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ABSTRACT 

James Wetzel offers a phtlosoph1cal reformulation of the doctnne ofongt­
nal sin In thrs response I explore the subtleties of his account and ques­
tion whether his reformulation has not lost something crucial-the 
connection of original sin and God's grace enacted in Jes us 

JAMES WETZEL HAS WRITTEN A COMPLEX and probmg essay offermg 
what he terms "a ph1losoph1cal reformulat10n and defense of the doc­
trme of ongmal sm" (Wetzel 1995, 3) I wtll attempt, first, to explore 
the VISIOn of human nature that emerges m his essay, and, second, to 
ask whether he has accurately described his undertakmg as a refor­
mulation of a (Christian) "doctrme" I thmk that somethmg important 
to the doctrme has been lost along the way That, of course, does not 
make his essay any less worthwhile or ms1ghtful as a ph1losoph1cal 
exammation of a deeply puzzlmg aspect of human nature, but it does 
raise quest10ns, far beyond my capacity to answer, of what it might 
mean to reformulate a doctrine 

1 

Wetzel wants to Jettison any notrnn that our smful cond1t10n is m­
hented (not JUSt, I take it, the Augustmian not10n that it is mhented 
via bwlogical propagat10n) He does not, therefore, want to explam 
our bondage to sm by appealing to a Fall of our first parents, nor does 
he find any such explanatory urge m the third chapter of Genesis In­
stead, he seeks to disclose through philosophical analysis the truth 
that to be responsible is to know oneself as already guilty with a bur­
den of guilt mhented from no one Whereas critics of original sm often 
argue that we can be gmlty only when we are responsible or account­
able for our deeds, the kernel of truth Wetzel finds m the doctrine is 
that guilt precedes respons1b1hty Bemg responsible means knowmg 
oneself as already ginlty 
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Such a view 1s paradoxical, of courser and Wetzel goes to work t<J 
dispel at least some of the hew1lderment it may engender He uses 
Immanuel Kant to develop a picture of the human person as morally 
d1v1ded between propensities toward good and evil and as necdmg to 
take respons1b1hty for this d1v1dcd self Without at least bemg drawn 
toward what is good-bemg receptive even if not fully responsive to 
its lure--we would not be moral agents at all To will evil fo1 its own 
sake with no sense of any contrary tng, to be drnbohcal, is really to 
suffer the loss of agency-to become a thmg Just as we could Jose our 
agency through external constramts that compelled even om willing 
(not Just the hm1ts w1thm which we willed) and turned us mto a thmg, 
so also the loss of all mtei nal cons ti am ts upon the domg of evil makes 
us mto thmgs that are totally unable to respond to what I~ good 

There are, of couroe, other reasons why we might not respond to 
what is good We might be torn by confhctmg impulses and give m to 
what we know to be bad Or we might mistakenly, out of ignorance, do 
what is bad, thmkmg it good In neither of these cases however, are 
we entirely unreceptive to the good They diffe1 therefore. from dia­
bolical action, which we can hardly conceive to he "action" at all 

The argument to this pomt offt'rs an mtngumg VIs10n and 1t helps 
one to see what the horror of hell would be To be m hell means to 
have become a thing to have lost moral personality The terror of it 1:3 

not that one might suffer foreVPr. but that one would have loet for~ver 
the poss1b1hty ofbemg human-lost, to use language Wetzel does not, 
the end for which we are created But now, if we are drawn by Wet­
zel's argument, will we not haVP difficulty descnbmg the opposite of 
the hm1t case of hell? Would we not also lose agency-lose our hu­
mamty-~m heaven? If we suppose that m heaven we would do the 
good automatically, without consciousness of any contrary- incent1vPs, 
have we begun to picture heavenly bhss as "thmghood"7 

Here Susan Wolf's asyrrimetry thesis comes to the resrue It is true 
that m heaven we would be irresrnt1 bly motivated to do what is good 
It is also true that we cannot be held responsible for an irresistibly 
motivated evil act-cannot be held responsible because at that pomt 
we are no longer an agent but a tlnng But 1t is not true that agenc1 lS 

lost when we are irresistibly motivated to do not what is evil but what 
1s good Although our natural impulse toward symmetry nnght lead 
us to suppose that the cases are parallel, they are not Responsible 
agency reqmres only that we be able to feel the lure of the good, that 
we be receptive to its lure even if not alway5 fully responsive to it 
When we expenence contrary incentives toward good and evil but 
choose what is eVIl, we are receptive to the good When we do what is 
evil while supposmg lt to be good, we arc receptive to the good And 
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when without feeling even the tug of any contrary incentive we do 
what is good, we are receptive-and, m this case, fully responsive-to 
the good However, when we are drawn only to what is evil, we have 
lost our moral humanity Whereas hell is the loss of our humanity, 
heaven is its full reahzatrnn 

Although I have put the argument mto terms that are not always 
WetzPl's, I think it is still recognizably his case, and it offers a pene­
tratmg picture of what it means to be a morally responsible human 
being Respons1b1hty, it turns out, always includes a sense of guilt for 
wrongdoing, a recognitrnn of d1v1s10n within the self Seeing this, how­
ever, we can no longer explain why we did evil The more we come to 
recogmze and acknowledge our guilt, the less mtelhg1ble our actrnn 
becomes to us How could the lure of evil really have conquered the 
lure of the good? Or how could we have been so blind as to thmk good 
what we now clearly see to be evil? But there it is We were d1v1ded, 
we were blind, we are guilty We cannot shift the respons1b1hty for 
this to anyone else, we can only acknowledge its truth The ms1ght 
here LS not unhke C S Lewis's suggestrnn that we imagine what 
might happen if 

a very badly brought up boy 1s 1ntroduced into a decent family They 
rightly remind themselves that 1t 1s "not his own fault" that he is a bully, 
a CO'Nard, a tale-bearer and a bar But, however it came there, his pres­
ent character 1s nonetheless detestable [T]hough the boy is most un­
fortunate in having been so brought up, you cannot quite call his 
character a "misfortune" as 1f he were one thing and his character an­
other It 1s he-he himself-who bullies and sneaks and hkes doing it 
And if he begms to mend he will mevitably feel shame and gmlt at what 
he i" JUSt begmmng to cease to be [Lewis 1962, 85-86] 

The more fully we become capable of ratrnnal, responsible agency, the 
more surely we become aware that we bear a burden of guilt Ifwe try 
to deny our respons1b1hty for such gmlt, we are forced to pretend that 
we are one thing and our character another If we can no longer ex­
plain why we did evil, that is a sign of moral progress, but it does not 
itself make us whole 

2 

Thus far I have tried simply to emphasize the rich complexity of 
Wetzel's argument To the degree that his dep1ct10n of moral agency 
persuades us, he has gone some way toward describing human beings 
in terms s1m1lar to that of the Christian doctrine of original sm That 
is, he has given intelligible express10n to a vis10n of agents who act 
freely but whose wills are in bondage in the sense that their very abtl-
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ity to act freely and responsibly testifies to the moral evil that has 
them m its grip Nor can they descnbe their cond1t10n simply as mis­
fortune or fate They have to acknowledge themselws ae responsible 
and perverse 

I do not mtend, however, to ask whether the argument persuades I 
am myself persuaded on a number of pomts-for example, that fH'e 
will does not reqmre alternative courses of act10n that to come to 
know ourselves as responsible mvolves the acknowledgment of a guilt 
already there I am less persuaded at other pomts-for example, that 
Wetzel can really make good on the asymmetry thesis, though I would 
be happy to see him succeed Nor am I always certam that he is actu­
ally offenng an argument that should persuade us rather thdn a v1-
s10n which, if unpacked sufficiently, might simply grasp us But I set 
aside these quest10ns m order to turn directly to the claim that he is 
offermg a reformulat10n of the doctrine of ongmal sm 

Has anythmg important been Jost? A doctnne, after all ls not a 
ph1losoph1cal argument It is a teachmg of the church, and it stands 
not on its own but m relat10n to other doctrmes -m relabon to all the 
articles of faith Wetzel himself is, of course, clear about one thmg 
that has been lost, smce he has deliberately Jettisoned it The already 
preqent burden of gmlt that we d1scovei through his analysis of moral 
agency 1s a burden "we have mhented from no one" (4) He is nght 
to note that the Genesis story does not provide an explanatwn for the 
emergence of ev1l m a creat10n declared good Ev1! 1s already present 
(through the serpent) m the Genesis story, and the first evil will is 
s1mply an eruption, a surd, in the creation Therefore, Wetz.:::l wnteR, 
"[t]he search for an ongmal rebel, who saw the light and then turned 
f1om it, is a futile one, the human part is not to find the creator of 
darkness, but to acknowledge the darkness that has made its claim 
upon what human" creatp" ( 4-5) 

Wetzel offers us a penetratmg and often persuasive account of the 
perversity of moral agents, but 1t remains chiefly an account of md1-
v1dual agency What the notion of mhcnted sm and the sea1 ch for an 
ongmal rebel earned, m add1t1on, was the sense that humanity was 
fallen-that 1n the sin of our firbt parents we, too, were 1mpl1cated and 
had gone astray If we believe m all seriousness that the human self 
is social to its very core, then the fact that the first evil will lo ,nexphr­
able need not mean that ourb is also Thus, Austin :Farrer writes 

(Jur humanity itself is a cultural hentage the talking animal is talker! 
into talk by those who talk at h1m, and how if they talk crooked? His 
mind ts not at first his own, but the echo oflns elders rrhe echo turns into 
a voice, the painted portrait steps down from the frame, and each of us 
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becomes himself Yet by the time we are aware of our independence. we 
are what others have made us We can never unweave the web to the 
very bottom, and weave 1t up agam [Farrer 1961, 102] 

Thus, the transm1ss1on of smfulness mvolves 1mitat10n, but an 1m1ta­
tion that goes far deeper than we, m our Pelagian moments, w1sh to 
concede Before we stand on any neutral ground, able to choose 
among exemplars or to reject all m favor of our own ideals, our charac­
ter has begun to be formed and the onentatJon of our will estabhshed 
This 1s not s1mply our misfortune-as if we were one thmg and our 
character another It IS our very bemg 

I have difficulty discerrung this communal dimenswn of ongmal sm 
m Wetzel's refonnulation Does th1s matter? It matters, I thmk, for 
on19nal sm as a doctrine, as one of the church's articles of faith, con­
nected inseparably to the stlll more essential language of grace We 
might start by remmdmg ourselves of Jaroslav Pehkan's claim that 
the d<·velopment of the teachmg of or1grnal sm was mfluenced by the 
hfe and practice of the church, and that one of the most formative m­
fiuences was the practice of mfant baptism (Pehkan 1971, 286ff ). 
What came first m the church's life was the practice of offering baptis­
mal grace What came second was the understandmg that, because 
such grace was needed, the humamty m wh1ch the mfant had a part 
must be fallen 

Remembenng that, we may be moved to wonder whether Genes1s 3 
ts the biblical passage with wluch to begm when pondermg the doc­
trme of ongmal sm In Romans 5, St. Paul wntes of what we might 
call ongmal sm, but he is not attemptmg to offer an explanation of our 
bondage to sm H1s theme is Chnstological, that grace abounds m 
Christ "For as by one man's drnobedience many were made sinners, 
so by one man's obedJence many will be made nghteous . Where sm 
mcreased, grace abounded all the more" (5.19-20) It is no accident 
that ori19nal sm 1s a Chnstian and not a JeWlsh doctrine Paul speaks 
of what we may call original sm m order to be able to tell the story of 
Jesus, m order to speak of grace That central thrust Augustme saw 
clearly "Now, whoever mamtains that human nature at any penod 
requtred not the second Adam for lts phys1c1an, because it was not 
corrupted in the first Adam, ts convicted as an enemy to the grace of 
God " (Augustme 418/1948, 643) The story Christians tell about 
human life is a story intended to necessitate and present Jesus, so 
that one may say, as Paul does m 2 Corrnth1ans (5 14) that "one has 
d,ed for all, therefore all have died " That story is of a creat10n good m 
the sense that fimte creatures need not have been ahenated from God, 
then a fall from that goodness, a d1sordermg oflove so deeply affectmg 
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our nature that it becomes a cond1t1on from which we c::innoL free our­
selves and mto which every human bemg is sociahzcd m ':he very pro 
cPss of becommg a self, and finally, redemption and deliverance of 
humamty through God's re-creatmg act m Jesus, who treads Adam's 
path backwards and unweaves the web to the very bottom 

Perhaps Wetzel's reformulatwn can make a place for this, even 1f I 
have not seen it His account is, after all, a complex one I would be 
more confident, however, were I more certain of his claims in the final 
sect10n of the essay He concludes the penultimate section with the 
words "At the source of all sm is moral blmdness The fuller story of 
i espons1bihty for sm will have to address respons1b1hty for the hlmd­
ness" (21) If the closmg section of hrn essay is mtended to '.lddress 
that respons1b1hty, however, I found m it httle help or hope Wetzel 
cla1ms-af.l. I noted earl1er---that1 once we acknowledge our guilt, our 
past behavior will become unmtelhgible to us Once we are no longer 
bhnd, we will have difficulty explammg how we could once have been 
We will be forced to acknowledge our gm It and to confront the mystery 
of our person 

This acknowledgment of guilt "would be masochism if the aim were 
to mvite retribution, but the aim IS to remove the veil of nature from 
evil and return moral struggle to the realm of will" (23) Is that, fi­
nally, what Wetzel offers us? A call to moral struggle? I cannot tlunk 
so, smce so Pelagian a call would surely be an madequate solutwn to 
the mystery of moral personality uncovered by his analysis We are m 
need of some kind of grace, and ev1dent]y \Ve receive it from each 
other The work of hberat10n from our bondage takes place as we "of­
fer to one another the vis1011 of mtegnty we lack as isolated md1v1du­
als'' (24) and m this way release each other from our bu1den of guilt 
through mutual forgiveness 

Is this grace enough? A v1s10n of mtegnty offered from on~ crooked 
talkmg ammal to another? Does Wetzel seek a wholeness that could 
issue 1n full and free forgiveness from a human nature tl1at his own 
analysis shows to be less than whole? Although I would be glad to he 
corrected and reassured, I suspect that he does 

Augubt1ne 
1948 
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