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I n T r o d u c T I o n

The harvard biologist e.o. wilson built a brilliant career studying the 
behavior of social insects. in wasps and bees he found genetically 
determined social behaviors that enable those species not only to 

survive but to thrive. Those insects that have the genetic code for the suc-
cessful pattern for organizing behaviors are the ones that have succeeded. 
because of this success they are able to pass on to their offspring the dna 
that contains the genetic code that governs those behaviors. The species is 
thus able to live on, unlike those failed insect species that did not possess 
this organizational survival strategy.

in a later work, On Human Nature, wilson extrapolated the results of the 
biological study of insects to the realm of human life. he claimed that much 
of human behavior is also the genetically determined survival strategy of the 
human species. he applied this analysis not only to such behavior as parents’ 
willingness to risk their lives to protect the life of their child, but also to reli-
gious behaviors such as the worship of God. according to wilson, religious 
behavior is a strategy that binds the members of a society together so that 
they might cooperate and find success as a species.

we cannot deny that wilson has a brilliant and interesting insight. no 
doubt there are behaviors in human beings that are the result of genetic en-
coding. Further, even in those human behaviors that we think of as least 
determined by biology, such as great acts of freedom, heroism, and spiritu-
ality, there is probably a biological influence that is shaped by our genetic 
inheritance. however, wilson has mistakenly taken one factor in a complex 
reality and made it the complete explanation of that reality. he has reduced 
the human to the biological, when in fact the human person is not only bio-
logical but is also so much more.

wilson is not alone in making a reductionist analysis of human nature. 
other scientists have followed the same path of reductionism. Pierre simon 
laplace (1749-1827) was fascinated by the view of the world that was opened 
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by isaac newton and others during the seventeenth-century scientific revo-
lution. laplace and those like him viewed the universe as a vast machine 
governed in all its motions by the laws of physics. all change is a product of 
physical causes governed by those laws. if a person only knew the velocity 
and starting position of every particle in the universe, all future states of the 
world could be deduced. The only limit on such knowledge is the capacity of 
the human mind to grasp it all. and since human beings, too, are governed 
by such laws, their freedom, spirituality, and cultural creativity are all ulti-
mately illusions. They are simply the effects of the movements of the elemen-
tary particles that make us up, moving from state to state as determined by 
previous states and the laws of physics. as laplace put it:

we ought then to regard the present state of the universe as 
the effect of its anterior state and as the cause of the one which 
is to follow. Given for one instant an intelligence which could 
comprehend all the forces by which nature is animated and the 
respective situation of the being who composed it—an intel-
ligence sufficiently vast to submit these data to analysis—it 
would embrace in the same foundation the movements of the 
greatest bodies of the universe and those of the lightest atoms; 
for it, nothing would be uncertain and the future, as the past, 
would be present to its eyes.1

human beings are physical and so are governed by the laws of physics, 
but we are also much more. There are other factors beyond the physical that 
shape the human story.

Francis crick, who with James watson discovered the structure of dna 
in the early 1950s, has claimed that all life is ultimately governed by the laws 
of chemistry. crick writes,

Thus eventually one may hope to have the whole of biology 
“explained” in terms of the level below it, and so on right down 

1  Pierre simon laplace, A Philosophical Essay on Probabilities, 6th ed., trans F.w. Truscott 
and F.l. emory (new york: dover, 1961), 4, as quoted in ian G. barbour, Religion and 
Science: Historical and Contemporary Issues (new york: harpercollins, 1997), 35.
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to the atomic level…The knowledge we have already make it 
highly unlikely that there is anything that cannot be explained 
by physics and chemistry.2

This includes human beings as well:

The astonishing hypothesis is that “you,” your joys and your 
sorrows, your memories and your ambitions, your sense of 
identity and free will, are in fact no more than the behavior of 
a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associated molecules. 
as lewis carroll’s alice might have phrased it “you’re really 
nothing but a pack of neurons.” This hypothesis is so alien to 
the ideas of most people alive today that it can truly be called 
astonishing.3

reductionist views of the human person are not limited to practitioners 
of the hard sciences. Karl Marx thought humanity could ultimately be ex-
plained in terms of economics and class structure. he is joined at the other 
end of the political spectrum by many capitalists who in practice, if not the-
ory, believe the human individual is not much more than an economic unit 
to be exploited. Their fundamental attitude is revealed by Madison avenue, 
which does not hesitate to use human relationships (sexuality), the great 
creations of human culture in the arts, and the most fundamental themes 
of human freedom and religious experience to sell its products. economic 
leaders may not espouse such a view in theory, but their practice gives away 
their deepest attitudes.

There are others who believe the human person is nothing more than a 
political animal or simply the product of psychological forces. The point, 
however, is that there is no shortage of those who believe the human per-
son can be reduced to the merely physical, or biological, or chemical, or 

2  Francis crick, Of Molecules and Men (seattle: university of washington Press, 1966), 
14 and 98, as quoted in ian G. barbour, Religion and Science, 230.

3  Francis crick, The Astonishing Hypothesis: The Scientific Search for the Soul (new york: 
charles scribner’s sons, 1994), 3, as quoted in John F. haught, Science and Religion: From 
Conflict to Conversation (new york: Paulist Press, 1995), 72.
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political, or economic and nothing more. each of these positions has valid 
insights. They see something about human being that is true and must be 
taken into consideration for any total understanding of who we are. but the 
human person cannot be reduced to the factors they claim explain the hu-
man person in its totality.

reductionism is not the only problem that plagues our present under-
standing of what it means to be a human being. we live in a society that 
rightly cherishes the freedom of the individual. but for many people, free-
dom has been reduced merely to choice, and so they overlook the role of 
creativity and imagination in the life of freedom. They see freedom as the 
choice between one product and another, one restaurant and another, one 
political party and another. They miss the wider aspects of freedom that 
enable us to look at our lives creatively, imagine new possibilities, and act 
on them. The reduction of freedom to choice also causes us to overlook the 
contexts in which we make decisions. Far too often we fail to consider the 
common good as well as the many contexts of relationships and commit-
ments in which freedom operates. Freedom then becomes a destructive 
arbitrariness.

our society is also currently witnessing a struggle over the nature of 
knowledge. There are those we might label “absolutists” who hold that there 
is an absolute truth, and they, of course, have it. They conclude that anyone 
who disagrees with them must be evil or ignorant. on the other hand, there 
are those we might label “relativists” who hold that there is no objective 
truth. They think that much of what we think we know is simply the prod-
uct of our culture, our gender, or our socio-economic status. The absolutists 
overemphasize how the human person is able to transcend history, culture, 
gender, and a myriad of other factors that have shaped us in order to arrive 
at some archimedean point of objectivity in what we know. The relativists 
see us trapped by those many factors and unable to reach any objectivity at 
all. both groups take partial factors that make up the human person and so 
overemphasize them that they have a distorted view not only of the human 
person but also of what human beings can know.

This struggle between absolutism and relativism is only exacerbated 
in the realm of religion, which deals with God, who is absolute. religious 
fundamentalists, such as some christian conservatives, pick up on the ab-
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solutist position. because they speak and act in the name of God, who is 
absolute and has revealed absolute truth to them, they think anyone who 
disagrees with them must be evil. They see themselves involved in a religious 
war in which anything they do is justified because they act in the name of 
God. Thus al Qaeda flies planes into skyscrapers, and some americans find 
themselves justifying torture. They seek to impose their positions on society 
without respect for the opinions of others. The relativists reduce religion to 
the realm of private opinion. in their minds religion must be kept on the 
sidelines. They may have a point given how the absolutists tend to act, but 
religion is more than a private matter. religion bears a spiritual and ethical 
wisdom that must be brought to bear as our society debates issues such as 
health care and abortion, war and peace, immigration and the safety of our 
borders. religion cannot be sidelined as a merely private matter.

There are many issues facing our world and our society today that need 
to be thought through in the light of an adequate understanding of what it 
means to be a human being. we are surely physical, chemical, economic, 
and political beings, but we are also much more. it is not so much those 
very concrete factors but rather that nebulous “something more” that needs 
attention. a philosophical and theological understanding of the human per-
son can be helpful here. as we look at the human person, we find not only 
that there is something more, but that something more is at the heart of 
human nature.

Philosophy looks at the human person as a whole. it takes the insights of 
the physical and social sciences into account and then looks for the deeper 
structures and dynamics that govern human life. as we shall see, Tillich uses 
the word ontological for those deeper structures. The word ontological has 
its roots in the Greek word for “being”—ontos. in using the word ontologi-
cal for these deeper structures, Tillich claims that they shape and govern all 
dimensions of reality, both in human life and in the world at large. They are 
to be found in their clearest form and expression in human life, but they are 
at work in anything that has being. They are the structures of being. Thus 
these ontological structures shape and influence who we are and how we 
act as human beings. They govern how we know. and as we shall see, those 
ontological structures eventually push us beyond the limits of created reality 
and have us looking for something ultimate. Philosophy does not give us 
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that ultimate reality, but it shapes the questions we need to ask into a coher-
ent form and shows that human life is radically open to something more in 
a quest that nothing finite can satisfy.

religion and theology witness to the presence of that ultimate reality in 
life. it would be easy to say they give us the concrete, objective answers to 
the great questions of life, but that would simply place us in the absolutist 
camp. when religion and theology function at their best, they do not give us 
final, permanent formulas to answer the great questions of life. They place 
us before mystery. in this context, mystery is not something we do not know 
but will eventually solve. Mystery is very much present in life, but it eludes 
any attempt to capture it in formulas. it is simply too much. we know its 
presence in our lives, but our words fail to give it adequate expression. we 
simply cannot wrap our minds around it, although this mysterious ultimate 
reality lies at the core of our human quest for that something more. From 
the time of augustine (354-430), christian theology has called this mystery 
God. as we shall see, our interaction with God is very much shaped by the 
fundamental structures of our humanity.

in this book i propose the following definition to guide our exploration 
of humanity from a philosophical/theological point of view: To be human is 
to live the creative tension between finite embodiment and the infinite self-
transcendence of the human spirit.

This definition involves three elements. First, there is finite embodiment, 
which deals with our limitations in the face of that something more. Finite 
embodiment refers to the fact that we are limited by such factors as time, 
space, and culture. second, there is the infinite self-transcendence of the 
human spirit. This is the element of the human that involves the something 
more. it is not so much something we now are or something we now possess. 
it is, rather, an orientation and a dynamic openness to something more. in 
this context, the word “spirit” refers not so much to some ethereal substance 
we cannot see, but rather to a way of being that is oriented to something 
more, to mystery. Third, the creative tension between the two is where the 
story of the human is lived out in all its remarkable achievements, possibili-
ties and tragedies.

our exploration of this view of the human will proceed according to the 
following plan. First, we will examine the two key elements of the definition, 
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finite embodiment and the infinite self-transcendence of the human spirit. 
both are complicated topics because they involve much more than we might 
think at first. and yet both of them in their many aspects can be understood 
by looking at simple, everyday experiences. next we will examine the cre-
ative tension between the two elements. in that creative tension our human-
ity comes alive. we shall explore that tension from three perspectives: from 
the perspective of the dynamics and structures of all being, those ontological 
structures we noted before; from the perspective of the six factors that are 
involved in any human experience; and finally, from the perspective of how 
we speak of God and how we come to know the truth. we shall then con-
sider grace and sin, which are very much universal aspects of human experi-
ence but are not a part of human nature. The previous analyses should make 
clear that human nature is radically open. sin and grace are both possible 
for human beings, but from a theological perspective neither sin nor grace 
is given with human nature. sin is a possibility given with our freedom, but 
there is nothing about being human that demands that we become sinners. 
because human life is a quest for that something more we discussed previ-
ously, we are open to the possibility of grace. we shall see that grace is a gift 
from beyond our nature. we shall then look at grace a second time, this time 
recognizing that grace is fundamentally the presence and activity of God’s 
holy spirit in human life. here we shall see that grace universally involves 
the human race in the very dynamics of the life of God.
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summarize what it means to be human in two or three sentences. This is not 
an easy task, and you will probably omit many factors you would later like to 
include. but this will give you a starting point for your reflections on what it 
means to be a human person.

underline the key terms of your definition and expand them by writing 
down words you associate with those terms. you might develop your initial 
thinking by writing a sentence or two expanding your key terms and giving 
examples to illustrate your terms.

briefly explain why you chose those key ideas when you thought about what 
it means to be human. what in your personal story led you to think about 
the human in this way?

ask someone the same question: what does it mean to be a human being? 
write down the key words in their answer. Pay special attention to key terms 
they used that were not in your statement. ask them to explain why they 
chose those ideas. what in their personal story led them to talk about the 
human in the way they did?




