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Clement of Alexandria 

An alternative to Augustine’s proposal 
that “original sin is a biological 
transmission”  

Not physical inheritance but social/
environmental transmission.  

We are born into it in the sense that 
children learn from their social context 
and then live out.



Alternative readings…

u Alternative readings of Paul’s reading of 
Genesis Genesis 3 (from Judaism) 

u Jewish interpretations of the problem of 
sin do not lodge it in Genesis 3  

u Prominent is the ongoing struggle with 
chaos 

u The Cain and Able story also functions 
this way 

u The human being has both the yetzer tov 
(the moral conscience that reminds us of 
God’s law) and the yetzer ra which is an 
impulse to follow our own selfish interests 
and desires





An old Cherokee is teaching his grandson about life. 
“A fight is going on inside me,” he said to the boy.“It is 
a terrible fight and it is between two wolves. One is evil 
– he is anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, 
self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, 
superiority, and ego.” He continued, “The other is 
good – he is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, 
kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, 
compassion, and faith. The same fight is going on 
inside you – and inside every other person, too.” 

The grandson thought about it for a minute and then 
asked his grandfather, “Which wolf will win?” 

The old Cherokee simply replied, “The one you feed.”



Irenaeus

• Distinction between the "image" (εἰκών) 
and "likeness” of God (ὁμοίωσις) 

• The human being as a work in progress.  
The world as a vale of soul-making. 

• The necessity of the ambiguity for 
character formation.  (a framework with 
genuine moral choice and physical 
consequences) 

        







Sea Gull Chicks:  The 
Struggle of Becoming







Some features of an 
Irenaean understanding

u Sin is not so much active rebellion 
calling forth God's wrath as it is 
immaturity, weakness, vulnerability 
calling forth God's compassion.  

uOur "perfection” lies in our future, not 
in our  past. 

u The ambiguity safeguards our 
freedom for relation.
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In the face of “radical suffering” none 
of the traditional theodicies work.

uRetributive justice and 
punishment 

uVale of soul-making and 
pedagogy 

uThe "larger" harmony and 
aesthetics 

uEschatological  correction/ 
vindication  and teleology



Psalms of Protest

u These go further than Psalms of 
Lament 

u These are not just sad Psalms, these 
are angry Psalms  (See Psalm 44) 

 



Psalm 44: 11-18
u 11 You have made us like sheep for slaughter, 
   and have scattered us among the nations.  
12 You have sold your people for a trifle, 
   demanding no high price for them.  
13 You have made us the taunt of our neighbors, 
   the derision and scorn of those around us.  
14 You have made us a byword among the nations, 
   a laughing-stock among the peoples.  
15 All day long my disgrace is before me, 
   and shame has covered my face  
16 at the words of the taunters and revilers, 
   at the sight of the enemy and the avenger.  
17 All this has come upon us, 
   yet we have not forgotten you, 
   or been false to your covenant.  
18 Our heart has not turned back, 
   nor have our steps departed from your way,  
19 yet you have broken us in the haunt of jackals, 
   and covered us with deep darkness. 



On the failure of all 
theodicies…

In the face of “radical suffering” nothing works: 

uPunishment for sin? 
uVale of Soul-making? 
uAesthetics – the picture as a 

whole is beautiful (Dostoevsky’s 
refusal) 

uAll will be well? (Roth’s refusal)



The Human Condition:   
Finitude and Freedom 



Finitude  - Makes us subject 
to suffering

uConflict 

uFragility 

uMortality 

uHistoricity



Freedom--makes us 
subject to sin and evil

uProblems with freedom—too 
little, and too much (Roth) 
uDeception 

uCallousness 
uBondage 
uGuilt



The Banality of Evil

Hannah Arendt, The Banality of Evil 

 “sonderbehandlung” (special  
handling) 

Fred Katz, “Ordinary People and 
Extraordinary Evil”  



“Evil is unspectacular and always 
human, and shares our bed and eats 
at our own table.”  

uW. H. Auden 



u “Those who can be made to 
believe absurdities can be made to 
commit atrocities.” 

                                               Voltaire



Whether it is the “suffering of 
becoming” or “radical suffering” what 
helps is compassion.

u “Again the throb of compassion rather 
than the breath of consolation:  the 
recognition of how long, how long is 
the mourners bench upon which we sit 
arms inked in undeluded friendship, all 
of us, brief links, ourselves, in the eternal 
pity.” 
u Peter DeVries  The Blood of the Lamb,  246



Five characteristics of compassion: 

u Sympathetic knowledge 
u A disposition to care and respond 
u Love 
u Justice – justice seeking 
u Power - empowering



Brene Brown  
Empathy vs. Sympathy

u https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=1Evwgu369Jw


