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  “Dr. Collins has   presented a careful defense of the existence of the historical Adam and   Eve. This methodologically rigorous study reflects a critical awareness   of contemporary discussions on both biblical and extra-biblical   literature and further contributes to the wider discussion on science   and religion. Perhaps more importantly, he has successfully demonstrated   the theological significance of this traditional reading, all the while   using language that an informed layperson can digest and engage. This   work deserves to be widely circulated.” 


  
David W. Pao, Chair of the New Testament Department, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School 


  “Working   through questions of myth and history, Bible and science, harmonization   and complementarity, Collins brings fresh arguments to stimulate   wide-ranging thought and improved appreciation of the way the first   chapters of the Bible affect the whole.” 


  
Alan Millard, Emeritus Rankin Professor of Hebrew and Ancient Semitic Languages, The University of Liverpool 


  “I   could hardly imagine a more honest book on this controversial topic.   Its openness (in a user-friendly format) is no naivety—it is combined   with undeniable competence on the ancient Near East, recent literature,   and methodological discussions. Standing firm on vital issues, accepting   diversity on others, the reader meets in C. John Collins a sensitive   and godly guide.” 


  
Henri A. Blocher, formerly Gunther Knoedler Professor of Systematic Theology, Wheaton College Graduate School 


  “Few   scholars are better equipped than Professor C. John Collins to provide a   well-informed, up-to-date assessment of what may and may not be known   about Adam and Eve. With clarity, Collins offers a balanced discussion   of the relationship between Genesis 2–3 and current theories on the   origins of the human race. Recognizing the limitations of human   knowledge, he highlights the vital contribution made by the Genesis   account for understanding the human predicament. Marked by both   erudition and sanity, here is a book worth reading.” 


  
T. Desmond Alexander, Senior Lecturer in Biblical Studies and Director of Postgraduate Studies, Union Theological College, Belfast 


  “Collins   has done a great service to the church by providing us with this   crucial volume. It will quickly prove to be a vital resource for   pastors, students, and laypeople around the world. With careful   scientific analysis and convincing biblical exegesis, Collins graciously   answers the skeptics and thoroughly reinforces the historic   Judeo-Christian position.” 


  
Burk Parsons, Associate Pastor, Saint Andrew’s Chapel, Sanford, Florida; editor,   Tabletalk magazine


   “In a sense, the way one reads the first few   chapters of Genesis will determine his or her way of reading the whole   Bible. Dr. Collins has expounded in a lucid manner how the original   narrator intended this vital part of the Bible to be read. Cogency   combines with erudition to make this book worthy of appreciation by   those who do not espouse his general stance, as well as by readers who   may be unaware of their own premises.” 


  
Nobuyoshi Kiuchi, Professor of Old Testament, Tokyo Christian University 


  “This   book will boost your confidence in the Bible, especially in its   capacity to address a common experience of all peoples. By treating the   Bible as Scripture, Collins has modeled for us how Christians should   approach the faith-science questions. The Bible has answers to the human   predicaments and needs. Only if what it says is true can we truly make   sense and move forward in this sinful world. The real payoff of this   book goes beyond the unequivocal biblical witness of Adam and Eve’s   historical existence. For it is the human dignity based on our common   ancestry and a shared perception of sensing the abnormality of this   world that open a way for the redemption and restoration of all peoples   through the real life and works of the second Adam.” 


  
Natee Tanchanpongs, Academic Dean, Bangkok Bible Seminary 


  “I   commend this book merely for the courage of taking the adventure in   addressing this debated issue both biblically and scientifically. Even   if the reader does not fully agree with Collins’s conclusions he/she is   compelled to listen carefully to his arguments.” 


  
Riad A. Kassis, Regional Director, Overseas Council for Middle East, North Africa, and Central Europe; adjunct professor of Old Testament, Arab Baptist Theological Seminary, Lebanon 


  “It   is not often that a book in this controversial field of human origins   takes seriously both the Bible (in terms of textual exegesis, literary   form, and theological coherence) and science (in terms of its findings   and its theoretical possibilities). Jack Collins does both with   graciously applied scholarship, conviction, and humility, making very   clear where biblical faithfulness requires us to be uncompromisingly   affirmative, and where there is room for varying opinion over possible   scenarios that could be consistent with such biblical conviction.” 


  
Christopher J. H. Wright, International Director, Langham Partnership International; author, The Mission of God 
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    INTRODUCTION


    Through   most of the church’s history Christians, like the Jews from whom they   sprang, have believed that the Biblical Adam and Eve were actual   persons, from whom all other human beings are descended, and whose   disobedience to God brought sin into human experience. Educated Western   Christians today probably do not grant much weight to this historical   consensus: after all, they may reason, for much of the church’s history   most Christians thought that creation took place in the recent past over   the course of six calendar days, and even that the earth was the   physical center of the universe. I agree with those who argue that we do   not change the basic content of Christianity if we revise these views,   even when the revisions are drastic. As I see it, effective revisions   are the ones that result from a closer reading of the Bible itself—that   is, when after further review (as the football referees say) many   scholars no longer think that the Bible “teaches” such things. Well,   then: May we not study the Bible more closely and revise the traditional   understanding of Adam and Eve as well, without threat to the faith? 


    What   reasons might lead someone to abandon belief in a real Adam and Eve? Of   course, different people will be moved by different factors. For   example, some theologians and philosophers think it is impossible that   you and I could be affected at our deepest level by anything done long   ago. Or, there is the fact that the themes in Genesis parallel themes   that we find in stories from other ancient Near Eastern cultures; this   leads some theologians to conclude that Genesis is just as “mythical” in   its intentions and meanings as these other stories are. Recent advances   in biology seem to push us further away from any idea of an original   human couple through whom sin and death came into the world. The   evolutionary history of mankind shows us that death and struggle have   been part of existence on earth from the earliest moments. Most   recently, discoveries about the features of human DNA seem to require   that the human population has always had at least as many as a thousand   members. 


    One   factor that allows these appeals to the biological sciences to get   serious attention from traditionally minded theologians is the work of   Francis Collins, the Christian biologist who led the Human Genome   Project to a successful conclusion. Collins has written about how his   faith relates to his scientific discipline, advocating a kind of   theistic evolution that he calls the “Biologos” perspective.1 Collins agrees with those biologists who contend that traditional beliefs about Adam and Eve are no longer viable. 


    A   colleague of mine, a specialist in studying world mission, assures me   that most contemporary Christians around the world still hold to the   traditional perspective on Adam and Eve. They have this perspective in   common, for all their disagreements on such questions as how long ago   the first couple lived, or on how their sin and guilt are transmitted to   us their children. Again, educated Westerners might not find this   “consensus” particularly compelling; but the fact that there is a   worldwide church, as I shall argue, should help to make the traditional   position appealing to us. 


    My   goal in this study is to show why I believe we should retain a version   of the traditional view, in spite of any pressures to abandon it. I   intend to argue that the traditional position on Adam and Eve, or some   variation of it, does the best job of accounting not only for the   Biblical materials but also for our everyday experience as human   beings—an experience that includes sin as something that must be   forgiven (by God and our fellow human beings) and that must be struggled   against as defiling and disrupting a good human life. 


    We   will look first at the shape of the Biblical story—from creation to   fall to redemption and final consummation—and the worldview that rides   on that story, and see whether it requires an historical Adam and Eve   and an historical fall. Second, we will examine the main Biblical and   Second Temple Jewish texts that deal with the topic, to find out whether   they really do support the traditional position. Third, we will   consider the Biblical view of human uniqueness and dignity, and relate   these to everyday moral and religious experience, asking whether these   too are evidence for the traditional position. 


    Back in 1941, during the dark early days of the Second World War, C.   S. Lewis began a series of broadcast talks aimed at defending Christian   faith. He determined as much as possible to stay within the bounds of   “mere Christianity”—a term he attributed to the great English Puritan   pastor Richard Baxter (1615–1691).2 His   goal was to focus on the core of Christianity that was common to all   traditional Christian denominations. In my admiration for Lewis’s model,   I both will make “mere Christianity” my stance throughout this book and   will christen the position I am arguing for here “mere historical   Adam-and-Eve-ism”—a much less elegant title than Lewis’s, with no   distinguished Englishman as its coiner. That is, I am not entering here   into distinctions between various Christian positions on such topics as:   the origin of the material for Adam’s body, or how long ago he lived;   the meaning of “the image of God”; how the sin of Adam and Eve comes to   affect us; the process by which Genesis 1–2 came to be part of the same book.3 In   fact, even though I will give some critical examination to some of the   specific views that Francis Collins presents, I am not at this point   offering a critique of the Biologos perspective as a whole. Although all   of these topics are indeed important matters, worthy of deep   discussion, I do not consider agreement on them to be crucial for the   traditional view I am advocating here. Keeping to this plan, I will   finish my argument with a description of some sample scenarios for a   scientific understanding of human origins; I will evaluate these   scenarios for how true or untrue they are to “mere historical   Adam-and-Eve-ism”: I am not endorsing any one scenario, but seeking to   explore how the traditional position might relate to questions of   paleoanthropology. 


    I   recognize that for some, simply establishing that Bible writers thought   a certain way is enough to persuade them; that is how Biblical   authority functions for them.4 However,   I do not assume that approach here: some may agree that a Bible writer   “thought” a certain way, but disagree that the writer’s way of thinking   is crucial to the Bible’s argument—in which case we need not follow that   way of thinking. Others might even agree with me about the Bible   writer’s thoughts, and the place of those thoughts in the argument, but   suggest that the writer speaks as a child of his time.5 Therefore   I need to examine the arguments of the Biblical writers, and to see   whether their arguments do the best job of explaining the world we all   encounter. 


    Obviously   I am writing this book as a Christian: why else would I put any stress   on what Biblical writers thought and how the Biblical story   flows? If you are not a Christian believer, or if you have serious   doubts about whether the Christian faith really holds any water, you   might think that this approach is futile, or circular, or—even   worse—boring. But think of the deepest intuitions you have about your   own existence: that your life is real and meaningful, that you want   others to treat you right, that there is something wrong at the heart of   things, that there is still real beauty in the world, that sometimes   people do really admirable things, and sometimes really abominable   things (often enough it’s the same people!), and that you hope there is   some explanation for life’s complexities. I am persuaded that the   Christian faith, and especially the Biblical tale of Adam and Eve,   actually helps us to make sense of these intuitions, by affirming them   and by providing a big story that they fit into. I have a lot of respect   for the work of science, and I hope you do too. At the same time, I   will insist that for a scientific understanding to be good, it must   account for the whole range of evidence, including these intuitions we   share. 


    You   will notice that I have said “a version of” and “some variation of” the   traditional ideas. One of my themes throughout will be the importance   of good critical thinking, and one of the basic principles of that   thinking is expressed in Latin as abusus usum non tollit, “Abuse does   not take away proper use.” It is entirely possible that some killjoy has   used a traditional view of the first sin of Adam and Eve to make all of   life dour and mournful, to quell all delight in pleasure and beauty.   But that would be a misuse, and the possibility of misuse is therefore   not a logically valid argument against the traditional view. And   supposing that we do find some difficulties: that may mean that we   should try making some adjustments to the traditional view, but it does   not of itself mean that we ought to junk the traditional view   altogether. 


    Good   critical thinking also requires us to be careful in how we approach   some of the terms traditionally used, such as “the fall” and “original   sin.” When people deny historical Adam and Eve for theological and   philosophical reasons, they are commonly objecting to these ideas. I   cannot always tell, however, whether the objection is to some version of   these ideas, or to every one of them. As I have just   observed, though, even if we are right in rejecting one version, that   does not mean we are right in rejecting all versions. Further, it simply   will not do to argue that since the Bible does not use these terms,   therefore they are “un-Biblical”: most people have been well aware of   the philological fact that these terms are absent from the Biblical   text, and have used the terms as a theological shorthand. To the extent   that I use the terms myself, I employ them as a shorthand as well: I am   implying, not simply that humans are “sinful” (which is something we all   can see), but that the sinfulness was not part of our original makeup;   it derives from some primal rebellion on the part of our first   ancestors. I am therefore not developing a “doctrine” of original sin,   since I am not trying to explain how that primal rebellion comes to   affect all of us.6 


    Whenever   we read something, we ought to pay attention to what kind of literature   it is. Certainly the book of Genesis includes Adam and Eve in its   story, using a narrative, which is “history-like” in its form. But just   identifying that form does not of itself settle anything; there are at   least four possible ways of taking the material in Genesis: 


    (1) The author intended to relay “straight” history, with a minimum of figurative language. 


    (2) The   author was talking about what he thought were actual events, using   rhetorical and literary techniques to shape the readers’ attitudes   toward those events. 


    (3) The   author intended to recount an imaginary history, using recognizable   literary conventions to convey “timeless truths” about God and man. 


    (4) The   author told a story without even caring whether the events were real or   imagined; his main goal was to convey various theological and moral   truths. 


    I   am going to argue that option (2) best captures what we find in   Genesis, and best explains how the Bible and human experience relate to   Adam and Eve. There is an irony about option (1): it is held both by   many traditional Christians, especially those who are called “young   earth creationists,” and by many Biblical scholars who endorse what is   called “historical criticism” (an approach toward studying the Bible   books oriented toward discerning how they came to be composed, which   often assumes that the traditional view is over-simplified). The   difference is that the young earth creationists think that Genesis was   telling the truth, and the critical scholars think that Genesis is   largely incorrect in its history. Mind you, this does not mean that   critical scholars find no value in Genesis; they will commonly resort to   something like option (4). 


    The   critical Biblical scholars will often (though not always) deny that   Adam and Eve were real people, though they agree that the author of   Genesis intended to write of real people. Those who follow option (3)   say that the author never intended for us to think of Adam and Eve as   real, while those who follow option (4) say that it simply does not   matter. When a particular scholar denies that Adam and Eve were   historical, I cannot always tell which interpretive option he or she has   followed; sometimes I wonder if the scholar himself knows! Of course,   all of us, traditional and otherwise, run the danger of starting with   the affirmation or denial of a real Adam and Eve, and then looking for a   way of reading the Bible to support our starting point. 


    I   have said that I will argue for option (2), which leads us to discuss   whether rhetorical and literary techniques are even proper for the kind   of narratives we find in the Bible. It is pretty plain that, overall,   the Biblical writers, including the narrators, have used a great deal of   pictorial and symbolic language, and that might strike us as a   shortcoming on their part. How are we supposed to connect that kind of   writing with history in the real world? We face the same kind of   difficulty when we read Biblical descriptions of the future: they are   heavily symbolic, and it is easy for us to conclude that they therefore   have no connection to any experience that real people will ever have. As   usual, C. S. Lewis has some helpful advice here:7 


    There   is no need to be worried by facetious people who try to make the   Christian hope of “Heaven” ridiculous by saying they do not want “to   spend eternity playing harps.” The answer to such people is that if they   cannot understand books written for grown-ups, they should not talk   about them. All the scriptural imagery (harps, crowns, gold, etc.) is,   of course, a merely symbolical attempt to express the inexpressible.   Musical instruments are mentioned because for many people (not all)   music is the thing known in the present life which most strongly   suggests ecstasy and infinity. Crowns are mentioned to suggest the fact   that those who are united with God in eternity share His splendour and   power and joy. Gold is mentioned to suggest the timelessness of Heaven   (gold does not rust) and the preciousness of it. People who take the   symbols literally might as well think that when Christ told us to be   like doves, He meant that we were to lay eggs. 


    Well,   I certainly want to be the kind of reader that Lewis would count as a   “grown-up,” which means that I will try to take the imagery for what it   is—a tool that helps me to picture something—without doubting that the   images are about something real. But of course this challenges us to ask   what the imagery is actually about; how do we keep from making the   mistake of concluding that the presence of symbolism means the story is   merely symbolic? 


    All   of us make judgments like this; they are part of being functional in a   culture. After all, you probably do not run outside to catch yourself a   new pet when it is “raining cats and dogs.” And if your best friend   tells you that “the whole world” knows about your bad temper, you   probably should not spend any time discussing whether there are   exceptions. Most of us have some rule-of-thumb criteria that we use for   making these judgments; possibly if we put those criteria into words   they would not stand up to cross-examination. That is fine for everyday   communication, but if we want to say what makes a better or worse   interpretation of a sacred text whose author is long dead, it is worth   our while to see if we can explain what we are doing when we make sound   judgments, making every effort to be true to what we know is good human   behavior. 


    Working   on this project has given me the chance to try to make formal some of   my own rule-of-thumb criteria that I have learned to use for making this   kind of judgment when I read the Bible. Three questions turn out to be   helpful in this study (there might be others to add for some other   study), and you will see how I apply them throughout my argument. 


    (1) How   does the person or event impact the basic story line? My study of the   Bible has convinced me that the authors were self-consciously   interpreting their world in terms of an over-arching worldview story.   Does making the persons or events “merely symbolic” distort the shape of   the story? 


    (2) How   have other writers, especially Biblical ones, taken this person or   event? Any notion of Biblical authority requires me to respect what   Biblical writers see; common sense requires me to check what I see   against what others see, especially those who are closer to the original   time and culture than I am. This is one reason I will not confine my   conversation partners to people who already agree with me! 


    (3) How   does this person or event relate to ordinary human experience? The   Biblical writers, like the other authors from the ancient world that I   will consider, were trying to enable their audience to live in the world   as they found it. There are many intuitions we all share, such as our   craving for God, our need for forgiveness, our yearning for human   community governed by love and justice. Most cultures tell stories to   give an historical reason for these needs, and some explanation for how   they can be met, mollified, explained away, or denied. The Biblical   approach to these rings true. 


    You   will see from the bibliography that I have tried to consider as much as   I can of other people’s views, both in agreement and disagreement. My   text interacts with these, and the footnotes take that further. Quite a   lot has been written, and the issues sometimes get complicated, which   means that we have to be careful and thorough. At the same time, I   cannot see the point of documenting, even in the notes, everything I   think about everything I have read. The bibliography will allow you to   see what else I have read. In some cases I simply refer, without going   into details, to arguments I have given in other places where I make   fuller bibliography available. 


    My   goal in this book is to help you think these matters through for   yourself. I am not assuming that you are up to speed on all the   arguments and on all the details of the Bible and theology. I will do my   best to clarify the issues for you, using technical language only when I   have to. One thing I will not do is dumb down the whole discussion for   you; I hope you do not want that. So please be patient with the process   as I try to help you do responsible critical thinking. 


    I   admit it: I am a Westerner with a scientific education, easily smug in   my imagined superiority to the less educated. People with my background   might find the prevalence of pictorial language in the Bible a problem:   why can’t these authors just tell it to me straight? But when the   Biblical authors describe people and events for us, they are aiming to   give us more than simple facts; they want to capture our imaginations,   to enable our whole person to lean into life with a vigorous faith and a   zeal for goodness. The Christian philosopher Richard Purtill defended   the way C. S. Lewis himself used imagery to help people imagine what   eternal life with God might be like, saying, “Indeed, probably the major   barrier to belief in life after death is more a matter of imagination   than of argument.”8 There are, to be   sure, arguments to be made; but sooner or later we have to act on what   we conclude, and this requires a captivated imagination. 


    There   is another advantage of the pictorial approach of the Bible: when it   comes to living a faithful, fully human life, it puts a smug educated   Westerner like me on the same footing with my children, and with my   fellow human beings throughout the world, the ancient as well as the   modern. Certainly I have access to tools for study that I need to share   with them; but they have something to teach me too. 


    An   important argument for any position is how well it actually explains   ordinary human experience. This means that I will make our experience   part of my discussion. This is unusual for a scholarly study today; and   this work began its life as an invited paper for an academic conference.9 In   the ancient world, and in classical Christianity, however, writers   understood that theology and philosophy were about real life. If you   read Aristotle, or Aquinas, or Calvin, you will find some pretty tough   patches of dense thought, and some tedious passages as well, but you   will usually know that the author was a human being with real feelings   and needs. 


    In   this book, then, I am trying to recapture a tradition for theological   writing, insisting that it say something about everyday life. A number   of things happened while I was working on this, which I cannot ignore   and which have helped to shape my entire outlook. For example, my   neighbors’ severely handicapped son died suddenly and unexpectedly, and   my family was heavily involved in their process of grieving and the   funeral. A young couple that is dear to me had trouble conceiving, and   then became pregnant with twins; but the woman went into premature   labor, just a week or two before the babies might have been viable. The   children survived only about an hour. A little later, this same couple   thought they were pregnant again, only to have that pregnancy fail, too. 


    There   is so much sadness in the world, and most of us feel that such sadness   comes from things being wrong. I have found that a sound perspective on   Adam and Eve helps us to come to grips with this wrongness, and to give   full vent to our grief, in full faith toward God. I also listened to   Haydn’s oratorio The Creation for the first time, in a live performance.   The poetry and the music combine to express unbounded delight in God’s   good work, and to help us to see more clearly the tragedy that has come   into human experience, without diminishing the possibility of delight.   More of that combination of tragedy and delight comes through in a   recording I found as a gift for my wife, of Beethoven’s Piano Concerto   No. 5 (“Emperor”): the recording was first made in Berlin, on January   23, 1945, and during a part of it you can hear the boom of German   anti-aircraft fire. The mixture of musical brilliance, excellent   performance, and desperate setting shouts loudly of glory and shame. And   when visiting my daughter at the university where she is a student in   Ecology and Conservation   Biology, I had an excellent conversation with her biology professor   about what evolution does and does not say. He agreed emphatically that   humans are distinct from all other animals! And finally, I also have to   admit that I have far too much experience of expressing my own   distinctness by doing what is wrong; I cannot write as a choir boy,   still less as a saint. 
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      1Francis   Collins, The Language of God: A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief   (New York: Free Press, 2006). Collins and others have established the   Biologos Foundation, with a Web site (biologos.org). 


      2C.   S. Lewis, in Mere Christianity, describes his approach in the preface.   The book has been published in many editions; my copy is the 1952   edition published by Geoffrey Bles in London. 


      3Lewis   made it clear that his own views were those of a faithful member of the   Church of England, and he professed general adherence to the 39   Articles. Again in imitation of Lewis’s model, I come clean: I am a   minister in a conservative Presbyterian denomination, which practices   what it calls “good faith subscription” to the Westminster Confession of   Faith. Like Lewis, who explained that no one is actually supposed to   live simply on “mere Christianity,” but must instead associate himself   or herself with a church, I readily acknowledge that “mere historical   Adam-and-Eve-ism” is not intended to answer every question, and is not a   suitable stopping point.


      4I probably   fit into this category myself, though I would say that things are more   complicated than the simple statement I have given. 


      5This   is how, e.g., Francis Collins et al. suggest handling the beliefs of   the apostle Paul in “Question 16: Was there death before the Fall?” in   The Biologos Foundation: Questions (biologos.org, accessed July 13,   2009). 


      6Some   recent efforts to defend ideas of original sin are worthy of note:   Edward Oakes, “Original Sin: A Disputation,” First Things 87 (November   1998): 16–24; Henri Blocher, Original Sin: Illuminating the Riddle, New   Studies in Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997). 


      7Lewis, Mere Christianity, book 3, chapter 10 (“Hope”); italics added. 


      8Richard Purtill, C. S. Lewis’ Case for the Christian Faith (San Francisco: Ignatius, 2004 [1981]), 170. 


      9All the papers for that session have now appeared in Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith 62:3 (September 2010). 
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