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Being Human

A Course in Biblical Anthropology, or Christian Ethics as Good News

Lord Heal the Child, Thomas Hart Benton (American, 1934) (detail)



Hot Topics and the Ten Commandments

Technology

Work and Rest

Money

Gender

Sexuality

Politics

Culture


All of these questions involve or even center on what it means to be human 

In this class, we seek to go the other way:  we begin by examining the 
doctrines which give us our understanding of what it means to be human, and 
then apply them to tough ethical questions.

Time, Work, and Rest

Authority

The Value of Human Life

Sex

Our Stuff

The Truth

Contentedness



Being Human

A Course in Biblical Anthropology, or Christian Ethics as Good News

1. Trinity


• The ethical implications of confessing a mystery 
2. Ecce Homo:  Incarnation


• The meaning of embodied existence 
3. Creatio Ex Nihilo:  The Meaning of Creation


• Gratitude, Boredom, and Technology 
4. Homo Adorans:  The Chief End of Man


• Beauty and Desire



Being Human

A Course in Biblical Anthropology, or Christian Ethics as Good News

5. Imago Dei 1:  Humanity as Representative of God


• Vocation, Work, and Rest 
6. Imago Dei 2:  Humanity as Representational of God


• Sex, Marriage, and Friendship 
7. The Church


• Service and Authority 
8. Resurrection


• Politics, Cultural Engagement, and Loving the City



Christian Ethics as Good News

• Ethics and the logic of scripture


• Dogmatics tells us what is certain; ethics is a matter of reasoning from what is 
certain to what is not.


• “Obedience is a matter of how our own confession is to harmonize with the 
testimony of Scripture, and it is concerned to achieve a correspondence 
between the whole train of thought of the text from A to B and the whole train 
of our thought from X to Y.” - Oliver O’Donovan, Self, World, and Time 

• Why Scripture offers the counsel that it offers, how it reaches its conclusions, 
matters as much as the conclusions themselves.


• Example:  Scripture on marriage constantly refers back to Genesis 1-2.



The plan for today

Some competing definitions of what it means to be human

Some preliminary thoughts on what’s at stake in getting it right

Interior Of The Artist’s Studio (The Tenth Street Studio), William Merritt Chase (American, 1880)



Ways of Conceiving of Being Human

Capacity

Function

Relationship

Covenant


Holy Mountain III, Horace Pippin (American, 1945)



Capacity
Rationality, Language, Creativity…


“In nature’s talent show we are simply a species of primate with our own act, a 
knack for communicating information about who did what to whom by 
modulating the sounds we make when we exhale.” - Steven Pinker, The 
Language Instinct



Classical Definitions of “Human”

“Man's excellence consists in the fact that God made him to His own image by 
giving him an intellectual soul, which raises him above the beasts of the field.”


- Augustine, The Literal Meaning of Genesis, Book 6, Chapter 12


God made humanity “after His own image, not as regards the possession of a 
body and of mortal life, but as regards the rational mind with the power of 
knowing God, and with the superiority as compared with all irrational creatures 
which the possession of reason implies.”


- Augustine, “Reply to Faustus the Manichaean”


“…to be the image of God belongs to the mind only.” 

- Thomas Aquinas, ST Ia.93.6.




Classical Definitions of “Human”

“…the image of God extends to everything in which the nature of man 
surpasses that of all other species of animals...And though the primary seat of 
the divine image was in the mind and the heart, or in the soul and its powers, 
there was no part even of the body in which some rays of glory did not shine.”


- John Calvin, Institutes I.15.iii.


“We were created in the image of God. Whatever was good or comely in us was 
a part of that image; especially the ornaments of our minds, the perfections of 
our souls. These things had in them a resemblance of, and a correspondency 
unto, some excellencies in God.”


- John Owen, The Works of John Owen, vol. 6, p. 497



Problems with Capacity Definitions

Chief Justice Oliver Wendell 
Holmes, Jr. wrote the majority 
opinion in Buck v. Bell:  “Three 
generations of imbeciles is 
enough…”



Problems with Capacity Definitions
Capacity-based definition of humanity can 
easily lead to the dehumanization of those 
deemed not to possess the relevant 
capacities.


(Which is not to say that all acts of 
violence follow from dehumanization - 
see Paul Bloom, “The Root of All Cruelty, 
The New Yorker, November 27, 2017)


“We may decide whether or not any being 
manifests ‘personality’ by testing for it. … 
But we cannot decide in this way whether 
or not any being is a person. We discern 
persons only by love, by discovering 
through interaction and commitment that 
this human being is irreplaceable.” 


- Oliver O’Donovan, Begotten, Not Made, 
p. 59




Function

Virtue 
Has the advantage of providing a way to 
move from “is” to “ought”

• Hume, Kant, and Kierkegaard all claim that 

no “ought” can follow logically from “is” – 
in other words, moral claims don’t follow 
as simple matters of logic, but must 
“import” some set of preferences from 
outside 


• MacIntyre points out obvious 
counterexamples:  “This is a good watch” 
is shorthand for “Because this watch 
keeps accurate time (a factual statement), 
it does what a watch ought to do.”



Function

• This is valid because “watch” is a 
functional concept – what a watch ought 
to do is part of the definition of what a 
watch is.


• So a premise of later moral philosophers 
who claimed “no ought from is” must be 
that moral claims don’t involve functional 
concepts.



Function

• “Yet moral arguments within the classical, 
Aristotelian tradition – whether in its Greek 
or its medieval versions – involve at least 
one central functional concept, the 
concept of man understood as having an 
essential nature and an essential purpose 
or function… It is only when man is 
thought of as an individual prior to and 
apart from all roles that ‘man’ ceases to be 
a functional concept.” – After Virtue, 58-59



Problems with Functional Definitions

Our focus tends to shift from what sort 
of people we are to what outcomes we 
can achieve


New Year’s Resolutions 2018 and 
LifeHacks


• The Power of Habit, Charles Duhigg 
• When, Daniel H. Pink 



Problems with Functional Definitions

“I appreciate the good-hearted and 
intelligent efforts of choice architects 
such as Sunstein to make my 
autonomous life a little bit better. I 
wish, though, that I could be made a 
better chooser rather than having 
someone on high take advantage 
(even for my own benefit) of my 
current thoughtlessness and my 
shabby intuitions.” 


- Jeremy Waldron, The New York 
Review of Books, October 9, 2014




Nudges and Jigs





Nudges and Jigs



Nudges and Jigs

A jig “is a device or procedure that guides a 
repeated action by constraining the 
environment in such a way as to make the 
action go smoothly, the same each time, 
without having to think about it. … A jig 
reduces the degrees of freedom that are 
afforded by the environment. …


“Character is a kind of jig that is built up 
through habit, becoming a reliable pattern of 
responses to a variety of situations. … If I fail 
to opt out of a 401(k), have I really acted?  
Have I done something, such as facing down 
temptation, that helps to wear the groove of 
habit into my character?  Probably not.”




Relationship

Rosalind W. Picard, MIT Media Lab, Founder/Director of the Affective Computing Research Group




Capacity, Function, Relationship

All of these can be seen as elements of what it means to be human


Focusing on just one can lead to dehumanization


Even taking all three together, on their own, won’t deliver


Why?  Lack of direction.  


Example:  curiosity and studiousness.


“…[C]uriosity is checked and… studiousness is promoted when the intellect… 
[is] directed to the proper… ends of contemplation and edification.”


- John Webster, “Curiosity,” The Domain of the Word




Covenant

When Abram was ninety-nine years old the LORD appeared to Abram and said 
to him, “I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless, that I may make 
my covenant between me and you, and may multiply you greatly.” - Genesis 
17:1-2


He has told you, O man, what is good;

	 	 and what does the LORD require of you

	 but to do justice, and to love kindness,

	 	 and to walk humbly with your God? - Micah 6:8




Covenant

Blessed is the man

	 	 who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,

	 nor stands in the way of sinners,

	 	 nor sits in the seat of scoffers;

	 but his delight is in the law of the LORD,

	 	 and on his law he meditates day and night. - Psalm 1:1-2


He established a testimony in Jacob

	 	 and appointed a law in Israel,

	 which he commanded our fathers

	 	 to teach to their children…


so that they should set their hope in God

	 and not forget the works of God,

	 	 but keep his commandments… - Psalm 78:5, 7




Covenant

I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the 
calling to which you have been called… - Ephesians 4:1


Therefore?


For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in 
heaven and on earth is named, that according to the riches of his glory he may 
grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner being, 
so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith—that you, being rooted 
and grounded in love, may have strength to comprehend with all the saints 
what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of 
Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of 
God. - Ephesians 3:14-19 


