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      Preface

      
         
         
         
      

      
      This volume of essays is embedded in a larger collaborative project titled “Redeeming
         Sin? Hamartiology, Ecology and Social Diagnostics” registered at the University of
         the Western Cape (UWC) in South Africa since 2014. The aim of this larger project
         is to retrieve Christian discourse on (a confession of) sin in the context of ecological
         destruction by suggesting that sin-talk may be regarded (at least from the outside)
         as a form of social diagnostics, as a way of understanding what is wrong in the world.
         This requires an ecological critique of Christian sin-talk. 
      

      
      Each of the five essays (chapters) is based on papers delivered to audiences that
         have helped me to clarify my thoughts. The context in which each essay originated
         is indicated in an early footnote in each chapter. I wish to express my deep sense
         of gratitude for five institutions especially that enabled me to make progress with
         this project.
      

      
      Firstly, I am most grateful for the extended period during which I could work as a
         fellow at the Stellenbosch Institute for Advanced Studies (STIAS) in the latter half
         of 2015. Without the challenges posed by such a multidisciplinary environment, these
         essays would have been hard to conceptualize. My appreciation goes to Hendrik Geyer,
         the director of STIAS, the other staff, and the many wonderful fellows who enriched
         my understanding of “the malaise of the human condition.”
      

      
      Secondly, I treasure the time that my family and I could stay at Columbia Theological
         Seminary (CTS) in Decatur, Georgia, in the latter half of 2016. This allowed for many
         stimulating conversations and some time to hide away in order to complete the manuscript.
         I am most grateful to my host Mark Douglas and the other staff at CTS, especially
         Kimberley LeVert for her many practical arrangements and loving concern for the whole
         family.
      

      
      Thirdly, this work is based on research supported in part by the National Research
         Foundation (NRF) of South Africa (grant-specific unique reference number 85944). As
         the grant holder, I acknowledge that the opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations
         expressed in any publication generated by NRF-supported research are those of the
         author and that the NRF accepts no liability whatsoever in this regard.
      

      
      Fourthly, I am grateful to participants in two colloquiums on “Redeeming Sin” that
         were held at STIAS in August 2015 and in San Antonio, Texas, in November 2016. This
         helped me to test and develop the argument in the context of vibrant and in-depth
         discussions.
      

      
      Finally, I extend heartfelt gratitude to my colleagues in the Department of Religion
         and Theology at UWC. In hindsight the second semesters of 2015 and 2016 were not the
         easiest times to burden my colleagues with additional duties. It therefore feels rather
         inappropriate to thank the university, the Faculty of Arts, and the Department of
         Religion and Theology for the opportunity to take study leave since I was not present
         on a daily basis to share the burdens related to the turmoil experienced on campuses
         across South Africa. Perhaps the best one can say is that the allocation of study
         leave and the very possibility of taking such leave is an illustration that the academic
         project of the university could continue despite the ongoing contestation over the
         very notion of what constitutes a university within the Africa context. 
      

      
      I dedicate this work to Douglas Lawrie and Miranda Pillay, two long-standing and much
         valued colleagues who have retired from full-time service to UWC during the writing
         of this book. I treasure your unwavering collegiality, remarkable resilience, and
         loyal friendship through difficult times and joyous times. Shalom! Hambani kahle!
         Mooi loop!
      

       

      “Mountains of Garbage” © Hildegard Conradie. Stellenbosch is believed by some to be
         the most beautiful town in South Africa. It is also said to be the most unequal town
         in South Africa, if not in the world. This is not only because of abject poverty in
         some neighborhoods, but also because of the concentration of highly affluent residents.
         The photo on the cover was taken 500 meters from the suburb where the author and his
         daughter, the photographer, live. It is adjacent to the municipal waste management
         site, overlooking the backyard where some workers are housed, with the iconic Twin
         Peaks in the background. The waste dumped here comes from trucks whose drivers refuse
         to pay the fees per weight on such waste at the official site. It symbolizes the contrast
         between beauty and garbage, beggars and choosers, and the implied racial divides that
         are so characteristic of South Africa. Here the ecumenical calls for “Justice, Peace
         and the Integrity of Creation” can scarcely be separated. When the Psalmist looks
         up to the mountain he cries for God’s help because he fears an attack from robbers
         hanging around there. When Stellenbosch people look up to the mountains they cannot
         but see beauty. Can such beauty redeem the world? Is this a mountain too high to climb?
         Since the photo was taken (or perhaps because of it?) the mountain (of waste) was
         moved!
      

      
      
   
      Introduction

      
         
         
         Sin and Social Diagnostics

         
         
      

      
      What Has Gone Wrong with the World?
 Is This the Appropriate Question?
      

      
      What does ecological destruction have to do with Christian sin-talk? For Christians
         it would come as no surprise that sin may lead to ecological destruction, alongside
         many other manifestations of sin. Inversely, the short answer regarding the deepest
         roots of ecological destruction may be found in a three-letter word: sin. It is indeed
         easy to see how the sins of pride, greed, and sloth may have adverse ecological consequences.
         For others, especially those outside the Christian tradition, this answer may be interpreted
         more narrowly: Christian sin, in the sense of the sins especially of Christians, forms
         the root cause of ecological destruction. Christianity is as much part of the problem
         as it may be of the solution. This prompts the dual critique that is typical of Christian
         ecotheology, namely, a Christian critique of ecological destruction and an ecological
         critique of Christianity.[1]  
      

      
      Since Christian notions of sin may be part of the problem too, this prompts an ecological
         critique of Christian sin-talk. More specifically, as I will argue in this volume,
         this also requires a clarification of the interplay between what is widely described
         as “natural evil” and “social evil.” Since humans form part of nature, this distinction
         is tricky. It is not possible to separate these two categories, but there is also
         a temptation to reduce the one to the other, for example, by regarding all forms of
         suffering as the result of sin, or by understanding sin as the by-product of natural
         evil. Where, then, have things gone wrong?
      

      
      In this volume I will follow a rather longer route to the short answer that sin is
         the underlying problem by proposing what may be regarded as a public theology of sin.
         What this entails is perhaps epitomized by the famous list of seven social sins (also
         described as the seven “blunders of the world”) published by Mohandas Ghandi.[2]   His list includes (1) Wealth without work, (2) Pleasure without conscience, (3)
         Knowledge without character, (4) Commerce without morality, (5) Science without humanity,
         (6) Religion without sacrifice, and (7) Politics without principle. This list at least
         indicates the relevance of sin-talk in the public sphere, although, by itself, it
         focuses mainly on the surface-level manifestations of such sins and not on the deeper,
         underlying structural roots of such sins.
      

      
      The public theology of sin that I have in mind assumes some notion of sin but to proceed
         with an exposition of sin would undermine the task. The core intuition of this proposal
         is that Christian discourse on sin may contribute to the collaborative task of what
         I call “social diagnostics.” My agenda is to address the colloquial yet dangerous
         question: What has gone wrong with the world? Indeed, what on earth is wrong with
         us humans that we are destroying our own home (oikos)?[3]   As I will observe below, this is not only an ecological problem, but also a moral
         and indeed a spiritual problem: Why don’t we just stop if we realize how ecologically
         destructive our patterns of production and consumption have become?[4]   
      

      
      Speaking prophetic truth to power may well be perilous, but raising such questions
         may also be dangerous because asking any question may well lead one astray. Not only
         because answers are often already embedded in the assumptions behind the question.
         The wrong question may exacerbate the problem. As many sages have warned, speaking
         of evil may bring about evil. It may be used to do harm and thereby serve evil in
         many ways. There is a strange popularity in discourse on evil (and broadcasting evil)
         that invites us to think about evil but actually stifles such thinking because it
         lacks discernment. This applies especially but not only to talking about an “axis
         of evil” in the “war on terror.”[5]   Gossip, slander, science fiction, postapocalyptic literature, and children’s cartoons
         provide ample further examples.
      

      
      The question raised here is a diagnostic one: what is wrong? The danger is not only
         that one may arrive at a distorted or shallow diagnosis. Can the exact problem really
         be pinpointed, or is the desire to do so already part of the problem? Moreover, what
         would one do even if an accurate and comprehensive diagnosis would become available?
         Is it not a fallacy to assume that the remedy is given with the diagnosis? Even if
         one were to agree on the causes of unemployment (which is unlikely), there is likely
         to be widely diverging policy prescriptions to address the problem. What if environmental
         destruction is like a colossal cancerous growth? Is a trusted remedy (salvation) not
         all too often read back into the diagnosis (sin)? Is this the appropriate question?
      

      
      It must be added that similar dangers plague other questions too: Why is there evil
         in the world? Where does evil come from? This seems to assume that evil lies outside
         ourselves, that it comes from elsewhere, that we are ultimately not responsible for
         doing evil. The devil made me do it! Or perhaps my genes or my neurons? Or the atrocious
         circumstances in which I grew up? Or social structures beyond my control? If so, what
         is best needed to address evil may be medicine, therapy, or perhaps reconstruction
         and development programs, if not radical revolution. There is a widespread tendency
         to either pathologize or to criminalize evil so that a confession of sin can be safely
         avoided and no one needs to take responsibility in the final analysis.
      

      
      If such questions have a speculative ring to them, it may be better to ask: Why is
         there so much suffering in the world around us? Why do I have to suffer so much? Why
         me? This is an appropriate question, especially if expressed in the form of pastoral
         compassion for victims, a call for justice, or a lament coming from such victims.
         Yet it may also lead us astray if only because it can hardly be answered without prompting
         the previous question: Where does injustice come from? One may also express the question
         in another, trickier form: Why do bad things happen to good people? But who would
         dare attempt such a classification between good and evil persons? The deeper problem
         is that any correlation between questions and answers, needs and responses, diagnoses
         and remedies, societal problems and proposed solutions, social analysis and ideology
         critique, that assumes that the former can be done “objectively,” without being shaped
         by the latter, is hermeneutically flawed. Inversely, there is a temptation to imagine
         that an articulation of a moral vision, a different view of the world, or an exposition
         of (Christian) beliefs, will by itself yield moral energies to overcome social problems.[6]   
      

      
      From a theological point of view such dangers also emerge when asking the very basic
         question: what is sin? Sin cannot be readily defined; it is elusive, always appearing
         in new manifestations. To define sin would seem to imply that it can be identified,
         contained, and overcome. All too often raising this question becomes spiritually empty.
         What is needed is a confession of sin, not an analysis or even a description of sin.
         This is epitomized by the memorable answer that G. K. Chesterton reputedly gave when
         a British newspaper asked for people to write letters answering the question “What’s
         wrong with the world today?” His short answer was: “Dear Sir, I am. Yours, G. K. Chesterton.”
         But is his answer not somehow arrogant? Can one person be the cause of all the trouble?
      

      
      Likewise, the theodicy question typically leads us astray: why does a God of love
         allow evil to emerge? In the form of lament or protest against unjust suffering, this
         question is certainly appropriate. However, the question is not only notoriously difficult
         but probably impossible to address on the basis of rational thinking or conceptual
         clarification alone—precisely because the mystery that is God requires an apophatic
         openness that cannot be captured in logical premises. In the end the theodicy problem
         may be unavoidable given the apparent religious need to integrate cosmos and ethos
         in an all-encompassing vision, but it tends to shift the attention away from a confession
         of sin to an accusation raised against God. If there is evil in the world, it must
         ultimately be God’s doing. Even if there is no God, the problem may well be worse
         since it may then lie with nature or perhaps human nature. Then evil is something
         that can never be eradicated. If this is too much to take on board, one may rather
         blame evil on luck (chance) or fate (necessity) or, which is much easier, simply on
         the other, the neighbor, the stranger.
      

      
      Perhaps the deeper question is this: if God is not there, whence does good come from?
         To discern the universal (or at least the planetary) spreading of evil is spiritually
         more edifying than the obsess­ion to identify its primal origins. However, the focus
         should not be on evil but on inverting and transforming evil for the sake of the common
         good. The cross as brutal method of execution may then become a symbol of salvation.
         If so, any adequate discussion of sin should be situated within a soteriological framework.
      

      
      In order to address the underlying problem a distinction is often made, following
         Leibniz, between different forms of evil: moral (anthropogenic), natural (pain, suffering,
         and death), and metaphysical (finitude and imperfection). Making such distinctions
         may be necessary but this too may lead us astray. The question then becomes how these
         are related to each other, especially when addressing environmental destruction in
         the form of anthropogenic climate change. Since “natural evil” is clearly not anthropogenic,
         the danger here is that metaphysical and natural forms of evil may be offered as the
         underlying cause, explanation, and excuse for moral evil. By contrast, in various
         forms of prophetic theology the focus is on social evil while the problem of natural
         evil is often simply avoided. It comes as no surprise that the victims of history
         (or their spokespersons) tend to locate the problem with social evil, while the theodicy
         problem and discussions of natural evil seem to emerge more readily from positions
         of (former) imperial power—whether Spanish, Dutch, British, North American, or “white”
         South African in social location. For any form of ecotheology such a divide between
         social evil and natural evil cannot suffice, if only because of the core affirmation
         that human beings form part of nature. From a personal point of view, as a predominantly
         Euro-African South African, located at a historically “black” research-intensive university,
         it is impossible to separate such agendas. Where, then, have things gone wrong in
         evolutionary history? Only with the advent of humans? Or with the many manifestations
         of modernity?
      

      
      In other words: Does one start with metaphysical or natural evil and then account
         for moral evil in those terms? Or does one start with sin and explain evil as the
         result of sin? Or is it better to start with contexts of suffering in order to ensure
         a pastoral focus on (human) needs? Does one first engage in social analysis and then
         proceed with prophetic discernment—with the danger that the analytical tools will
         shape the outcome? Or with experiences of salvation in order to recognize sin in the
         first place? Or with an abstract notion of God as theodicies often assume? Or with
         narratives of sin and salvation in the biblical roots and subsequent traditions of
         Christianity?
      

      
      It also matters in what social context such questions are raised. One may find diverging
         responses emerging from universities, political parties, trade unions, nongovernmental
         organizations, stock exchanges, health care practitioners, multifaith collaboration,
         from within particular faith communities, or simply among family and friends in local
         communities. Raising any question will necessarily be framed by indicators of geography,
         race, gender, class, culture, religious affiliation, and sexual orientation. One’s
         selected conversation partners (or interlocutors) will often determine the outcome
         of an inquiry. Does one focus on the so-called cultured despisers of religion, on
         the struggles of the black working class, on the unemployed and unemployable, or on
         the “new poor,” that is, those species subjugated on commercial farms or those unnamed
         species threatened by an expansionist global economy? Typically, academics opt to
         engage with elite representatives of any such groups—with the obvious distortions
         that may follow. I plead guilty on this count. I would insist though that this book
         seeks to bring rather different discourses and contexts together. For example, the
         first chapter is aimed at a public theology of sin within the African context—and
         therefore focuses on the environmental consequences of manifestations of social evil.
         By contrast, several of the other chapters engage with a range of voices elsewhere
         that tend to privilege forms of natural evil. My position is that it is inappropriate
         to disconnect public/prophetic theology from discourse on theology and the sciences,
         also because the sciences are by definition located in the public domain. This need
         to avoid disconnection applies especially but not only to Christian ecotheology—which
         is the main context in which this volume is situated.
      

      
      In short, it matters which, how, and where questions are raised. Amid ecological destruction
         one may focus on local environmental concerns or on global catastrophes. One may start
         with production or with patterns of consumption, with the world or with God, with
         evil or with sin, with nature or with grace, with science or with religion, with church
         or with society, with the genesis of the problem or some ultimate telos. What may
         be more important than locating an appropriate point of departure is to maintain creative
         tensions, to sustain a dialectic between these pairs, and to guard against fixated
         binary oppositions. Nevertheless, since questions may lead us astray and for the sake
         of honesty and clarity, it remains important to reflect on the questions that one
         raises. 
      

      
      In this volume I will not use evil, sin, salvation, religious experience, faith communities,
         Christian doctrine, tradition, or even God as a point of departure. Instead, I will
         formulate the question in a colloquial way: what has gone wrong in the world around
         us (i.e., in our “environment”)? This question, I suggest, requires a collaborative
         task of (social) diagnostics. Of course, it is easy enough to make a list of social
         problems. This would elicit an exercise in identifying social priorities. Whether
         such an exercise will be at all helpful is debatable. It is crucial not to look only
         at the symptoms but also at the underlying (structural) causes of such social problems.
         We are confronted by global economic inequalities, forms of violent conflict, and
         unsustainable systems of production and consumption, but these are best understood
         as surface manifestations of deeper, more structural problems. 
      

      
      The Obvious Need for Social Diagnostics

      
      The need for social diagnostics emerges in almost any social context where things
         have gone wrong, where things are not what they should be and could be. However, this
         need is epitomized by “wicked” or even “super wicked” problems[7]   that elude any technological, economic, or political solutions, or, for that matter,
         any clear moral or spiritual guidance since they outstrip a society’s scientific,
         managerial, and ethical competencies.[8]   These are threats that we collectively sense are too big for anyone to fix. Let
         me illustrate this briefly with three obvious examples related to ecumenical concerns
         over “Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation” (in inverse order):
      

      
      Firstly, amid the Anthropocene period and the dangers associated with runaway climate
         change, why do we seem collectively unable to take the necessary steps to prevent
         a rise of more than 2 degrees Celsius? It is clear that climate change poses technological,
         economic, and political challenges, but the cultural, moral, and spiritual dimensions
         of the problems also have to be recognized given patterns of consumption. That there
         is an underlying moral problem is widely recognized given the injustices associated
         with the impact of climate change—those who contributed least to historical carbon
         emission will be affected disproportionally. That there is also a spiritual problem
         is perhaps less obvious but is suggested by our collective inability to respond timeously.
         We know that something is wrong on the basis of ample scientific evidence, recognize
         the scope of the problem, have the necessary technology to address the problem, can
         calculate that appropriate changes are still affordable and expedient, have political
         consensus that something has to be done but still find ourselves unable to do so—despite
         the achievements of the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement. This lack of moral
         energy is related to an inability to muster the required moral vision, moral imagination,
         and moral leadership to alter the patterns of production and consumption underlying
         anthropogenic climate change. In their foreword to a series of edited volumes on world
         religions and ecology, Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim comment:
      

      
      
         It is becoming increasingly evident that abundant scientific knowledge of the crisis
            is available and numerous political and economic statements have been formulated.
            Yet we seem to lack the political, economic, and scientific leadership to make necessary
            changes. Moreover, what is still lacking is the religious commitment, moral imagina­tion,
            and ethical engagement to transform the environmental crisis from an issue on paper
            to one of effective policy, from rhetoric in print to realism in action.[9]   
         

         
      

      There seems to be a lack of imagination that “a different world is possible,” one
         that is not characterized by the now global consumerist patterns. This poses a spiritual
         problem that has to be addressed at its spiritual roots. The spiritual dimensions
         of the problem indicate the need for a form of diagnostics that is religious in depth
         and scope: what is ultimately wrong with this world? Indeed, as Pope Francis observes in his acclaimed encyclical
         Laudato Si’, “Merely technical solutions run the risk of addressing symptoms and not the more
         serious underlying problems” (par. 144).[10]   The spiritual nature of the underlying problem is a dominant theme in multifaith
         discourse on “religion and ecology” where ways in which diverse religious communities
         can, should, and do respond to contemporary environmental challenges are explored
         and assessed.[11]   
      

      
      Religious traditions cannot be understood merely as sources of moral energy though.
         This is not only because such traditions are often deeply ambiguous, but because they
         are often also slow to muster such energies when called upon. Such a functionalist
         understanding of religion as ways of making the world a better place would also underplay
         the ultimate sources of such moral energy and therefore the virtues of resilience,
         resistance, and hope. Where such sources of moral energy are denied, the more realistic
         alternative may be to abandon all hope, to accept that catastrophic, runaway climate
         change is now virtually inevitable, to mourn for a lost future, to write a Requiem for a Species—as Australian philosopher Clive Hamilton recommends.[12]  
      

      
      Secondly, how are violent conflicts all over the world to be addressed? How can military
         spending on weapons be diverted to social problems given widespread fears over security,
         crime, and terrorism, coupled with needs for land, resources, and markets? Why do
         attempts to fight terrorism seem to establish a breeding ground for more terrorists?
         How can nuclear rearmament be curtailed? And, at another level, what can be done about
         endemic domestic violence, rape, and human trafficking?
      

      
      Thirdly, how are the escalating inequalities in the global economy, exemplified in
         the South African context, to be addressed? What about spiraling salaries for the
         super-rich amid poverty, destitution, and misery elsewhere in the world? Poverty alleviation
         and development initiatives are clearly necessary but have not managed to close the
         gap, while calls for infinite economic growth on a finite planet are hardly sustainable.
         
      

      
      Note that each of these “wicked” problems is not obviously a manifestation of evil.
         To be sure, there are many evil consequences associated with them, but by themselves
         emitting carbon dioxide, maintaining economic interests, engaging in conflict, and
         self-protection cannot be equated with doing evil. These problems are the cumulative,
         often unintended outcomes of daily activities, stretched over several generations
         and exacerbated by corporate and political power. To reduce structural problems to
         moral wickedness would therefore evade the underlying difficulties.[13]  
      

      
      These wicked problems again prompt the colloquial question but with a sense of urgency:
         what exactly is wrong in the world and where have things gone so horribly wrong? This
         question is of course one that cannot be resolved but also cannot be avoided because
         so much is at stake. It is possible to narrow the focus in order to address more particular
         localized problems—which sometimes can indeed be resolved. However, the three sets
         of wicked problems raised above are only recognized as such when their pervasive scope
         is recognized. The well-known motto, “Think globally; act locally,” contains half-truths.
         One has to think locally and from within a particular social context. One also has
         to engage in global networks in order to act appropriately in any local context. Yet
         “thinking globally” enables one to discern systemic distortions that would otherwise
         be missed, taken for granted, or legitimized.
      

      
      My intuition is that framing the question in this colloquial way will allow for a
         participatory process, that it will encourage multidisciplinary (and also multifaith)
         conversation and collaboration. Such an exercise in diagnostics could be accepted
         as a common task, even though it certainly does not cover the whole agenda. Such a
         common agenda also facilitates some self-limitation in the sense that this book can
         then be allowed to make a contribution from one rather specific perspective, namely,
         a form of Christian ecotheology emerging from within the South African context, shaped
         by the amorphous reformed tradition in which I find myself and situated within a wider
         ecumenicity.[14]  
      

      
      Setting the Agenda

      
      As indicated in the preface, the main title of this book is derived from a collaborative
         project titled “Redeeming Sin? Hamartiology, Ecology and Social Diagnostics” registered
         at the University of the Western Cape in South Africa. The aim of this larger project
         is to retrieve Christian discourse on (a confession of) sin in the context of ecological
         destruction by suggesting that sin-talk may be regarded (at least from the outside)
         as a form of social diagnostics. On this basis, Christian theology may contribute
         to the multidisciplinary task of diagnosing what has gone wrong in the world today,
         in human history, and indeed in evolutionary history. However, as the question mark
         after the main title indicates, such a retrieval of any Christian notion of sin in
         public discourse will only be possible if some major obstacles can be addressed. One
         of the major challenges is to understand the emergence of (human) sin in the context
         of evolutionary history, partly because the category of sin offers an interpretation
         and redescription of this very history and precisely because any form of ecotheology
         has to disallow a disconnection between natural and social forms of evil, between
         humans and nature, and between ecology (and therefore biology) and theology. 
      

      
      The aim of this book is core to the larger project, namely, to address some of these
         obstacles in order to help clear the way for a retrieval of Christian sin-talk in
         the public domain, especially but not only in the context of ecological destruction.
         The aim of such a retrieval is constructive and therefore not merely an attempt to
         offer a critical review of the available literature.
      

      
      This study thus seeks to make a constructive contribution within the intersection
         between the three broad discourses implied above, that is, moral and religious discourse
         on the root causes of environmental destruction; traditional Christian discourse on
         sin; and discourse on the evolution of (human) morality in disciplines such as sociobiology,
         animal ethology, and various cognitive sciences. Each of these three discourses explores
         a set of intriguing questions. 
      

      
      1. Moral and religious discourse on the root causes of environmental destruction typically
         offers a critique of imperialism and colonialism, modernity, patriarchy, and the Judeo-Christian
         tradition in an attempt to understand what has gone wrong in world. This, as I suggested
         above, requires a multidisciplinary task of social diagnostics. 
      

      
      2. Christian discourse on sin may be much ridiculed in contemporary (Western) culture,
         but it has developed a rather sophisticated vocabulary to come to terms with the origins
         and manifestations of evil in the world. The core intuition is that the root of the
         problem of evil lies with human sin—and not with human nature, nature itself, or any
         divine being. The solution, then, may be found in the confession of sin and the gospel
         of the forgiveness of sin—as good news potentially for the whole earth. 
      

      
      This begs many questions though, for example, on the origins of sin and the plausibility
         of the myth of the fall of humanity, on the notion of “original sin” (i.e., the current
         inescapability of sin, not to be confused with the origins of sin), on the contingency
         of sin as something that is not biologically or psychologically necessary (things
         could have been different), on the correlation between sin and evil and between sin
         and suffering, on the knowledge of sin and especially on the very nature of sin—which
         according to many theologians is something that cannot be captured in any definition.
         Indeed, any attempt at offering an explanation for sin may amount to closet forms
         of exculpation.
      

      
      3. There is a growing corpus of literature on the evolution of human morality in disciplines
         such as developmental psychology but nowadays also sociobiology, evolutionary psychology,
         animal ethology, comparative psychology, and various cognitive sciences, including
         evolutionary cognition.[15]   Here there are questions about the continuity and discontinuity between modern
         human societies and early human societies, between hominid and hominin evolution (the
         former term classifies all the great apes under the family Hominidae), and between
         cultural and biological evolution. There are many problems here as well, for example,
         on the uniqueness of human morality, on the extent to which our genes set parameters
         for human behavior, on the cognitive structures that enable human empathy, on the
         interplay between conflict and cooperation, on the possibilities of selfishness and
         altruism, and so forth. It may be clear that an interplay between conflict and cooperation
         is necessary, and that cooperation may be employed for destructive ends while conflict
         may be creative, but this interplay is still assessed in diverging ways.
      

      
      There are intersections between these discourses that have emerged through interdisciplinary,
         multidisciplinary and metadisciplinary conversations. These intersections may be drawn
         in terms of three overlapping circles in a Venn diagram. However, these intersections
         are necessarily contested in terms of content and methodology and are often subject
         to reductionist claims and disciplinary imperialism (one discipline seeking to absorb
         another or deny space for the other). It matters from within which discipline a bridge
         is constructed toward another discipline. For the moment I will merely juxtapose these
         three discourses and explore the intersections from various angles.
      

      
      The intersection between discourse on the evolution of human morality and on the root
         causes of environmental destruction poses relatively few specific problems—besides
         those already embedded in these discourses—as many authors studying the former are
         doing so for the sake of addressing questions related to the latter. There are several
         eminent examples here, including the work of Edward Wilson, Holmes Rolston, and Jared
         Diamond.[16]  
      

      
      The intersection between Christian discourse on sin and moral discourse on environmental
         destruction is situated in the amorphous field of Christian ecotheology.[17]   This field of investigation is constituted by both a Christian critique of environmental
         destruction and an ecological critique of Christianity (which is structurally similar
         to the Christian critique of patriarchy and a feminist critique of Christianity in
         feminist theology). There are voices within the field that allow one of these two
         critiques to dominate—so that ecotheology either becomes purely apologetic or reduced
         to and eventually replaced by discourse on religion and ecology. The genius of ecotheology
         may well lie in its ability to maintain a creative tension between such a twofold
         critique. 
      

      
      Such a twofold critique is not always related explicitly to sin-talk but is found
         in almost every contribution to Christian ecotheology. The legitimacy of sin-talk
         is sometimes questioned (e.g., by Matthew Fox with his notion of “original blessing”).[18]   Nevertheless, North American Lutheran authors such as Larry Rasmussen, Ted Peters,
         and Cynthia Moe-Lobeda[19]   (among several others in other confessional traditions and bioregions) have found
         fertile ground to describe environmental destruction in terms of sin as domination
         in the name of difference (structural violence), pride (anthropocentrism), greed (consumerism),
         moral failure, sloth (calls for responsibility), and folly (a lack of the required
         wisdom).[20]   This intersection seems possible only if Christian sin-talk is understood, at least
         partially, as a form of social diagnostics, as a contribution to help humans understand
         what has gone wrong in the world.
      

      
      The intersection between

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. 
            

         

         
            2. 
            

         

         
            3. 
            

         

         
            4. 
            

         

         
            5. 
            

         

         
            6. 
            

         

         
            7. 
            

         

         
            8. 
            

         

         
            9. 
            

         

         
            10. 
            

         

         
            11. 
            

         

         
            12. 
            

         

         
            13. 
            

         

         
            14. 
            

         

         
            15. 
            

         

         
            16. 
            

         

         
            17. 
            

         

         
            18. 
            

         

         
            19. 
            

         

         
            20. 
            

         

         
            21. 
            

         

         
            22. 
            

         

         
            23. 
            

         

         
            24. 
            

         

         
            25. 
            

         

         
            26. 
            

         

         
            27. 
            

         

         
            28. 
            

         

      

   toc_nav.xhtml

      
         
            		Title Page


            		Preface


            		Introduction


            		Penultimate Perspectives on the Roots of Environmental Destruction in Africa


            		Where Have Things Gone Awry in Evolutionary History?


            		How Is the Story of What Went Wrong in the World to Be Told?


            		Obstacles Thwarting a Retrieval of a Christian Notion of Sin


            		Posse Non Peccare?


            		Conclusion


            		Bibliography


            		Index


            		About the Author


         


      
   

images/14-W01-cover.jpg.jpg
REDEEMING
SIN?

SOCIAL DIAGNOSTICS AMID

ECOLOGICAL DESTRUCTION

ERNST M. CONRADIE





images/15-logo_tm.tif.png





