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Essay Book Review

The Human Person in 
Contemporary Science and 
Theology
Patrick S. Franklin

Questioning what it means to be human is perennial, going back millennia. The Psalm 
often quoted is, “What is mankind that you are mindful of them, human beings that you 
care for them?” (Ps. 8:4, NIV). It is an analytical as well as an existential question, with 
implications for understanding not only what we are (descriptively) but also what we 
are to become (ethically) in light of our purpose.1 In this article, I interact with four 
recent books that are part of the interdisciplinary discussion of human personhood in 
contemporary science and theology. My goal is to highlight some of the key issues 
currently being addressed, identify important points of consensus and disagreement 
therein, and offer brief theological reflection on the significance of these issues for 
Christian believers. I will begin with a concise introduction to each book and then 
identify and discuss four prominent issues concerning human personhood currently 
being addressed in the literature.

Four Recent Books on 
the Human Person in 
Science and Theology
IN SEARCH OF SELF: Interdisciplinary 
Perspectives on Personhood by J. Wentzel 
van Huyssteen and Erik P. Wiebe, eds. Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2011. xi + 387 pages. 
Paperback; $45.00. ISBN: 9780802863867.

In Search of Self: Interdisciplinary Perspec
tives on Personhood (hereafter designated 
ISS), edited by J. Wentzel van Huyssteen 
and Erik P. Wiebe, is a volume compris
ing eighteen essays (plus introduction) 
written by scholars across the scientific 
disciplines. In their introduction, van

Huyssteen and Wiebe point out that the 
general thrust of the book has been 
shaped by the work of Paul Ricoeur, 
especially his writings on time, memory, 
imagination, and narrative. A major 
theme of the book is that “personal iden
tity, or ‘self,’ is both articulated and con
structed solely through the temporal and 
relational dimensions of our embodied 
existence” (ISS, 5). The book is divided 
into four major sections: The Self and 
Origins (five essays), the Self and Multi
plicity (five essays), the Self and Identity 
(four essays), and the Self and Emer
gence (four essays).

RETHINKING HUMAN NATURE: A Multi
disciplinary Approach by Malcolm Jeeves, 
ed. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2011. xi + 
337 pages. Paperback; $45.00. ISBN: 978
0802865571.

Rethinking Human Nature: A Multidisci
plinary Approach (hereafter designated 
RHN), edited by Malcolm Jeeves, is com-
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posed of twelve essays plus an introduction and an 
afterword by the editor. It is divided into six parts: 
History (two essays); Philosophical Analyses (three 
essays); Human Distinctiveness—Clues from Science 
(four essays); Archaeology and Paleoanthropology 
(one essay); and Theological Accounts of Human 
Distinctiveness: The Imago Dei (two essays). The 
impetus for this book began with a multidisciplinary 
working group, sponsored by the Templeton Foun
dation, which convened at the Pontifical Academy of 
Sciences at the Vatican in 2006 to discuss the ques
tion: “What is our real knowledge about the human 
being?” The editor compiled many of the essays 
presented there and elicited contributions from other 
scientists and one biblical scholar to create the pres
ent volume.

HUMAN IDENTITY AT THE INTERSECTION OF 
SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY, AND RELIGION by Nancey 
Murphy and Christopher C. Knight, eds. Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate, 2010. ix + 243 pages. Hardcover; $99.95. 
ISBN: 9781409410508.

Human Identity at the Intersection of Science, Technol
ogy, and Religion (hereafter designated HI), edited by 
Nancey Murphy and Christopher C. Knight, includes 
twelve chapters plus an introduction and is divided 
into three major sections: The Limits of Religion, the 
Limits of Science (three essays); The Emergence of the 
Distinctively Human (four essays); and The Future of 
Human Identity (five essays). In the introduction, 
Murphy highlights the significance of the book’s use 
of the term “human identity” rather than “human 
nature.” This shift in terminology is meant to 
acknowledge the now widely endorsed move away 
from essentialism and inwardness (following Augus
tine) toward the current stress on openness/becom- 
ing and relationship/sociality (following Wittgenstein 
and the linguistic turn). Murphy also explains that 
the book addresses themes that have been pro
foundly impacted by four major intellectual develop
ments: (1) the historicity of concepts of “human 
nature,” (2) the changing nature of religion/theol- 
ogy, (3) postmodern influences in epistemology that 
have challenged various forms of reductionism 
(including scientism), and (4) developments in sci
ence and technology that point toward possibilities 
for radical revisions of our current understanding of 
“human.”

HUMAN SIGNIFICANCE IN THEOLOGY AND THE 
NATURAL SCIENCES: An Ecumenical Perspective with 
Reference to Pannenberg, Rahner, and Zizioulas by
Christopher L. Fisher. Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2010. xvi + 
351 pages. Paperback; $40.00. ISBN: 9781606080535.

Human Significance in Theology and the Natural Sciences 
(hereafter designated HSTS), by Christopher L. 
Fisher, is a reworked edition of the author’s doctoral 
dissertation. Fisher argues in favor of what he calls 
“critical anthropocentrism,” a position that advocates 
a high view of human significance in the cosmos 
on the basis of recent scientific and theological devel
opments. The book comprises two sections. The first 
section, Human Significance in Theology, engages 
the thought of three modern theologians (Wolfhart 
Pannenberg, Karl Rahner, and John Zizioulas) whose 
theological proposals resonate with trends in con
temporary science and whose theology is “critically 
anthropocentric.” In the second section, Human 
Significance in the Natural Sciences, Fisher discusses 
human uniqueness and the question of divine provi
dence in cosmic evolution, and addresses ecological 
concerns that his “critically anthropocentric” thesis 
might raise for his critics.

Prominent Issues in Scientific 
and Theological Considerations 
of Human Personhood
1. The Human Self: Identity vs. Multiplicity
One prominent theme in contemporary social scien
tific discussions of the human self is the question of 
“identity” versus “multiplicity.” On the one hand, 
proponents of multiplicity emphasize the outward
openness and malleability of the self and criticize 
theorists that overemphasize the centeredness of the 
self. For example, Leon Turner (ISS, 125-40) criticizes 
the tendency of some theologians to depict all forms 
of self-multiplicity as pathological, charging them 
with a failure to distinguish between pathological 
and nonpathological forms of multiplicity. In con
trast, Turner argues that self-multiplicity is both 
necessary and desirable (though some forms can 
become pathological). Without it, people would not 
be able to respond creatively and effectively to novel 
situations. Turner proposes that the goal of a healthy 
self is not self-unity, but learning to surrender one’s 
angst for unity and to cope with multiplicity. In place 
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of an essentialist self, Turner supports the notion of 
narrative identity, which “provides a means of under
standing how individual persons can remain contin
uous despite the structural plurality of self and the 
diversity of self-experiences over time” (ISS, 129).2

Pamela Cooper-White (ISS, 141-62) suggests that 
humans possess a kind of “core self,” but not one 
that is a constitutional, inherent essence. Instead, she 
offers the image of “braided selves,” which depicts 
multiple parts of the self as being interwoven into 
a single (nonessential) braid. Strands of the braid 
include such things as embodied life, relationships, 
spirituality, and ethical practices.

Other writers emphasize the relational underpin
nings of the multiple self. Hetty Zock (ISS, 163-81) 
employs Hubert Herman’s theory of the dialogical 
self to describe the self as characterized by conflict, 
tension, and power. Helene Tallon Russell and 
Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki (ISS, 182-97) reject settled 
notions of personhood in favor of continual open
ness to the richness of interpersonal relations. Draw
ing on Kierkegaard and Whitehead, they argue that 
the “self” is not a thing but a relation that precedes, 
evokes, and creates subjectivity.

On the other hand, those emphasizing identity 
aim to preserve a greater emphasis on the individu
ality and continuity of the self. Calvin O. Schrag 
(ISS, 223-42) revisits Kant’s account of the transcen
dental unity of apperception and agrees that the 
transcendental ego plays a decisive role in providing 
the origin and source of knowledge claims. How
ever, he thinks Kant’s account needs to be modified 
in light of hermeneutical theory, historicity, embodi
ment, and sociality. Prior to the formalization of time 
and space as abstract, transcendental conditions for 
perceiving experience, time and space must them
selves be seen as situated within experience (as lived 
time, lived space). As a result, the transcendental ego 
as the unifying principle of self-identity itself under
goes change. This unified self is dynamic in that it is 
conditioned by its immersion in space and time, his
tory, the body, and the social realm of relationships. 
It is a unity that holistically synthesizes multiplicity.

Jan-Olav Henriksen focuses on the crucial role 
that relationships play in shaping and defining the 
self (ISS, 256-72). He argues that love is the most 
important factor in the shaping of the self and high

lights the role of desire in directing the self outward 
in openness to others and to God.

Reflection
While some contemporary scholars are emphasizing 
multiplicity and others identity, virtually all agree 
that essentialist views of human self and personhood 
must be rejected. As Cooper-White (arguing for mul
tiplicity) suggests, we may hold to some notion of a 
“core self,” but we should envision this as a “braided 
self” rather than as an inherent essence (ISS, 141-62). 
The rejection of essentialist views of the human self 
or personhood is an important and positive empha
sis, with historical precedents in both philosophy and 
theology. In philosophy, a radical rejection of essen
tialism developed from Nietzsche’s critique of meta- 
physics3 and then from Sartre’s critique of idealism.4 
The writings of Nietzsche and Sartre helpfully 
exposed and discarded the myth of the essentialist 
self. Unfortunately, however, their proposals tended 
to erode any sense of continuity or “groundedness” 
concerning human identity. Moreover, they promoted 
an individualist conception of selfhood, one which 
prized the individual’s will-to-power and free choice 
for self-actualization but downplayed the role that 
relationships play in healthy identity construction.

A mediating philosophical position is what 
might be called “narrative philosophy,” represented 
by thinkers such as Alasdair MacIntyre and Charles 
Taylor. Narrative philosophy conceives of human 
personhood and identity within the context of for
mative relationships, communities, and cultural 
contexts, which impart to individuals (perhaps ex
plicitly but often implicitly) a value-laden view of 
the world. This includes both conceptual content 
(basic convictions and value distinctions, which 
Taylor refers to as “frameworks”) and affective or 
motivational content (Taylor’s “social imaginary”). 
The latter fosters and shapes the desires and pas
sions of individuals through their immersion in the 
stories, rituals, and practices of their communities 
and cultures.5 It is important to note that it is not 
just religious communities that are shaped by such 
stories, rituals, and practices. Rather, all human com
munities and traditions of inquiry are so formed, 
since all human worldviews or “rationalities” are 
embedded in social narratives.6 Narrative philoso
phy promotes the continuity of the self without 
falling prey to essentialism. The self has continuity 
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not because it is predetermined exclusively by some 
“essence,” but because it exists within a narrative 
that is oriented by a conception of what is good 
and true.7

Christian theology also has rich resources for 
maintaining the continuity of the self without falling 
into essentialism. One example can be found in the 
writings of S0ren Kierkegaard, as Helene Tallon 
Russell and Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki rightly point 
out (ISS, 182-97). For Kierkegaard, the human self 
is a relation; the human self is a self relating to itself.8 
In other words, the human self is a synthesis in 
which a subject (I) relates to itself as an object (me). 
This means that human self-identity is both dialecti
cal (actively and passively being and becoming) and 
temporal (oriented to past, present, and future). It is 
both a gift to be received and a goal to be attained. 
Thus, the human being is characterized by what 
Wolfhart Pannenberg calls “exocentricity,” a term 
which defines the self’s relational constitution as 
being both centered and other-oriented (in openness 
to the world and to the future).9 This means that 
humans are by nature constituted as relational 
beings that gain their identity through a continual, 
dialectical negotiation of the self with itself, the 
world, and other human selves—a process which 
Miroslav Volf calls “differentiation.”10 This rela
tional, other-oriented view of the human self as a 
person-in-relation has many historical precedents in 
Christian theology, some of which include modern 
theologians such as Karl Barth and Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, the Reformers Martin Luther and John 
Calvin, medieval writers such as Richard of St. Vic
tor, and the patristic writers11 (especially the Cappa- 
docians12). Its roots ultimately go back to the Bible 
(e.g., Paul’s depiction of the church as the Body of 
Christ). As Joel Green argues, the biblical narrative 
holds being and becoming together in creative ten
sion. Its view is neither essentialist nor existentialist, 
but relational and holistic (RHN, 276).

2. Human Uniqueness or Distinctiveness
Many contemporary writers prefer to speak of human 
distinctiveness rather than uniqueness, because they 
wish to emphasize the biological continuity of human 
beings with other animals (especially other pri
mates). For such writers, “distinctiveness” indicates 
a quantitatively higher degree of human complexity 

relative to other species rather than a qualitative 
difference. For example, Felipe Fernández-Armesto 
places greater weight on the similarities shared by 
humans and other animals and argues that differ
ences are in degree, not in kind (RHN, 18ff; see also 
Barbara J. King’s article, “Are Apes and Elephants 
Persons?” in ISS, 70-82). Other writers prefer to 
retain the term “uniqueness,” because they believe 
that the uniquely human capacities that have 
emerged from lower systems and levels of biologi
cal existence are qualitatively different (e.g., HSTS, 
204-15). Such capacities differ in kind, not just in 
degree, from their lesser counterparts. For instance, 
human language is qualitatively different from vari
ous forms of prelinguistic communication observed 
among apes, specifically in its use of systems of 
symbols to communicate abstract concepts. Still 
other writers use both terms, employing “distinctive” 
to describe the biological roots of human capacities 
shared with other animals (DNA, subsystems, etc.) 
while reserving the term “unique” for the specifically 
emergent human capacities that are qualitatively 
superior (e.g., HI, 97-115).

Scientists propose different lists of distinctive 
human capacities. For example, Alison Brooks (RHN, 
227-68) provides one of the most comprehensive 
lists, which includes six capacities: abstract thinking; 
planning depth; problem solving through behav
ioral, economic, and technological innovation; imag
ined communities (recognizing kin or community 
with others never met); symbolic thinking (lan
guage, ritual, culture); and a theory of mind (aware
ness of and empathy for the thoughts and feelings of 
others). Other writers prefer to focus on a smaller 
subset of differences (e.g., Fisher, HSTS, 204-23; 
Haag, HI, 131-43; Brown, HI, 97-115). Still others 
focus on the uniqueness or distinctiveness of human 
relationships (David G. Myers, RHN, 206-33; Mal
colm Jeeves, RHN, 176-205; and Warren S. Brown, 
HI, 97-115). As Brown puts it, “What is unique about 
humankind emerges from the characteristics of our 
brains, but only as we are embedded within social 
relationships and interactions with human culture” 
(HI, 114).

Reflection
Most contemporary scholars, both scientists and 
theologians, affirm that human beings are special in 
some distinct way(s) and yet are also interconnected
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with all of life. There is consensus in affirming that 
humans are part of the global ecosystem even while 
playing a special role within it. Present disagreement 
pertains to just how unique human beings are with 
respect to the rest of creation. Underlying this scien
tific discussion of human uniqueness is the ethical 
question of how human beings ought to relate to 
and interact responsibly with the natural world, par
ticularly nonhuman creatures and the environment. 
I suspect that a major concern of those urging us 
to see greater continuity between humans and other 
nonhuman creatures is the (not wholly unfounded) 
fear that an emphasis on human uniqueness leads to 
a sense of human superiority, which then encourages 
various abuses of creation.

Fernández-Armesto (RHN, 11-29) hints at this when 
he states that our current definition of humanity is 
inadequate because it excludes nonhuman animals 
from our moral community. More disparagingly, 
Lynn White famously accused the Genesis creation 
narrative of being responsible for the world’s current 
ecological crisis, because it depicts human beings as 
having dominion over the earth.13 Despite his argu
ment being unpersuasive both exegetically and his
torically, it does raise an important question about 
what adherents of human uniqueness mean ethically 
by the term “unique.” For example, is being unique 
a privilege, a responsibility, or both?

Unfortunately, the biblical notion of human 
dominion has, at times, been distorted and exploited 
by those with malevolent and greedy ends, which, 
of course, can happen to any doctrine or moral posi- 
tion.14 However, one must read the Genesis passage 
in context, and thus notice that it does not give 
humans carte blanche to treat creation any way 
they desire, whether with benevolent or with self
serving and destructive intentions. Very specifically, 
Genesis 1 portrays human beings as uniquely cre
ated in God’s image to be steward-priests of God’s 
creation.15 In their stewardship, they are to honor 
the true King (Yahweh, the one they were created 
to mirror) and to administer God’s creation in ways 
that accord with God’s good character, purposes, 
and explicit commands. In its historical-narrative 
context, Genesis envisions creation as God’s palace
temple and human beings as God’s steward-priests. 
This has significant and far-reaching implications 
for creation care.16
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Both groups identified above want to emphasize 
the importance of caring for creation. The question 
thus arises: Which view of human beings better 
grounds and motivates the duty or responsibility 
to care for the earth—the human being as unique 
steward-priest, or the human being as one animal 
among fellow animals? I am not arguing that ethical 
utility can or should determine ontology; I am 
simply recognizing that in ethics both the nature of 
reality and the basis for motivation are important 
and interrelated. It seems to me that the notion of 
a common fellowship or family among all creatures 
is too vague to ground human responsibility and 
takes too much for granted morally. It is vague 
because it offers little more than biological similarity 
(with some added human complexity) as the ground 
and motivation for care.

But why, on a strictly biological basis, should care 
be normative? Is this what nature tells us? We do not 
see the animal kingdom demonstrating this kind of 
care, especially at an interspecies level. Why should 
tooth-and-claw survival of the fittest not be consid
ered normative? Moreover, it seems that advocates 
of this view cannot finally avoid depending upon 
an (implicit) assumption that human beings are 
unique in some sense in order to make their moral 
argument. Specifically, they view humans as having 
a greater moral responsibility than other species, 
since humans alone have the capacity to recognize 
other animals as brothers and sisters and could thus 
be morally required to treat them as such (or, to put 
it another way, they do not expect other animals 
to reciprocate this benevolence).

If this is the case, why downplay human unique
ness? This would seem only to undermine rather 
than promote human responsibility toward creation. 
As Fisher argues, “Such a leveling ethical principle is 
‘ecopathy,’ because it has destroyed its own moral 
underpinnings” (HSTS, 291). To frame the question 
theologically, is moral responsibility toward creation 
something that we confer upon ourselves or is it 
something we receive as a charge from God? If it is 
something self-conferred, why assume benevolence? 
Why not argue, with Nietzsche, that we should be 
strong and employ our willpower to achieve domi
nance? Conversely, it is precisely humanity’s signifi
cance and uniqueness as God’s stewards that grounds 
a proper sense of respect toward and responsibility 
for the cosmos (HSTS, 278-93). As God’s stewards, 



human beings are to cultivate and care for the crea
tion that God has entrusted to them, thus bringing 
glory to God and serving God’s creative purposes.

3. The Evolution of Self or Personhood
Another major theme in contemporary literature 
about the human person in science and theology is 
the biological evolution of human beings as selves 
or persons. Helpful surveys of human origins are 
provided by Ian Tattersall, Ian Hodder, and Alison 
Brooks. Tattersall (ISS, 33-49) tracks the use of tools 
and technology to demonstrate that the human sense 
of self has arisen from the distinctly human capacity 
for symbolism, which makes advanced communica
tion possible.17 Hodder (ISS, 50-69) focuses his atten
tion on the correlation of human evolution with the 
establishments of settlements and farming. Survey
ing the archaeological evidence of ancient settle
ments throughout his account, Hodder argues that 
humans attained a greater, more precise sense of self 
over against the things they possessed as they gained 
a stronger sense of ownership. Brooks (RHN, 227-68) 
traces the emergence of modern human capacities by 
drawing inferences from the archaeological evidence 
of evolutionary changes.18 Utilizing her archaeologi
cal method, Brooks examines the emergence of six 
distinctly human capacities.

Fernández-Armesto (RHN, 11-29) provides a his
torical account of the development of the recognition 
of universal human personhood. He points out, 
“For most people, in most societies, for most of the 
past, the limits of humankind were narrow” (p. 11). 
Contemporary people tend to take for granted 
modern notions of universal human recognition, 
global human kinship, or a common humanity (with 
accompanying human rights). However, histori
cally, humans did not normally recognize the co
humanity of other groups. Typically, members of 
one human group acknowledged no kinship with 
others. The notion of a common, universal humanity 
is a relatively recent development.

Reflection
One of the things that immediately struck me (as a 
conservative theologian in the evangelical tradition) 
was the high level of consensus, unanimous in the 
books surveyed, in affirming the biological evolution 

of human beings from lower ancestral forms. Of 
course, such consensus is not surprising in the world 
of scientific scholarship, even among those who iden
tify themselves as conservative Christians.19 How
ever, in many conservative Protestant circles, the 
debate over human origins is still highly controver
sial, even serving as a litmus test of orthodoxy in 
some cases.20 The British evangelical theologian 
Alister McGrath, himself a supporter of evolutionary 
theism, reports that old earth creationism has a long 
history in the Christian tradition and is probably the 
majority view within conservative Protestant circles.21

Why is biological evolution so controversial for 
conservative Christians? Aside from the politics and 
cultural wars in late modern America, what deeper 
issues are at stake? First, the Bible clearly teaches 
that human beings are unique in that they alone are 
created to reflect God’s image. The evolution of 
human beings from lower primates seems to blur 
the distinction between humans and animals and 
is perceived as a threat to human uniqueness. The 
challenge then, for Christians in the sciences and 
theologians alike who affirm evolution, is to demon
strate how evolution is compatible with the Chris
tian affirmation that humans are uniquely created 
in the imago Dei (see Fisher, HSTS, 246-77).22 One 
fruitful response to this problem is the contemporary 
discussion of emergence theory, addressed in the 
next section.

A second issue this raises for conservative Chris
tians is whether evolution contradicts the creation 
accounts provided in Genesis 1-2 and thus threatens 
the inspiration of the Bible. Most of the heated 
arguments are taking place around this question. 
In response, several evangelical theologians have 
attempted to demonstrate that evolutionary theory 
does not contradict Genesis, usually by considering 
what the Ancient Near Eastern context of Genesis 
implies about the purpose and implications of the 
creation account.23

A third issue that evolution raises for conserva
tive Christians is that it threatens some theological 
persuasions concerning the creation and Fall of 
humanity. For example, it contradicts the belief that 
physical death originated with the Fall of humanity 
into sin. Such problems are not insurmountable, but 
they do undermine overly literalistic interpretations 
of the Genesis creation narratives.24
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One of the challenges this poses for Christians in 
the sciences and theology is to clarify an epistemol
ogy that does justice to the truth questions being 
asked and to employ an accompanying hermeneutic 
that does justice to the biblical texts. Many recent 
proposals have been helpful in this regard, but they 
have not yet had a significant impact on popular con
servative Christian subculture. Many conservative 
Christians would be surprised (perhaps disturbed) 
to know what the scientists in their own midst 
believe. Part of the problem is the hurtful rhetoric 
of fundamentalists, whether religious or atheistic, 
which serves only to elevate emotions, confuse the 
real questions, and ridicule and alienate those who 
hold opposing views. We need more examples of 
those who break the stereotypes (Denis Lamoureux’s 
book I Love Jesus & I Accept Evolution is a good ex
ample of this). In terms of epistemology, the ques
tion needs to be asked forthrightly: what evidence 
counts for and against evolution and who are the 
right people to adjudicate that evidence? I suggest 
the following guideline: the nature of the question 
posed must determine the methodology employed to 
answer it. Science can neither prove nor disprove 
the Trinity. The Bible can neither prove nor disprove 
the law of gravity. These are different kinds of truth 
questions with different criteria for answering them, 
belonging to corresponding traditions of inquiry. 
What kind of truth question is evolution? I am not 
sure that we have even agreed on that clearly yet, 
at least not in evangelical circles.

4. Emergence Theory
Emergence theory attempts to explain how uniquely 
human capacities and qualities “emerge” from their 
biological rootedness in complex systems (e.g., lan
guage and self-consciousness emerging from the 
prefrontal cortex), which have in turn “emerged” 
from lower-level biological systems and parts (e.g., 
those observed in nonhuman animals). Such unique, 
emergent human capacities are greater than the sum 
of their constituent parts. They are qualitatively dis
tinct from those parts, amounting to changes of kind 
and not just incremental advances of degree.25 Some 
examples of emergent capacities in human beings 
include consciousness, language, the forming of inter
personal relationships, morality, spirituality, abstract 
thinking, art, music, and culture.26 Emergence theory 
combines observations and discoveries in evolu

tionary biology and neurophysiology with insights 
gained from information systems theory to depict 
human development.27

Reflection
One of the contributions of emergence theory is that 
it provides a way for us to talk about the biological 
rootedness of human beings and their evolution 
from less complex forms of life without falling into 
various types of reductionism. For example, it avoids 
the biological reductionisms of sociobiologists such 
as Edward O. Wilson and Richard Dawkins, in 
which human beings are depicted basically as gene
reproducing biological machines with no greater 
transcendent purposes (see HI, pp. 152-6). It also 
debunks the common twentieth-century portrait of 
the human being as merely a “cerebral subject,” 
which fosters the idea that we simply are our brains 
(see Fernando Vidal’s historical narrative and cri
tique of this development in RHN, 30-57).28

A second major contribution of emergence theory 
is that many are employing it to “resolve” the age- 
old problem of the relation of body to soul—or, 
in modern terms, mind to brain (or in extreme 
materialist-reductionist conceptions of the “cerebral 
subject,” body to brain).29 I use the term “resolve” 
somewhat loosely and tentatively, because many 
recognize that while emergence theory contributes 
to a more comprehensive understanding of the whole 
human person, it also leaves some important ques
tions and criticisms unanswered.

While emergence theory is helpful in some 
respects it does not completely close the gap between 
scientific and religious descriptions of reality (ISS, 
338-56).30 Restricted to physical description, scien
tific vocabulary ends up speaking rather vaguely 
about what precisely is an emergent capacity: what 
precisely is consciousness? what precisely is the 
“soulish thing” we call the soul?31 Physical descrip
tion, even of the nonreductive sort, also seems to 
fall short when explaining transcendent experiences. 
For example, Fisher points out that physical 
approaches lacking reference to the soul have diffi
culty explaining accounts given by people who have 
endured near-death experiences, especially those 
resuscitated from clinical death (HSTS, 232-6). 
Nevertheless, emergence theory provides categories 
of understanding that allow both “soft” dualists 
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and nonreductive physicalists (or holistic monists) 
to find common ground.

Theorists advocating or leaning toward monisim 
or nonreductive physicalism can still speak of 
human beings possessing “soulishness” (e.g., see HI, 
115). Conversely, dualists can now speak in a more 
nuanced way about the body-soul relation. Malcolm 
Jeeves (RHN, 176-205) suggests that we can speak 
of duality without substance dualism and argues 
in favor of “irreducible intrinsic interdependence” 
between the mental/spiritual and the physical. 
Along these lines, Roger Scruton argues that what 
is needed is a theory of the soul that detaches the 
concept from the outdated “inner self” idea (ISS, 
349). Martinez Hewlett endorses Aquinas’s view 
that body and soul form one substance (HI, 147-63), 
and Catherine Keller suggests that the human per
son emerges as a “pneumatic complex” (ISS, 318).

In sum, emergence theory takes human biological 
rootedness seriously while preserving an important 
emphasis on mystery and transcendence, or what 
might be called the realm of spirit. Those inclined to 
stress the biological nature of human existence 
require something like emergence theory in order 
to have a holistic account of human consciousness, 
knowledge of God, and morality. Those inclined to 
stress the spiritual dimension of human existence 
require something like emergence theory to explain 
how their spiritual life affects and is affected by their 
daily existence in the world. As one recent example, 
Paul Markham has convincingly employed emer
gence theory to demonstrate the importance of the 
spiritual disciplines for “hard-wiring the brain” for 
spiritual growth and character transformation.32

5. Conclusion
I have explored some of the prominent issues cur
rently being discussed in the sciences and theology 
concerning human personhood. Throughout the 
essay, I have suggested areas of consensus and dis
agreement, and have attempted to probe beneath the 
surface of the factual details of the debate in order 
to bring to light some of the theological and ethical 
assumptions and implications at stake. One impor
tant theme discussed in this essay is whether the 
human self should be conceived in terms of “iden
tity” or of “multiplicity.” The underlying concern of 

the proponents of both positions is that we reject 
essentialism but retain some measure of continuity 
of the self. Theologically, the Christian tradition has 
described the human being, in terms analogous to 
the Trinity, as a person-in-relationship.

A second pertinent issue concerns the uniqueness 
of human beings relative to other animals. The under
lying concern here is how best to account for and 
motivate human responsibility toward the environ
ment and toward nonhuman creatures. I suggested 
that a theological conception, grounded in the narra
tive of scripture, of human beings as steward-priests 
of creation who are accountable to God, does the job 
better than a vague conception of all creatures being 
in a universal-ethical animal family.

A third prominent issue is the evolution of human 
beings, which has raised theological concerns for 
many conservative Christians. I suggested that we 
need to follow an epistemology that does justice to 
the nature of the truth question(s) being posed and 
employ a hermeneutic that does justice to the pur
pose of the biblical texts being interpreted.

Finally, the last pertinent issue I identified is 
emergence theory. I suggested that emergence 
theory helps us to take seriously the biological 
rootedness of human beings even while preserving 
an appropriate emphasis on the mystery of human 
existence. Similarly, emergence theory helps us to 
account for transcendence and the realm of spirit 
without falling prey to substance dualism. A
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