is the world’s original sin. If the
caveman had known how to laugh, history would have turned out
differently” I could cite a hundred other examples. But even in these
cases, varying though they are and more or less distant from the
Christian doctrine we’re concerned with here, there remains some-
thing worth looking into—something more than the idea of simple
chronological priority.

Let’s get at that something more through one more example, this
one from a novel I read some years ago. What might it mean to say,
as this novel does, that one man’s original sin was the purchase of a
house? Not that that purchase was his first mistake, or even his first
big one, but rather that the transaction somehow set in motion a
chain of unpleasant events that could not be arrested or reversed.
One might think that what we have here is just a fancy way of say-
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ing, “Everything started going wrong then”; but there are actually
three further implications of the phrase that most readers will read-
ily perceive. First, after the purchase of the house things couldn’t have
gone right. We also see that once the purchase was made there was
no going back—selling the house either was impossible or wouldn’t
have helped. And finally, we realize that no one could have known in
advance how disastrous the purchase of the house would turn out to
be; the decision never seemed so consequential.

Once we add up the implications of this one writer’s use of the
phrase “original sin,” we can see that its meaning would have been
familiar to the ancient Greek tragedians, since it amounts to little
more than the concept of fatal choice—a choice that sets in mo-
tion vast irresistible forces of retribution, what the Greeks named
Nemesis. The statement “John’s original sin was buying that house”
occupies the same moral framework as “Oedipus’s sin was murder-
ing his father.” Since Oedipus doesn’t know that it’s his father he
kills, he can’t imagine the full consequences of the act; there’s no
way to undo his deed, to get back to the life he was living before that
moment at the crossroads; and the retribution he has called down
upon himself is inevitable.

But if that is all “original sin” means, then that’s the oldest of news
and has nothing specifically to do with Christianity. And it’s certainly
possible to read the story of Adam and Eve in this way: the First
Couple ate the fruit not knowing how profound the consequences
would be, not understanding that the price of their meal would be
forced and permanent exile from the garden and then, eventually,
death. Read in such a way, it’s a disturbing story, perhaps—but not
that disturbing. However, the doctrine of original sin, as it eventually
developed, strikes deeper and challenges or even overturns our usual
notions of moral responsibility. Original sin is not mere fatality, the
God who oversees it is not the faceless Nemesis, and Adam and Eve
do not buy death for themselves only.



ix Introduction

In his letter to the Christians at Rome, St. Paul asserts that “sin
came into the world through one man,” Adam, “and death through
sin.” Insofar as Paul is saying that Adam brought death upon himself
by his sin, he’s not being controversial. But Adam is no Oedipus. After
all, he was ordered not to eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge of
good and evil and explicitly warned that disobedience meant death.
An Igbo proverb often quoted by the Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe
says, “A man who brings ant-infested wood into his hut should not
complain when lizards pay him a visit.” Or, as a more familiar ver-
nacular has it, “What goes around, comes around.”

But Paul is not content to leave it at that. The whole of Romans
512 reads: “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one
man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all
sinned” (emphasis mine). That is, Adam’s sin brought death not just
to him, but to “all men”—to all of his descendants: all of us. When we
all forfeit our lives because of what one man did at the beginning of
human history, “What goes around, comes around” doesn’t quite cover
it. And do I not have every right to complain about the lizards if it was
my first father who brought the ant-infested wood into the hut while I
was minding my own business? St. Paul, it appears, does not think so,
because earlier in his letter to the Roman Christians he says that those
who sin are “without excuse”—which is rather cold of him, is it not?

That most controversial of the church fathers, Augustine of
Hippo—with whom we will have much to do in the pages ahead—
finds Paul’s argument useful in trying to understand a curious pas-
sage from the Bible’s first book. In Genesis, God makes a covenant
with Abraham and explains that a “sign” of the covenant will be the
practice of circumcision. But, he warns, “any uncircumcised male
who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off
from his people; he has broken my covenant.” Now, Augustine freely
admits, this is pretty strange, for the situation God describes to

Abraham “is in no way the fault of the infant whose soul is said to
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be about to perish. It is not he who has broken God’s covenant, but
his elders, who have not taken care to circumcise him.” And yet the
passage clearly says that the uncircumcised infant is the one who has
broken God’s covenant.

For Augustine this passage meant that “even infants are born sin-
ners, not by their own act but because of their origin”—their origin
being the primal fatherhood of Adam. And here we see what is meant
by original sin, peccatum originalis in Augustine’s Latin: sin that’s al-
ready inside us, already dwelling in us at our origin, at our very con-
ception. Circumcision and the covenant it represents are necessary,
because Adam broke faith with God and left all his children amidst
the brokenness by somehow managing to transmit to us an irresist-
ible tendency to do just what he did. In another book Augustine
writes, “When a man is born, he is already born with death, because
he contracts sin from Adam”—contracts it, as though it were a dis-
ease. Which in a way it is, and in another way it isn’t; the categories
have a long history of interrelation, confusion, conflation, some of
which we will explore. But for now, it’s fair to say that most of us feel
that sin afflicts like disease and that, like disease, it is easy to acquire
and hard to get rid of.

Many of us would also agree that sin, like the more communi-
cable diseases, transfers easily to other people; few of us have strong
immunity to its ravages. But we would also agree that the affliction
of disease is not moral in character. Although it is possible to act in
such a way that one becomes more prone to illness, surely there is no
sin in being ill. Disease, we tend to agree, happens to us; sin is what
we do. Yet it is just this simple and familiar distinction that Augus-
tine—drawing on the passages in Genesis and Romans—denies. In
his account, an infant who has not “acted” and is “not at fault” has
nevertheless, somehow, broken a covenant with God.

This thought takes us far indeed from the Greek tragedians’ pic-

ture of fatal choice—and from the way that the phrase “original sin”
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is used in many of the examples cited earlier. That infant described
in Genesis 17 has not made a choice. Moreover, although for the man
who bought a house he shouldn’t have bought or the woman who
overcomplicated an issue, there was a time before the affliction, this
cannot be said for that uncircumcised boy; he emerges stained from
his mother’s womb and remains stained unless rescued by whatever
mysterious transaction the ritual removal of his penis’s foreskin rep-
resents. This is the ultimate “preexisting condition,” one that can be
neither averted nor ignored.

It is, obviously, a belief that violates our most basic notions of
justice. No wonder John Taylor of Norwich exclaimed, “What a God
must he be, who can curse his innocent creatures before they have
a being!” And yet the individual components of the idea are utterly
familiar. Everyone knows that some people are born with a malady
of some kind: a birth defect resulting from the mistransmission of
genetic information, say, or a disorder (HIV, hepatitis) passed from
mother to child through the umbilical cord. And we acknowledge
that some social circumstances make certain sins all but inevitable. I
don’t see how I, as a white Southerner raised in the 1960s and 1970s,
could have avoided some taint of racism, yet I don’t think I should use
that upbringing to declare myself innocent. Most of us are also com-
fortable with talk of “the human condition”—general circumstances
shared by everyone, if nothing else “the thousand natural shocks that
flesh is heir to.” So we comprehend inherited affliction, collective
and inherited responsibility, universally shared circumstances. It is
the joining of these ideas that strains our minds. We struggle to hold
together a model of human sinfulness that is universal rather than
local, in which we inherit sin rather than choose it, and in which,
nevertheless, we are fully, terrifyingly responsible for our condition.

So why would anyone hold to such a strange and, frankly, rather
depressing idea? To answer that, we must—well, we must traverse the

next three hundred pages or so. But for a capsule answer, you could
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do worse than invoke Chesterton’s comment about the empirical
evidence for original sin. Any moderately perceptive and reasonably
honest observer of humanity has to acknowledge that we are remark-
ably prone to doing bad things—and, more disturbingly, things we
acknowledge to be wrong. And when we add to this calculus the deeds
we insist are justified even when the unanimous testimony of our
friends and neighbors condemns us—well, the picture is anything
but pretty. These are the most truistic of truisms, of course, and I
can’t imagine that anyone would deny them, but they raise questions,
do they not? Unde hoc malum? is how it was put long ago: Where
does this wrongdoing come from? What is its wellspring, the source
of its ongoing prevalence and power? The doctrine of original sin
is, if nothing else, an intellectually serious attempt to answer such
questions.

It’s hard to imagine a more consequential puzzle or one that in-
filtrates more facets of human experience. I came to the topic when
writing a long essay about Jean-Jacques Rousseau—about whom
more, much more, later—and discovered that, at almost the same
time that Rousseau was declaring the natural innocence of children
and articulating a whole philosophy of education based on that in-
nocence, the English preacher John Wesley was preaching sermons
on the education of children founded on a belief in the innate and
ineradicable corruption of human nature. And it turns out, not sur-
prisingly, that an educational system based on Wesley’s beliefs about
children differs dramatically from one based on Rousseau’s commit-
ments. So, our beliefs about why we so invariably go astray have the
most wide-ranging of consequences.

Though many people still echo Rousseau’s rhapsodies about the
natural innocence of children, his ideas have lost much of their in-
fluence. Partly this stems from serious research into child psychol-
ogy—almost all of which has shown that the psyches of children are

lamentably like those of adults—and partly from an increasingly



xiii Introduction

universal skepticism about all things human that is the natural and
reasonable response to that foulest of human centuries, the twenti-
eth. As the poet and critic Randall Jarrell once wrote, with a terrify-
ing wryness, “Most of us know, now, that Rousseau was wrong: that
man, when you knock his chains off, sets up the death camps. Soon
we shall know everything the eighteenth century didn’t know, and
nothing it did, and it will be hard to live with us.” Well, it is hard to
live with us, hard for us to live with ourselves, because we feel that we
have left Christianity and its “baleful,” “repulsive” doctrines behind.
But we have also left Rousseau’s naiveté behind, so where the hell
are we? That is, what are “we”? What remains of a sense of shared
humanity? Do we believe in it anymore? And if so, in what do we
ground that belief?

For many scholars and thinkers, especially in the fields we call
the humanities, the only thing we all have in common is that we
don’t have anything naturally or inevitably in common. The human
condition, such as it is, is to be “socially constructed,” to be formed
wholly by our environments. “Socialization goes all the way down,”
as the philosopher Richard Rorty used to say. But this view leaves
unanswered, and usually unasked, the question of why the social
construction of selves is so limited in its range, so unimaginatively
and repetitively attached to making us cruel and selfish. Which is
why some adherents of this position insist that some societies have
found ways to construct selves that are uniformly generous and
kind—and why they respond with fierce repudiation to any con-
trary evidence. The classic case study of this phenomenon involves
the work of the anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon among the Ya-
nomamo people of the Amazon basin. When Chagnon discovered
and reported on the various forms of aggression in Yanomamo
culture, he was scorned as a pariah by many of his anthropological
colleagues, for whom the natural innocence of the Yanomamo had

become an article of faith.
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For scholars outside the humanities—the cognitive scientist
Steven Pinker, for example—this social-constructionist “denial of
human nature” is absurd, largely because it ignores the biological de-
terminants of human behavior, and a common genetic inheritance is
something that we all certainly share. Yet although Pinker and like-
minded scholars feel they can account pretty well for the prevalence
of selfishness and even violence across all human cultures, they have
more trouble explaining why we remain uneasy, even guilt-stricken,
about our most common tendencies—why selfish and violent are pe-
jorative terms for us.

In short, some of us have trouble explaining, or even making sense
of, common human behavior; others have trouble understanding
our common responses to that behavior. Yet we all stand here looking
back on a century of unparalleled cruelty, dotted with names—Hit-
ler, Stalin, Mao, Pol Pot—that instantly call to mind the worst that
human beings are capable of doing to one another. And we could
with equal justice mark that century (as well as the one recently com-
menced) for its cruelty to the natural world, though we lack specific
names to associate with that foul work. We have never had more need
to explain ourselves to ourselves, but we manifestly lack the resources
to do so. It may be (I think it is) a propitious moment for reconsider-
ing that curious concept called peccatum originalis, the belief that we
arrive in this world predisposed to wrongdoing—that this world is
a vale of tears because we made it that and, somehow, couldn’t have
made it anything else.

Again and again the literature and culture of the West have re-
turned to this doctrine, worrying over it, loathing it, rejecting it—
only to call it back in times of great crisis or great misery. (It was in
the bowels of the Soviet Gulag that Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn came to
believe in it.) It repeatedly infiltrates our culture, provoking always
the strongest of responses. We cannot make sense of it and yet can-
not kill it. The task of this book is to explore the provocation of this
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single strange idea—a provocation that is located in its combination
of repulsiveness and explanatory power. Perhaps no one has under-
stood this better than Blaise Pascal, who wrote in his Pensées: “What
could be more contrary to the rules of our miserable justice than the
eternal damnation of a child, incapable of will, for an act in which he
seems to have had so little part that it was actually committed 6,000
years before he existed? Certainly nothing jolts us more rudely than
this doctrine, and yet but for this mystery, the most incomprehen-
sible of all, we remain incomprehensible to ourselves.”

What follows is an exemplary history—so-called not because it
embodies excellence that other historians would do well to imitate,
but because it makes its case through examples. An exhaustive and
systematic cultural history of original sin would probably be impos-
sible; it would surely be undesirable. Though there is a good deal of
exposition in the chapters that follow, most of it emphasizes narra-
tives about people, people who engage in a serious and thought-
provoking way with the idea of original sin—whether by embracing
it, rejecting it, or wrestling with the possibility of it. From my ac-
counts of these people the arc of a story emerges. It is a generally
accurate story, I believe, but to tell the whole story in a historically
responsible way is beyond me and, I think, beyond anyone.

It is also a specifically cultural history, not a history of theologi-
cal ideas. Though theology comes regularly into my narrative—how
could it not?—I have tried throughout to write for readers who have
little interest in theology. My concern is with the ways in which belief
or disbelief in original sin plays itself out in a great variety of cultural
forms, from poetry to movies, from psychoanalysis to the rearing of
children. But these are all aspects of culture upon which theology

impinges. As well it should.
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Six Stories

One

When the Greek soldiers burst into the city of Troy, Cassandra—who
had prophesied it all, who knew what fate awaited her and all the
Trojan women—fled to the temple of Athena. Until quite recently
there had stood the talisman of the Trojans, the Palladium, the great
statue crafted by Athena herself, the presence of which guaranteed
the safety of the city. But one night Odysseus and Diomedes had crept
into the city and stolen it. Its theft dismayed and terrified the Trojans,
who felt the loss of divine power and protection; they substituted a
wooden copy, which under the circumstances was all they could
manage. Cassandra threw herself upon this counterfeit, pleading for
the divine intervention she knew would not come.

It was Ajax who found her there—Ajax son of Oileus, called “Little
Ajax” in contrast to his giant comrade, Telamonian Ajax. All the tales
agree that he dragged Cassandra from the temple, as she clutched still
the effigy of Pallas; some poets say he raped her first. Later she was
taken by the great king Agamemnon back to Argos, where she proph-
esied and then witnessed his murder before being murdered herself.
But Ajax returned to Locris, his homeland, on the north shore of
the Gulf of Corinth, where in a storm his ship broke upon the rocks.
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Brought safely to land nonetheless by the aid of Poseidon, he climbed
out of the surf and boasted that he had saved himself by his own
power, overcoming the ill will of the gods. For this Poseidon immedi-
ately struck him dead, or perhaps Athena herself executed him with a
thunderbolt from the armory of her father, Zeus.

His death was a great tragedy for the Locrians, not because they
lost their chief and hero, but because now the wrath of Athena could
fall only upon them. Famine and disease overcame them; not know-
ing that their warrior prince had defiled Athena’s shrine—he had
been killed before boasting of that—they consulted the great Oracle
at Delphi, who told them the story, and told them also that there was
a way to atone for Ajax’s cruelty. But it was a harsh way.

Athena would ease their suffering under this condition: that each
year, for a thousand years, two young maidens of Locris would be
sent, as payment and sacrifice, to serve at Athena’s shrine at Troy.
However, those Trojans who remained in their ruined city considered
the very presence of these girls a defilement and would stone them to
death and burn their corpses—if they could catch them before their
arrival at the shrine. But if the girls could reach Athena’s temple, they
could not then be touched; they became slaves of Athena’s priests. So
the Locrians took great care to arrive in stealth at various times of
the year. And what the Trojans did not know (so says Aeneas Tacitus,
an early Roman military strategist who wrote a survival guide for
the dwellers of besieged cities) was that the same secret passage that
Odysseus and Diomedes had used to steal the Palladium was the one
the Locrians used to sneak this year’s maidens into the temple and
spirit away the ones they had brought the previous year.

A strange legend; and one with a strange and long life. The Greek
historian Polybius, writing in the second century B.C.E., claims to
have visited Locris on several occasions. He finds it curious that they
trace the lineage of their aristocracy, the “Hundred Families,” through
the female rather than the male line. He points out that the Hundred
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Families had always supplied the girls who were sent to Troy; it was
a point of honor for them. And he says that the practice continued
even in his own day, though Robert Graves (like other modern schol-
ars) contends that it had ended a century before.

Many historians now believe that a great Trojan War did occur and
that Homer’s poems may even capture some details of it, though they
cannot be sure when it occurred. But by any reckoning, the Locrian
maiden tribute had been paid for very nearly a millennium when
Polybius visited the city. Once, the story goes, a Locrian slave girl
had been killed by an invader of Troy, in Athena’s temple itself, and
this mirroring of the fate of Cassandra caused the Hundred Families
to think that perhaps their debt was now canceled. So the next year
they sent no maidens to Troy. But pestilence immediately returned
to afflict them; they resumed their tribute and, it seems, never again
questioned it.

No one knows for sure when the tribute finally ceased. But gener-
ation after generation these people patiently endured the loss of their
daughters because of the great sin of their ancestor. They accepted
that the goddess’s curse had fallen upon them, if not rightly then at
least inevitably. Such was the way of the world; the sins of the fathers
had to be expiated, even by a thousand years of children. And there
was no one else to do it but them.

Two

Of course, this is a particular suffering of a particular people—a
historical accident, one might say. The Locrians were unfortunate
enough to have had an impious braggart as their prince, just as the
Ithacans were fortunate enough to have had a wise and just king,
Odysseus. But Greek artists and thinkers sometimes wondered
whether the sheer prevalence of impiety and arrogance suggested

something—something worrisome—about the very shape or form



4 ORIGINAL SIN

of humanity. There are, after all, so many more Ajaxes than Odys-
seuses in the world.

The last and longest of Plato’s dialogues, the Laws, the only one
that does not feature Socrates, begins like a joke: a Cretan, a Spartan,
and an Athenian are walking down the road, a road on Crete leading
to a cave-shrine dedicated to Zeus, where the Cretan and Spartan,
Kleinias and Megillos, plan to worship. The Athenian falls in with
them along the way, and we meet the trio in the midst of a debate
about the purpose of law and what makes laws good or bad. (It is
interesting that the Athenian—to whom the others eventually yield
as the wiser man, whose instruction they seek, and who speaks per-
haps 9o percent of the words in the dialogue—remains nameless.
Could it be Socrates after all? Unlikely. He was known to stick close
to Athens.) Their conversation is sober, filled with an awareness that
the propensity of humans to do wrong ensures that the making and
enforcing of laws will always be difficult work.

At one point late in the dialogue, the three companions discuss the
crime of temple robbing—perhaps their minds turn to such matters as
they near Zeus’s shrine. (In the last few lines of the dialogue Kleinias
portentously affirms, “We must take the road along which God himself
is so plainly guiding us.”) This crime strikes the Athenian as one that
particularly needs explaining, and in explaining it he says something
curious: the impulse to do such things “comes neither from man nor
from God; ’tis an infatuate obsession that is bred in men by crime done
long ago and never expiated, and so runs its fatal course.”

What could he mean by this? Likewise, what did he mean when, a
few lines earlier, he had spoken of “our universal human frailty”?—as
though all human beings carry within them an inherited curse, a
moral “frailty” that we derive from some evil ancestor; as though we
were all, in a sense, the Locrian descendants of Ajax, with the added
burden that we find ourselves compelled, as the “obsession” runs its

“fatal course,” to reenact the impious boastfulness of our ancestor.
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But what is this crime? And who is this ancestor? The English
classicist E. R. Dodds thought that he had found the key in a passage
earlier in the Laws where the Athenian describes the human love for
freedom and what happens when it is given free rein. We strive to
“escape obedience to the law,” and when that happens, “the spectacle
of the Titanic nature of which our old legends speak is re-enacted;
man returns to the old condition of a hell of unending misery.”

The Titans: the gods who ruled in the generation preceding
Zeus and the Olympians; their leader was Kronos, the father of Zeus,
whom Zeus overthrew for his cruelty. But why should human beings
be said to have a “Titanic nature”? The answer, Dodds claims, is in a
story that Plato must have known: the dismemberment of Dionysos.
It was a story told—this we know for sure—by practitioners of later
Greek religions, the Pythagoreans and the Orphists, to identify the
source of evil in humans. At first it keeps to the path of older myths:
that Dionysos was born to Semele, a moon goddess, and Zeus; that
Hera, Zeus’s wife, was jealous and sought the infant’s death; and that
she commissioned the Titans to carry out the murder, which they did
with relish, tearing the child into pieces. But whereas the older ver-
sions of the story claimed that Dionysos was rescued and reassembled
by his grieving grandmother Rhea, the Pythagoreans and Orphists
told a different tale. They said that, seeing what the Titans had done,
Zeus hurled a thunderbolt that vaporized them and the remains of
the infant god—and then, from the settled dust, there arose human
beings, comprised therefore of a large measure of Titanic evil but
also a few grains of the truly divine. We have, then, a largely “Titanic
nature,” but also a Dionysian spark, which prompts us, sometimes,
to higher things. This, thinks Dodds, is the story that underlies the
Athenian’s dark comment on our “universal human frailty” and the
“fatal course” on which we have been set.

But as the companions draw closer to the shrine, and as the

Athenian expounds more and more fully the system of laws that he



6 ORIGINAL SIN

believes is best suited to us, their spirits lift. Kleinias, it turns out,
has been charged with the establishment and rule of a new Cretan
colony, to be called Magnesia; and Megillos says that they must “try
every entreaty and inducement” to get the Athenian to sign on as
“co-operator in the foundation” of the new city-state. Although the
Athenian never formally accepts the offer to guide the shaping of
this new colony, it is telling, I think, that in his account of how it
should be formed he again and again uses the pronoun we. Surely
he will help them. The ancient doom still lurks, the crime of the
Titans remains not fully expiated; but even in outlining the “fatal
course” of the old obsession in our veins, the Athenian counsels his
friends to “strain every nerve to guard yourself from it"—which
suggests that the course may not prove fatal after all. We go forward
to worship Father Zeus at his shrine; a city remains to be built and

set on a right path. Law is powerful. All may yet be well.

Three

Meanwhile, not so far away on the Mediterranean’s eastern shore, a
king of Israel also had sinned, but this was (at first, anyway) largely
his own concern. The king, whose name was David, had in his
youth been very beautiful; he was now a man, perhaps beautiful
still, though with grown children, and he was a great warrior. The
chief enemies of Israel in those days were the people of Ammon,
whose capital city, Rabbah or Rabbath, lay twenty miles or so east
of the Jordan River. David and his general Joab had driven the Am-
monites back into their city, and Joab and his troops besieged the
city while David remained in Jerusalem—*“tarried” there, as King
James’s translators tartly put it.

It was while thus tarrying that the king took the evening air from

the roof of his house, the house that looked out over the town that
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future generations would call the City of David. And it was from this
roof that he saw a woman, in the garden of her own house perhaps,
bathing, “and the woman was very beautiful to look upon.”

Half a century ago the great literary scholar Erich Auerbach wrote
of how peculiarly “reticent” biblical narrative can be; nowhere more
so than here. Tersely it records a series of events without once paus-
ing to tell us what any of the people think or feel. David asks who this
woman is; someone informs him that her name is Bathsheba, and
that her husband Uriah is a soldier in David’s own army, serving in
the siege of Rabbah. David orders her to come to him, takes her to
his bed, and then sends her home. Later she informs the king that she
is pregnant, at which point he does something very odd: he calls for
her husband.

From Rabbah to Jerusalem Uriah comes. So, how goes the battle?
the king asks. Is Joab well? Making progress in the siege? The narrator
does not record Uriah’s answers, perhaps because a preoccupied David
never heard them. But in any case, when the inexplicable interview at
last ends, David says to Uriah: It’s been a dusty, tiring trip for you; go
get cleaned up; go home to your wife. I'll send you some food.

Ah: if Uriah makes love to his wife, her pregnancy will not be sus-
picious. But the next morning the king’s servant remarks that Uriah
had in fact not gone home, but had slept in the king’s doorway, as
a sentinel sleeps, or a faithful dog. Upon learning this, David inter-
rogates the man again and receives this reply: “The ark [of the Cov-
enant] and Israel and Judah dwell in booths, and my lord Joab and
the servants of my lord are camping in the open field. Shall I then go
to my house, to eat and to drink and to lie with my wife? As you live,
and as your soul lives, I will not do this thing.” (Shall I lie with my
wife? In such times as these?)

David tells Uriah, I'll send you back to Rabbah soon. The next
day he invites him to dinner and gets him thoroughly drunk; yet
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still the man, who could so easily and half-consciously stumble down
the hill and into the arms of his beautiful wife, sleeps in the king’s
house, so strong is the soldier’s discipline within him. (Unless, of
course, this is not military discipline at all, but rather the shrewd-
ness of a man who knows that he has been cuckolded and is seek-
ing to keep the king in an uncomfortable position, one that could,
perhaps, ultimately yield some benefit to himself and his family. If
s0, Uriah has disastrously misread David.) The next morning David
writes a letter to Joab, giving it to Uriah to deliver—who, after all,
would more surely deliver the letter without inquiring into its con-
tents? The letter is brief and clear: “Set Uriah in the forefront of
the hardest fighting, and then draw back from him, that he may be
struck down, and die.”

Some time later, after Uriah has been buried and Bathsheba has
mourned for him, after the king has made her his wife and she has borne
him a son (who would soon die), the Lord sends a prophet named
Nathan to visit David. And Nathan tells David a little tale about sheep:
about a rich man with many sheep who stole the one ewe lamb of a
poor man—a lamb that ate at the poor man’s table “and it was like a
daughter to him”—Xkilled it, and fed it to a guest. (It is a strange and
powerful feature of Nathan’s story that it is not the poor man whom
the rich man kills, but his ewe lamb—as though somehow David had
slaughtered Bathsheba rather than her husband.) To this David re-
plies with all the outrage proper to a righteous king—until Nathan
says to him, “You are the man,” and launches into an eviscerating
catalogue of David’s criminal depravities. There is much more to this
story, as great a story as has ever been told. But I want merely to
notice the single sentence that David offers in response to Nathan’s
charges: “I have sinned against the Lord.”

David was, of course, a great poet, according to the tradition of

Israel the nation’s greatest poet; and that tradition also says that he
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composed a psalm upon this occasion, a confession and a plea. Here

it is, in the matchless King James Version:

Have mercy upon me, O God, according to thy lovingkindness:

according unto the multitude of thy tender mercies blot out
my transgressions.

Wash me thoroughly from mine iniquity, and cleanse me

rom my sin.
fi y

For I acknowledge my transgressions: and my sin is ever
before me.

Against thee, thee only, have I sinned, and done this evil in
thy sight:

that thou mightest be justified when thou speakest, and be
clear when thou judgest.

Behold, I was shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my mother

conceive me.

Behold, thou desirest truth in the inward parts: and in the
hidden part thou shalt make me to know wisdom.

Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean: wash me, and I
shall be whiter than snow.

Make me to hear joy and gladness; that the bones which thou
hast broken may rejoice.

Hide thy face from my sins, and blot out all mine iniquities.

Create in me a clean heart, O God; and renew a right spirit
within me.

Cast me not away from thy presence; and take not thy holy
spirit from me.

Restore unto me the joy of thy salvation; and uphold me with
thy free spirit.
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Then will I teach transgressors thy ways; and sinners shall be
converted unto thee.

Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God, thou God of my
salvation:

and my tongue shall sing aloud of thy righteousness.

O Lord, open thou my lips; and my mouth shall shew forth
thy praise.

For thou desirest not sacrifice; else would I give it: thou
delightest not in burnt offering.

The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit: a broken and a
contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise.

Do good in thy good pleasure unto Zion: build thou the walls
of Jerusalem.

Then shalt thou be pleased with the sacrifices of righteousness,

with burnt offering and whole burnt offering:

then shall they offer bullocks upon thine altar. (Ps. 51)

Whether David wrote it or not (most scholars today think not),
it is as powerful a poem as the story that prompted it. But there is
something quite strange about it: this verse: “Behold, I was shapen in
iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me.” It is not just “blood-
guiltiness,” the murder of Uriah, that he confesses. Looking into his
heart—which in Hebrew culture is the seat of the affections and also
the will; it is the motive engine of a person—he sees an unclean-
ness so deep, so pervasive, that its corruption must have preceded
not only his birth, but even his very conception. At the moment that
his life first sparked into being, it was somehow already stained. His
only hope is that God will take his broken heart, that ruined organ,
and replace it with another one: “Create in me a clean heart, O God.”
But the consequences of his corruption will deepen and extend, like

cracks spreading across a pane of glass, until they shatter his family
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and then his whole nation, which, it is fair to say, has never fully re-

covered from the sins of its greatest and most beloved king.

Four

Most scholars believe that David lived in the tenth century B.c.E., by
which time the Locrians had been paying their tribute to Athena for a
hundred years or so. The centuries that followed saw increasing travel
and trade along that longest of roads, the Silk Road, running from
the Mediterranean world that the Greeks and Israelites knew across
the great Royal Road of Persia and ultimately into China. From the
time of David to the time of Polybius, a single dynasty reigned in
China, the Zhou. Though the real power in that land was divided
among six or seven states and the role of the Zhou king was often
nominal or symbolic, yet there remained throughout China, among
the literate at least, a strong sense of a common culture. It was the job
of the political administrators and scholars—these were overlapping
and sometimes identical classes—to maintain that culture. They did
so through the assiduous keeping of court records, through poetry,
and in the end most famously through the discourses and debates of
the great sages, whose ideas are often something like a combination
of administrative manuals and elegant verse.

If you go to a bookstore looking for the works of the most famous of
these sages, Kong Fuzi—better known as Confucius (551-479 B.C.E.)*—
you will probably find only a single volume, called the Analects. This
is a collection of sayings made by disciples of Confucius based on the
recollections of his students. The Analects seem to be a random gather-

ing of pronouncements and anecdotes, but from them one can discern

* Confucius is the Latin name given him in the sixteenth century by the great
Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci.
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Confucius’s ceaseless concern with the personal disciplines needed to
practice righteousness (yi) and compassion (ren). Through the cultiva-
tion of these virtues people not only improve themselves, but also—
and this matters more to Confucius—contribute to the improvement
of society. Confucius cared above all for the cultivation of political
order and harmony, and in fact the great disappointment of his life
was his inability to get any political leaders to give him the stature and
power of an adviser. “If only someone were to make use of me, even for
a single year, I could do a great deal,” he laments in the Analects, “and
in three years I could finish off the whole work”—that is, bring a whole
state into lasting order. He did not lack confidence, but in several years
of traveling to various Chinese states to offer his services to the local
bosses, he never found any takers.

Confucius’s belief that he could put a whole society right in such
a short time suggests not only self-confidence, but confidence in the
malleability of human behavior. About a hundred years after his death
was born a man who would become known as the greatest of his fol-
lowers, the Second Sage, Mencius (372—289 B.C.E.). Mencius was prob-
ably one of the compilers of the Analects, but in any case from studying
the Master’s sayings he came to the conclusion that Confucius could
be so assured of the success of his schemes because, after all, human
nature is essentially good. We come into this world predisposed to vir-
tue, Mencius believed. Notice, he said, the immediate surge of anxiety
that we all experience if we see a child about to fall into a well. This is
the origin of “human-heartedness” (jen). The child may even be com-
pletely unknown to us, but our unreflective instinct is compassionate;
this testifies to our innate goodness, which we simply need to cultivate,
largely by eliminating the corrupting forces of society. This is precisely
why Confucians in this tradition believe that political reform can be so
effective. Simply by eliminating the negative forces of social disorder or
political malformation, the sage-king—the Confucian ideal of human-

ity—can liberate his people to discover and nourish their own virtue.
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But some generations later there came along another great sage,
one who also considered himself a faithful disciple of Confucius, who
believed that Mencius had gotten it all wrong. His name was Xdn Zi
(310237 B.C.E.), and it is probably not coincidental that he lived in
what has long been called the Warring States Period, when the unify-
ing power of the Zhou dynasty was weakening and the social order
crumbling. “The nature of man is evil,” Xdn Zi wrote. “Man’s inborn
nature is to seek for gain. If this tendency is followed, strife and ra-
pacity result and deference and compliance disappear. By inborn na-
ture one is envious and hates others. If these tendencies are followed,
injury and destruction result and loyalty and faithfulness disappear.”
If we feel a pang of compassion or anxiety for a child falling into a
well, that is because the life or death of that child does not affect our
interests—we do not gain by it. If we knew we would gain by that
child’s death, then not only would we feel no anxiety; we’d give the
kid a good shove.

But then, someone might say, people often, or at least sometimes,
do virtuous deeds. If our nature is evil, where does goodness come
from? Xun Zi has a ready reply: “I answer that all propriety and righ-
teousness are results of the activity”—this word carries connotations
of creativity and artifice—"“of sages and not originally produced from
man’s nature. . .. The sages gathered together their ideas and thoughts
and became familiar with activity, facts, and principles, and thus pro-
duced propriety and righteousness and instituted laws and systems.”

So it would seem that the news from Xun Zi is not so bad after
all, and not so different from the model of Mencius. Yes, we have an
innately evil nature and come into this world predisposed to greed
and strife; however, these tendencies are correctable by the judicious
enforcement of well-made laws. The one thing needful is that the
sages, who have “gathered together their ideas and thoughts and be-
came familiar with activity, facts, and principles,” are the ones given

charge of “laws and systems.” Philosophers rule—or should.
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So for Xun Zi inborn evil is not so much a curse as an annoyance.
Thanks to basic human intelligence, which allows us to see when
things aren’t working properly and then take the necessary steps to
address the problems, we can find sages (“sage-kings,” he later says)
to establish laws and social structures that mitigate evil and build up
good. And, not incidentally, Xin Zi believes that “Every man in the
street possesses the faculty to know [humanity, righteousness, laws,
and correct principles] and the capacity to practice them.” There-
fore, almost anyone can become a sage; there is no reason why there
should ever be a shortage of them.

It’s Xdn Zi’s matter-of-factness that’s noteworthy here, and really
rather attractive. What his philosophy indicates is that one can have a
very low view of human nature without being what William James, in
his classic Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), calls a “sick soul”: a
person tormented by consciousness of sin and helpless in the face of
temptation. James spoke of such people as “these children of wrath
and cravers of a second birth,” and it was almost axiomatic to him
that their personality is antithetical to the confidence and assurance
and warmth of what he calls the “religion of healthy-mindedness.”
But Xan Zi, for all his insistence on the depths of our innate sin-
fulness, seems the very embodiment of healthy-mindedness. How is
this possible? It turns out that what matters more than your view of
“human nature” is your view of the relative importance of nature and
nurture. For Xtin Zi human nature is evil, but nature is also easily
controllable and eminently improvable. All you have to do is put the
philosophers in charge.

Five

In south-central Nigeria, in the heartland of the Yoruba people, you
may find an extraordinary place called St. Joseph’s Workshop. (Or you

could have found it fifteen years ago; | am not certain that it still exists,
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but I assume that it does.) The men of the workshop primarily make
furniture—as, perhaps, did their patron, the human father of Jesus
who was a carpenter or builder—and quite beautiful furniture too.
The workshop was founded perhaps fifty years ago by a Belgian priest
who taught the local people the finest techniques of building things
from wood. He gave special emphasis to the proper drying and curing
of sawn boards of mahogany, something especially important in the
humid climate of Nigeria, and something often neglected by other
furniture-makers, if I may judge by the wobbly joints and cracked sur-
faces I have seen in many chairs and tables of that land. Once this priest
felt that the people had learned all he had to teach them, he returned to
Belgium; they run the workshop on their own now.

The double doors to the small showroom of the workshop are
tall and broad and divided into six panels each, and in each panel
is carved a scene from the story of the priest’s time in Nigeria, from
his arrival to his farewell. The carvings are done with extraordinary
vividness and skill, and when you go through those doors you see
many, many examples of the master carvers’ art, including a throne
made especially for Pope John Paul IT’s visit to Nigeria in 1982 richly
ornamented with biblical events. At the time of my visit, smaller ob-
jects by various carvers lined the walls, but my eye was consistently
drawn to the work of one artist in particular, the one who had been
primarily responsible for the doors and the throne. His initials are
J.A., and I believe his name is Joseph Abada. I was able to buy—for
the equivalent of just a few dollars—two of his smaller mahogany
pieces. (I couldn’t have fit larger ones into my bags.)

One is a Crucifixion, with Mary and John at either side of Jesus,
whose eyes are closed and whose navel oddly protrudes above his
neat loincloth; the two observers are dressed in recognizable Yoruban
costume. Stranger and more powerful is the other piece, an Annunci-
ation. The angel Gabriel, bearing an enormous palm frond that dom-

inates the space, appears before Mary, who, unlike her counterparts
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in European art, is not sitting peacefully reading the book of Isaiah,
but rather standing in the yard of a compound, pounding yams. (It is
Gabriel who carries a small book.) She and the angel, like Mary and
John, wear Yoruban dress. A chicken on the ground between them
pecks grain, and from the top of the scene the Holy Spirit, in the form
of a dove, speeds diagonally downwards toward Mary’s womb.

The West African yam is a large purplish tuber, so fibrous that it
must be pounded into a kind of paste before it can be cooked and
eaten. Yoruban woman place the peeled yams in high-sided wooden
bowls that look like office trash cans and smash them with a thick
stick that is often taller than the women themselves. The image of
Mary doing this when Gabriel comes to her is a curious and mov-
ing piece of iconography; it represents her humility, her lowness of
stature. She is not a queen or a rich woman with servants or slaves
to prepare her meals for her; she does the daily work of the ordinary
Yoruban woman. We know that her response to the angel’s news that
she will bear the Messiah of Israel is, “Behold the handmaiden of the
Lord,” and though this Mary seems well-dressed enough, one sus-
pects that she knows something about being a handmaiden.

I carried this Annunciation back to the school where I was teach-
ing for the summer—the Evangelical Churches of West Africa theo-
logical seminary in the small town of Igbaja, a few hours north of
the great city of Ibadan—and showed it to my students, almost all of
them pastors from various parts of Nigeria. To my surprise, a couple
of them, when they saw my beautiful Annunciation, strove with lim-
ited success to stifle giggles. I wanted to know what could possibly be
funny about this picture, and after some insistence on my part one
of them told me.

Traditional Yoruban religion is known for its rich and complex
pantheon of gods, with widely varying roles in this world (Aye) and
in the spirit world (Orun). But many Yoruba believe that there is

a single creator-god, Olodumare, who became disillusioned and
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angry with human beings and withdrew from his creation, leaving
all the other gods (like the demiurges in Plato) to manage the world
with which he had lost patience. But what caused his withdrawal?
“When I was a child,” my student said, “I was told that the women
did it—the women pounding yams. Olodumare lived in the sky,
but quite close to us. When the women went out to pound their
yams, the noise drove him crazy. And when they lifted their sticks,
they poked him in the backside. So in the end he couldn’t take it
anymore. He went far, far away, and has never returned.” He looked
at my Annunciation and giggled again. I guess iconography is in the
eye of the beholder.

Six

In the same year that I was teaching in Nigeria, 1991, a young
anthropologist-in-training named Joel Robbins traveled to Papua
New Guinea to live among a people called the Urapmin. There were
(and are) only about four hundred of them, comprising half a dozen
villages in the far west of the country and near the center of the is-
land. They speak their own language, Urap, but also Tok Pisin, a kind
of lingua franca that contains many English words (thanks to a long-
standing British and Australian colonial presence), and in school they
learn, or are supposed to learn, English.

What came to interest Robbins about the Urapmin was a pow-
erful event that transformed the entire community starting in the
year 1977, @ mass conversion from their traditional religious culture
to Christianity. Much of Robbins’s extraordinary book Becoming
Sinners is devoted to an attempt to understand this conversion, and I
can scarcely summarize his complex narrative here. But it is impor-
tant to note that the Urapmin were of low social status in compari-
son to neighboring people groups, and such marginal or oppressed

communities have historically been fertile ground for the Christian
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gospel. They had long practiced a form of ancestor worship, but as
they compared themselves to their neighbors, it did not seem evident
that their ancestors had done them much good, and ultimately they
decided to sever their ties.

The bones of the ancestors were kept in string bags hung from the
rafters of small houses. Bones, bags, and houses alike were thought
to be sacred and spiritually powerful; sacrifices were burned in those
houses, and the smoke had blackened the bags. When the Urapmin
decided that it was time to abandon the worship of their ancestors,
dismantle the houses, and throw away the bones, they did not think
the objects powerless; rather, they saw them as repositories of de-
monic powers. Thus when one of the Urapmin “big men” explained
how they had carried out this task, Robbins thought he sounded like
someone in the developed world describing a toxic-waste cleanup.

Given the dangers and difficulties of the task, one is moved to
ask why the Urapmin did it at all. While acknowledging the people’s
sense that, socially speaking, they had little to lose, Robbins points
out that they thought—if the ancestors turned out to have more
power than they guessed—they had a great deal to lose in terms of
health and sanity and spiritual well-being. It must simply be said that
they took the risk because they believed the Christian story that they
had heard. But what specifically was it that they came to believe?

Christianity was not unknown to the Urapmin before 1977. Aus-
tralian Baptists had made the first serious efforts to evangelize the
region in the 1950s, and although they had few direct encounters
with the Urapmin, converse among the peoples of the region led
to a few Urapmin embracing the new faith. Then in the early 1960s
some young men of the villages attended a mission school a few miles
away and later became Christian leaders in their home community.
But this trickle of Christian influence surged into full flood in 1977,
thanks to a great revival that, beginning probably in the Solomon

Islands, spread throughout Melanesia in what Robbins describes as a
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kind of “Great Awakening”—that is, something like the vast revival
that swept across Britain and America in the eighteenth century.

The version of Christianity that drove this Melanesian awaken-
ing was Pentecostal, characterized by dramatic manifestations of the
power of the Holy Spirit to transform people’s lives from the inside
out, as though the heat of the Spirit life had to force its way to vis-
ible expression: ecstatic dance, glossolalia, prophecy, sudden uncon-
sciousness (being “slain in the Spirit”). But what prompted people
to fling themselves into the Spirit’s powerful but dangerous and un-
predictable embrace? If we may judge by the accounts the Urapmin
gave Joel Robbins, two interlocking and reinforcing ideas changed
their personal lives and the life of the community. The first: that they
were sinners, alienated by their sins from God, subject to his fierce
displeasure. The second: that Christ would soon—soon!—return in
glory to judge the living and the dead. It was therefore vital to accept
the saving power of Christ, to confess him as Savior and Lord imme-
diately, so as to avoid the wrath that all unbelievers would encounter
if caught by the terrible ruler of All upon his glorious return. So they
became Christians, all of them—the whole community of the Urap-
min. They destroyed the sacred houses and discarded the bones of
their ancestors; they started over.

But what they soon discovered was that their conversion had not
put an end to their sins. Still they gossiped about their neighbors or
were resentful and envious; perhaps they even lied, or stole. They
knew the commandments of God, but somehow managed again
and again to disobey them. As they told Robbins, in what apparently
was a kind of general confession, “we are too willful, we obey no one
but ourselves.” They made many confessions; they sought often to
make amends and be restored to good relations with their neighbors.
Following practices of reconciliation that had belonged to their pre-
Christian days, they would bring gifts to “buy the shame” of those
they had humiliated or “buy the anger” of those they had enraged.
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One Christmas season, when because of certain outside influences
tensions among the Urapmin were unprecedentedly high, the
Kaunsil—a sort of judge-magistrate—commanded that the entire
community, every single one of them, bring a gift to buy the pain of
someone else. And once they had done this, Robbins records, “people
began to believe that they might be able to control their sinful ten-
dencies enough so that Jesus would take them to heaven when he
returned.”

This was the heart of the matter. The theology the Urapmin had
acquired did not encourage them to think in, say, Calvinist terms:
they did not believe in the “perseverance of the saints,” in the motto
of “once saved always saved.” They did not think, as many evangelicals
and other Christians (primarily in the Western world) think, that the
blood of Jesus covers all our sins, so that our general commitment to
the gospel matters, not the precise state of our moral lives at the mo-
ment of our death or of Christ’s return. For the Urapmin, because he
could return at any moment—did he not say that he would come “as
a thief in the night,” when least expected?—Christians must be ever
vigilant, practiced in self-examination, and ready to confess, repent,
and, when possible, make amends for all wrongdoing. Did Jesus not
himself wonder whether, when he returned, he would find anyone
faithful on the earth?

Why do we sin in the first place? Why are we so prone to wrong-
doing? Is it because in sin our mothers conceived us? Is it because
we labor under the curse of being born with a Titanic nature? Is
it because we are born with a lust for gain and for the freedom to
grasp whatever we desire? Alas, the Urapmin did not have the leisure
for such general and theoretical questions. Every time they looked
within, they found more darkness, more willfulness, more disobedi-
ence. So they came to the church. In the course of the evening they
streamed in, and a pastor stood at the front of the room and prayed:
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God, I am praying to you. . . . We want to ask you to send your
Spirit down to move us so we can celebrate your name to-
night.

That is what I am asking you. You look at each of our
hearts. ... You have the ability to clear away the sins, heavi-
nesses, coveting, and various bad ways that are in our hearts
and take us over to Jesus, to your light, and we can give hap-
piness to you.. ..

That is what I am asking. It would be bad if we tried hard at
this for nothing. So we must feed this Spirit of yours. You can
direct each of us people inside of ourselves, and we can give
happiness to your Spirit until we go out and sleep.

That is what I am asking for. ... So we are ready and have
been singing, but our strength is not enough for us to sing
with. So we ask you to have the Spirit alone move us and to
bring down your strength and put it in our hearts so we can

celebrate your name tonight.

21






TWO

The African Bishop

n the basilica of a North African city called Hippo Regius, the
Ibishop was preaching. The city stood on the rocky Mediterra-

nean coast a hundred miles or so west of Carthage, in what is
now the northeastern corner of Algeria. The old curving streets had
been laid centuries before by the Phoenicians, and the usual evidences
of appropriation by Rome were quite visible: a forum; an enormous
theater that seated perhaps six thousand people and served also as
a stadium for games; extensive baths; a temple on the hilltop. The
church stood in what was called the “Christian quarter,” near the vil-
las of the rich; it was perhaps a hundred years old, a big plain hall,
and had been expanded a few decades earlier, after Constantine the
Great linked the fates of Rome and Christianity.

The bishop’s name was Aurelius Augustinus; he’s known to us
simply as Augustine. A native of North Africa himself, he had come
to Hippo in 391, when he was thirty-seven years old—a recent con-
vert to Christianity and a would-be monk—because he had thought
Hippo a likely site to begin a monastery. But one Sunday the man
who then sat in the bishop’s chair, Valerius, spoke warmly of the need
for gifted men to serve the church, and the people, having heard that
their visitor was a rising young star of the Christian faith, clamored for
his ordination to the priesthood and pushed him toward the bishop.
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(This was not an uncommon practice in the Christian churches of
this period.) “I was grabbed,” he later said, ruefully. He wept with fear
and shame, though at least some of the people assumed he wept be-
cause he thought the role of priest too low for him and wished to be
made bishop instantly. Instead, that elevation would wait four years:
in 395 he became the bishop of Hippo Regius and served in that role
to the end of his life.

When he preached, he sat in his episcopal chair—his cathedra—
with a book open on his lap, and to the people standing around
him he explained the words in the book. It would not have been a
Bible as we know it, for Augustine certainly never saw all of the Holy
Scriptures bound into a single codex, but rather the particular bibli-
cal “book” on which he was preaching that day and perhaps one or
two others that he wished to refer to. Though he strove to keep the
church plain and relatively unornamented, in keeping with what he
believed to be the simplicity of the Gospel, there’s reason to suspect
that the cathedra was one of special dignity, perhaps even made of
marble. It’s hard to say how many people might have attended any
given service; sometimes he comments on the smallness of his audi-
ence, or he congratulates his congregation on having come to church
when they could have gone to the stadium to enjoy the games. (But
he didn’t think that Christians should attend the Roman games and
races at all.) Once, late in his career, when he wished to address cer-
tain uncharitable rumors about the lives that priests and monks lead,
he asked for everyone who could possibly attend to come hear him.
(This is the sermon in which he tells the story of how he came to
Hippo and was “grabbed” and made a priest.) He frequently men-
tions the tiredness and weakness of his voice, especially as he gets
older and when he has to preach on successive days.

A stenographer recorded his discourses—this is how his sermons
have survived—and if something unusual happened in the course of

the sermon, the stenographer would make a note of it. For instance,
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when Augustine spoke to his people of the terrible wrath of God,
they would actually cry out in terror.* And once Augustine began
quoting a verse from Scripture only to have his audience shout the
rest of it out loud, after which they applauded themselves for their
biblical literacy. Perhaps they knew this verse so well because it was a
special favorite of their bishop. It was a verse from St. Paul’s letter to
the Galatians: “But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of
our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me,
and I to the world”

THE WORST PART of being bishop, Augustine thought, was the re-
quirement that he serve as a kind of magistrate, settling the legal
quarrels of the Christians of Hippo. About inheritances they were
particularly disputatious, he found. He kept the Scriptures nearby
so that he could show them, when necessary, the principles by which
they should be conducting themselves. These disputes took up most
of his mornings. Far better spent was the time devoted to studying
the Word of God, the Word that had changed his life.

What people today think they know about the young, pre-
Christian Augustine is that he was an especially wild and licentious
fellow, sexually promiscuous, adventurous. But that is to take his own
self-description too literally and to misunderstand certain of his key
terms. It is true that he spoke and wrote often of the “lusts of the flesh,”
of “carnal” desires and experiences, and of himself as slave to all these.

But for him these were not only sexual: the “flesh” for Augustine is not

* Sermon 131: “What then does the Lord say? ‘Serve the Lord in fear, and re-
joice unto Him with trembling. So the Apostle too, ‘Work out your own
salvation with fear and trembling. For it is God who works in you.’ Therefore
rejoice with trembling: ‘Lest at any time the Lord be angry. I see that you
anticipate me by your crying out. For you know what I am about to say, you
anticipate it by crying out.”
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the body, but rather the corrupted will. “Carnal” people are those who
(like the Urapmin) obey no one but themselves, who will not submit
to God, who insist on getting their own way. Of course, this willfulness
often manifests itself in sexual sins or the fulfillment of other bodily
desires, but those are but superficial symptoms of a deeper malady, the
malady of cupiditas, or the orientation of the human will toward its
own gratification, as opposed to caritas, divine love, which Augustine
defined as “the movement of the soul toward God.”

What had plagued him all his life, then, was not so much lust in our
usual sense of the word as a kind of helpless following along in the wake
of his own will’s unpredictable changes of direction. In one of the most
famous passages of his Confessions he describes a sin of his childhood,
the theft of pears from a neighbor’s orchard, and the tone of the whole
passage is befuddlement: Why in the world did I do that? This became a
recurrent theme for him as he reflected on his life.

As for the body’s desires, he certainly knew them well enough;
throughout much of his youth he lived with a concubine, who bore
him a son. This was a common practice in late Roman culture, at
least among the upper classes and those who aspired to raise them-
selves in the world. It often took families some years to arrange
proper marriages for their children—marriages that brought or con-
solidated wealth and prestige—and young men were not expected
to keep themselves chaste during this period. Thus the concubines,
who were always of sufficiently low social rank that they could not
possibly be thought of as potential brides, were brought in to provide
sexual satisfaction, companionship, and domestic service. It was un-
derstood that they had to be put aside when an engagement was
finally contracted.

Augustine’s parents achieved the desired contract when he was
close to thirty and had been living with a woman—whom he never
names—for perhaps a dozen years. She had even come with him
from North Africa to Rome and then Milan. When the engagement
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was announced and, according to the custom, she and Augustine had
to part, she wept and vowed that she would never take another man.
Augustine too wept: “My heart which was deeply attached [to her]
was cut and wounded, and left a trail of blood.” But he acquiesced in
the ambition of his parents or perhaps shared it; he sent her back to
Africa. He now had two years to wait until his marriage. Rather than
spend that time in chastity—he wrote that he was “incapable of fol-
lowing a woman’s example” of fidelity—he took another mistress.

Looking back on these events some fifteen years later, he chastises
himself for his lust, but seems more concerned with the forking and
branching of his will. He loved his concubine, yet he was also ambi-
tious, or at least obedient to his parents’ ambitions. He could not re-
strain himself sexually, yet he preferred life with one woman to the
diversions of promiscuity; he never, it seems, played the field. His final
comments about this painful scene are very strange. He says that by
taking this second concubine he ensured that the “disease of his soul”
(lust) would be “guarded and fostered” until his marriage. But he had
been “wounded” by the loss of his first concubine, and the wound did
not heal. Rather, he says, it “festered,” and the resulting pain made him
“frigid but desperate” (frigidius sed desperatius). It is hard to know
what to make of these tortured metaphors, but the suggestion seems to
be that he did not find the simple erotic satisfaction with the replace-
ment concubine that he had hoped for. (Does the notion of “frigidity”
suggest, as it does to us, sexual impotence? Certainly Augustine always
spoke of the “fires” and “cauldrons” of lust.) He couldn’t get over his
first love, yet he couldn’t bring himself to call her back; living chastely
was impossible, but the new concubine brought no satisfaction.

Thus his fundamental judgment about himself is not that he is
lustful, but that he is internally divided, driven here and there by
multiple pressures and desires. And this was the case throughout
his pre-Christian life. He was always uncertain where or how to

practice his profession as a teacher of rhetoric, trying out options in
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Carthage, Rome, Milan. In religion he drifted into the Manichaean
orbit—the Manichaeans believed that the world is constituted by a
struggle between two great forces, one good and one evil—but wa-
vered in his commitment. He could never get convincing answers
to his questions, but, on the other hand, he never found compelling
refutations of Manichaean doctrine either. Christianity became
more and more attractive to him, but for years he could not acquire
the resolution necessary to convert.

The famous conversion scene of the Confessions—when he sits
under a tree in a garden and hears a child’s voice calling “Tolle, lege,”
“Take it and read”—is the moment of release from this internal tor-
sion. In the pages before that scene we see Augustine encountering
multiple stories of people who had given up their whole lives to seek
God, sometimes just as a result of reading stories about other people
who had given up their lives to seek God, so that, in the climax to
a lifetime of self-exasperation, he turns to his friend Alypius and
cries, “What is wrong with us?” So he goes outside, sits under the tree
steaming with self-reproach, nevertheless continuing in “an agony of
hesitation”; he hears the child’s voice, determines that this is a “divine
command,” and runs back inside to pick up “the book of the apostle,”
which he had earlier been consulting. The first words he reads in that
book end his hesitation.

The book contained the most famous and important letter of “the
apostle,” St. Paul, his teaching to the church at Rome. What Augus-
tine read was the concluding exhortation of chapter 13: .. . not in or-
gies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and sensuality, not in
quarreling and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make
no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.” Augustine writes,
“I neither wished nor needed to read further.” Alypius graciously
pointed out to him that the very next words of the letter are, “As for

the one who is weak in faith, welcome him.”
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IT 1S ONLY PROPER that we should begin and end our biographical
overview of Augustine by invoking the words of Paul. For one thing,
Augustine’s carapace of uncertainty and dividedness—a carapace that
simultaneously confined and protected him—could be pierced only
by the diagnostic power of Paul’s arguments. (I write this as one who
was similarly pierced; it was my discovery that Paul understood my
inmost griefs and self-loathings that led me to Christianity.) But it is
also important to link these two men for the purposes of this book,
because Paul and Augustine typically receive the joint credit, or blame,
for inventing the notion of original sin as we have come to know it.

It is easy to imagine Augustine, still a relatively young man, sitting
hour after hour in his episcopal study and poring over the letters of
Paul. It is not likely that he ever relinquished the copy of the letter
to the Romans that ushered him into the church; it is easy at least to
imagine him clutching it as, in the last days of his life, the Vandals
besieged Hippo.* He assiduously studied the whole Bible, of course,
and most of his recorded sermons were on the Gospels and Psalms,
but one gets the sense that—having been brought into the faith by
Paul’s incisive interpretation of his divided self—he forever after
understood the whole of Christianity in a distinctively Pauline
way. As Augustine’s great biographer Peter Brown has very shrewdly
noted, Augustine was like most learned men of his time in being
“steeped too long in too few books.” Living as we do in a time of too

many books, we cannot think that Augustine’s scarcity was wholly

*Soon after his death the city was captured and largely burned, though his
library survived. It fell into the hands of his friend, fellow bishop, and future
biographer Possidius, who actually lived for a few years in the ruined city in
an attempt to care for the literary remains of the friend he so admired.
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a bad thing. But whether for good or for ill, Augustine’s mind, after
his conversion, was surely “steeped” in the writings of Paul, deeply
stained to their color, like the dyer’s hand.

As we can tell from the two passages already quoted—the one
from Romans 13 and the one from Galatians 6—Paul’s command
was not so much that we be converted as that we die. The “old man”
or “old humanity”—which is governed by the “fleshly mind”—
must be crucified so there may be a resurrection, a new birth, a
new spiritual mind: a new creation. All of these terms are from the
middle chapters of the letter to the Romans. As Augustine studied
the complex argument Paul elaborates there, he reflected on these
key terms—not in Greek, for he knew little Greek, nor even in St.
Jerome’s Vulgate, which was then just a work in progress, but in
various “Old Latin” translations.*

It seemed to Augustine that the key to Paul’s argument came
somewhat earlier in the letter, in the fifth chapter, where Paul con-
ducts an extended comparison between the first man, Adam, and
the new man, the second Adam, Jesus Christ. Here is what Augustine

clearly understood to be the linchpin of Paul’s argument:

Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man,
and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because
all sinned—for sin indeed was in the world before the law was
given, but sin is not counted where there is no law. Yet death
reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sinning
was not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the

one who was to come.

* The “old man” is in Paul palaios anthropos, but in Augustine vetus noster; the
“fleshly mind” Paul calls the phronema tes sarkos, but Augustine knew it as
prudentia carnis, or sapientia carnis, in contrast to the prudentia spiritus, or
“spiritual mind”—which for Paul had been phronema tes pneumatos.
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But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if many died
through one man’s trespass, much more have the grace of
God and the free gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ
abounded for many. And the free gift is not like the result of
that one man’s sin. For the judgment following one trespass
brought condemnation, but the free gift following many tres-
passes brought justification. If, because of one man’s trespass,
death reigned through that one man, much more will those
who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righ-
teousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ.

Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men,
so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for
all men. For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were
made sinners, so by the one man’s obedience the many will be

made righteous. (Rom. 5:12-19)

Paul holds up before us the origin of our sin. The name rings out
like the blows of a hammer: sin came into the world through one man;
many died through one man’s trespass; the judgment following one
trespass brought condemnation; because of one man’s trespass, death
reigned; one trespass led to condemnation; by the one man’s disobedi-
ence the many were made sinners. Paul restates his axiom half a dozen
times, shading the meaning in various ways, but thereby forging ever
more securely the bond that links the first sin of Adam (the one) to
the misery of everyone since (the many)—the bond that, for Paul,
can only be broken if we crucify the old man and rise again to a new
life with Christ and in Christ. We are to “put on” Christ not as a gar-
ment (which can be taken off again), but as a new identity. That’s
how we can say, with Paul, Augustine, and Augustine’s parishioners,
“The world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.”

Read carelessly, Paul could be thought to say that we are in a situ-

ation like that of the Locrians, simply laid under a curse by the sin of
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our ancestor. But none of the Locrians thought that because of Ajax
they themselves sinned: they paid for his sin, but they did not repeat it.
Yet Paul says—or at least Augustine hears him saying—that the sin of
Adam is also our own sin: all sin; the many were made sinners. We have
inherited from our first father not just a debt, but also a compulsion, a

compulsion to reenact his alienation of himself from God.

AUGUSTINE UNDERSTOOD HIMSELF to be reading, quite simply and
straightforwardly, Paul’s teachings. Scholars who credit or blame Au-
gustine for the “invention” of original sin contend that he misread
Paul; and it seems to me that the scholars who make that conten-
tion tend to be attached to the Christian faith in some way. If they
believe that the Bible is the inspired Word of God and they disagree
with Augustine, they must see him as Paul’s misinterpreter. But even
those with more tenuous or ambivalent connections to orthodoxy
seem to prefer not to pick fights with Paul if they don’t have to. The
theologian and historian Elaine Pagels, for instance, in the course of
an extended attack on Augustine’s understanding of sin and its effect
on freedom of the will, begins her critique by simply