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CHAPTER ONE

Orientation


THIS BOOK EXAMINES THE INTERSECTION of Christian theology and theories of social development proposed by Erik Erikson, John Bowlby, B. F. Skinner, Albert Bandura, and Evolutionary Psychology. These theories were selected because nine standard developmental textbooks identified them as foundational to the study of social development. In their introductory chapters, all nine summarize psychoanalytic theory (Freud and Erikson). Eight introduce behavioral theory (Skinner) and social cognitive theory (Bandura). One textbook refers to psychoanalytic, behavioral, and social cognitive as the “grand theories” of developmental psychology (Berger, 2017, p. 37).

Attachment theory (Bowlby and Ainsworth) and an evolutionary perspective are also ubiquitous in the textbooks surveyed. Attachment theory is often presented as an ethological theory, but also as a standalone theory, an extension of Freudian theory, and a precursor to evolutionary developmental psychology (EDP). Evolutionary presentations vary a good deal. Four textbooks explicitly distinguish EDP from evolutionary psychology (EP), but five do not. This distinction is important because EP and EDP disagree on some important aspects of personhood (see chap. 9 of this book). For psychologists who study social development, the three grand theories and ethology/evolution are the standard psychological “lenses for looking at the lifespan” (Belsky, 2019, p. 12).

Christian developmentalists also look through theological lenses, seeking to synthesize the knowledge that God has revealed through the Bible (often called special revelation) with the knowledge that God has revealed in the patterns of creation (often called general revelation; see Rom 1:20). To do this in a God-honoring way, we must first identify the seeming compatibilities between our faith and our academic discipline. We can then build on these compatibilities and describe development more comprehensively than those looking through only the separate lenses of theology or psychology.

We must also identify seeming incompatibilities. Some incompatibilities require us to reject a psychological claim outright. Other times, a biblical claim that initially seems incompatible with contemporary science may help us distinguish the theological truth God is communicating from the context in which it was first communicated. For example, the author of the book of Joshua claims that the sun stood still, permitting the Israelites to win an important battle (Josh 10). Although Christians in the prescientific world interpreted this claim to mean that the sun revolved around the earth, most contemporary Christians believe that the earth revolves around the sun. Looking through the lenses of both theology and astronomy, we can appreciate both the miracle being reported and the need for the author to report the miracle in a way that made sense to a prescientific audience who assumed a geocentric universe. In a similar way, looking through the lenses of both theology and psychology permits us to refine our descriptions of personhood.

The capacity to articulate compatibilities and incompatibilities across theology and psychology fosters trust in students and clients seeking to construct a psychologically informed, faith-compatible view of self and others. As a professor at a Christian university, I have learned that my (mostly Christian) students enter the classroom with diverse attitudes toward psychology. Some are wary, having been warned not to let psychology supplant their faith. Others are eager to move beyond the compartmentalization of knowledge they practiced in order to retain their faith and succeed in public school science classes. Still others are in the process of abandoning their faith because no one has helped them synthesize what they view as competing worldviews.

During my first decade of teaching, I was ill-prepared to mentor all three groups. Students asked questions about the assumptions and applications of developmental theory that I couldn’t answer. Simultaneously, during my first decade of parenting, I asked myself a lot of questions that I couldn’t answer. I’d look at a child who had just disobeyed and think, Should I view that as rebellion or an inherently good but misdirected drive for mastery? Should I be more concerned with punishment or promoting attachment? As I attempted to answer these questions, I discovered that I needed to expand my psychological knowledge by delving into primary sources and expand my theological knowledge beyond the specific Christian traditions with which I was most familiar.

The result is a broadly ecumenical exploration of the five developmental theories that have been most thought-provoking for me as a professor and a parent. In response to an anonymous reviewer who noted my failure to locate this exploration within a specific confessional orientation, I am guilty as charged. I was born into dispensationalism, educated in a Christian Reformed day school, and married by a nondenominational charismatic minister. In a time of difficulty, I benefited from the counsel of an Episcopal priest. I have always revered Scripture as authoritative while weighing different interpretations of it. At present I consider myself Reformed and still reforming. I am particularly concerned with reforming the very negative view of humankind held by some within the family of Reformed Christianity.


FOUR THEMES

As a developmental psychologist with no formal theological training, I am most qualified to speak on the temporal characteristics of personhood. By temporal I mean physical and psychological features overtly manifest in our relationships with other humans and the rest of creation—as opposed to characteristics that are first and foremost spiritual (e.g., our relationship with God, redemption, life eternal). In class discussions, these temporal characteristics tend to converge around four themes that I have used to organize this book. The four themes are as follows:


	1. Essence: What characteristics are core or indispensable to personhood? How influential is our morphology (i.e., physical structure)? What indispensable qualities emerge from our morphology?


	2. Purpose: What are humans supposed to do? What are our primary motivations? Is there a universal, intrinsically motivated, telos-like aim to human development? Is purpose specific to the individual?


	3. Moral-ethical tendencies: Are humans more inclined toward good or bad? Are moral-ethical tendencies universal or particular? Are they inherent or learned?


	4. Agency/accountability: Is human behavior volitional or determined? To what degree are humans accountable for self and responsible for others?







TWO PARTS

This book is divided into two parts. Part one examines the person through the lens of theology, introducing some of the diverse Christian perspectives on essence and purpose (chap. 2), moral-ethical tendencies (chap. 3), and agency/accountability (chap. 4). My goal for these chapters is not to provide a comprehensive treatment of these themes but simply to set up part two by identifying some areas of convergence between Christian theology and developmental theories. To facilitate critique of the five theories, I use part one to construct brief working models for each of the four themes.

Part two looks through the lenses of the five developmental theories. Chapters five through eight each consist of three sections: a biography of the theorist, an overview of the theorist’s primary contributions to our understanding of social development, and a delving into the aspects of their theory most relevant to the four organizing themes of the book. The biographies are motivated by a growing awareness that the writings of social and personality theorists are best understood in the context of their own socialization (Demorest, 2005; Martin, 2017). The biographies are written to be appropriate for general academic use (e.g., as part of a course packet at a public university). Chapter nine focuses on a paradigm rather than a single theorist but is organized to approximate the structure of chapters five through eight. My goal for chapters five through nine is for Christians to learn from these developmental theories, assimilating wisdom that is compatible with Christian theology and rejecting claims that explicitly contradict it.




THE IMPORTANCE OF GENESIS 1–3

In both parts I make frequent appeals to the biblical creation narratives in Genesis 1–3 (also called origins narratives). Per Francis Schaeffer (2010, p. 9), “In some ways these chapters are the most important ones in the Bible, for they put man in his cosmic setting and show him his particular uniqueness. They explain man’s wonder and yet his flaw.” These creation narratives are particularly important to a faith-based psychological analysis of personhood. While many sections of Scripture describe human characteristics, the first chapters of Genesis establish characteristics that all humans share. Extracting universal characteristics is necessary for the evaluation of mainstream psychological theories, which make no distinction between theological categories of people (e.g., believers versus unbelievers, righteous versus wicked).

Genesis 1:1–2:3 (henceforth called the Genesis 1 account or the first creation story) establishes that humans were created in the image of God. Many biblical scholars think that Genesis 1 was written in the sixth century BCE during one of Israel’s periods of exile by an author who was familiar with many existing Hebrew writings, including Genesis 2–3, psalms that allude to creation (e.g., Ps 74; 90), and texts that wrestle with God’s power over evil during Israel’s extended periods of foreign captivity (e.g., Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah 40–55, and likely the book of Job).

With the Genesis 1 creation story, the author “took on” the cosmology of the surrounding cultures, which viewed both the material world and humans as a product of evil chaos in the heavenly realm. The author countered this pessimistic worldview by asserting God’s preeminence over evil and chaos, and humans’ special status as God’s good representatives on earth. The author’s purpose was to give hope to an oppressed people.

Genesis 2:4–3:24 (henceforth called the Genesis 2–3 account) includes the second creation story and the events traditionally referred to as “the fall.” This origin story establishes that humans sinned. In doing so, we damaged our relationships with God, fellow humans, and the rest of creation. Our good creational structure was not obliterated; we are still able to participate actively in the restoration of our damaged relationships, but we do this in a sin-warped way. Many scholars believe that the transcription of the second creation story predates the first, some dating Genesis 2–3 as early as the tenth century BCE. In contrast to the message of empowerment intended by the author of Genesis 1, the author of Genesis 2–3 sought to explain the pervasive suffering and evil in the world.

So if Genesis 1 was written after Genesis 2–3, why does it appear first in the biblical canon? Some scholars believe that the order communicates the importance of Genesis 1. Smith (2010, p. 136) writes, “For although Genesis 1 came at a later point in the order of historical composition (compared with many other creation accounts), it was given pride of first place in the Pentateuch, in what its compilers regarded as more properly reflecting the order of reality. This placement—and all that represented hermeneutically—thus serves as one of the Bible’s greatest acts of commentary.”

Genesis 1 also receives pride of place in this faith-based exploration of social development. The point of developmental psychology in general (not just a faith-based exploration) is to identify the potential built into the human person and then describe how development is supposed to unfold. Without a particular emphasis on the built-in or supposed-to, we have no basis for discerning how and why development goes right or wrong, or the degree to which temporal restoration is possible.








CHAPTER TWO

Essence and Purpose


IN THIS CHAPTER I summarize various Christian beliefs about human essence and purpose. By essence I mean the “intrinsic or indispensable”1 qualities that identify and distinguish humans from other species. By purpose I mean the reason that humans were created (i.e., what humans are supposed to do).


ESSENCE

In the image of God. Central to a Christian understanding of human essence is our creation in the image of God (in Latin, the imago Dei). The doctrine of the imago Dei is derived from Genesis 1:27:


So God created humankind in his image,

in the image of God he created them;

male and female he created them.



Evidence for the importance of this doctrine includes its placement at the beginning of the canon and the fact that it is shared by all three Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam). Evidence that the doctrine continues to apply, even after humans sinned, can be found in Genesis 9:6.

Despite the importance of this doctrine, biblical authors were not very explicit in telling us what it means to be created in the image of God. Colossians 3:10 suggests that the imago Dei has something to do with knowledge.2 First Corinthians 11:7 suggests that it has something to do with relationships.3

In contrast to the authors of the Bible, later theologians have had a lot to say about the imago Dei. Millard Erickson (2001) concisely summarizes three broad aspects of the imago Dei: substantive, relational, and functional (pp. 170-78).4 Because writings on the imago Dei often emphasize one aspect over the others, Erickson refers to the three aspects as “views,” but most theologians believe that the imago Dei involves all three.

Theologians who write on the substantive aspect of the imago Dei teach that there are aspects of human nature that are substantively like God’s nature in some ways. In other words, humans have God-like qualities in our psychological or spiritual makeup. The most commonly emphasized quality is the capacity for reason. Because humans are endowed with a God-like power of thought, we have the freedom to make moral choices and behave accordingly.

The relational aspect builds on the substantive. Theologians who write on this aspect emphasize that God endowed humans with reason so that we can live in relationship with God and with other people. God is relational, as evidenced by the plural pronoun in the proposal “Let us make humankind in our image” (Gen 1:26). The relational view characterizes humans as being in the image or displaying the image “when we stand in a particular relationship” (Erickson, 2001, p. 173). Put simply, humans are like a mirror. If there is nothing in front of the mirror, nothing is imaged. The fact that only humans were created in the image of God has two important implications for a psychological understanding of human essence. First, it means that humans are the only creatures that can participate in spiritual relationships. Second, it means that the relationships that humans have with each other have a value that transcends their instrumental benefits. (By instrumental I mean “useful” things a person might get out of the relationship.)

Theologians who promote the functional aspect believe that the imago Dei is best understood as a function of humans’ dominion over the rest of creation. Although some theologians have been reluctant to conceptualize the imago Dei in physical terms (preferring to defend the spiritual, nonphysical nature of God), the full proposal in Genesis 1:26—“Let us make humankind in our image . . . and let them have dominion”—seems to imply that dominion is a function of the imago Dei.

But what does it mean to have dominion? Most theologians teach that dominion involves caring for the world as God does. Contemporary terms for this caring include stewardship, earth-keeping, and place-making.5 As explained by Cornelius Plantinga Jr. (2002), God intends this care to extend not only to the biophysical sphere (Deut 11:12; Jer 2:7; Mt 6:26) but also to “a vast array of cultural possibilities that God folded into human nature” (p. 32), including the development of language, industry, and institutions.6

Compelling evidence for a functional interpretation of the imago Dei has been offered by W. Randall Garr (2003, pp. 132-65) and by J. Richard Middleton (2005, chap. 2; 2006). Both conclude that the use of the word image in the Hebrew Scriptures typically connotes sovereignty. Archaeological evidence indicates that the surrounding Near Eastern cultures applied the word image to humans of significant status who acted as a conduit through which a divine patron was realized. For example, the Babylonian king Marduk7 was believed to image the sun and was charged to come out of his palace so that the people could reap the benefits of the sun. As a corrective to scholars who shy away from linking the imago Dei to the physical body, Middleton (2005) argues that “visibility and bodiliness may well be important for understanding the imago Dei” (p. 25). In the functional view, then, humans were created in the image of God to physically preside over and functionally represent God in the earth. In a later essay, Middleton (2006, p. 81) suggests that the functional view might also be called the missional view.

According to God’s likeness, embodied, gendered. Humans were also created “according to [God’s] likeness” (Gen 1:26). As with image, theologians debate the meaning of likeness, but contemporary scholarship suggests that likeness connotes a lesser form of an original form (Garr, 2003, pp. 118-32; Middleton, 2005). Likeness elevates humankind by linking our physical form to God’s form, even as it keeps us in our place—lest we presume “too close an identification” with the original form (Middleton, 2005, p. 46). It reminds us that we are the created rather than the Creator. Our status as the created is reiterated in Genesis 2 when the author links humans to animals, identifying both as creatures from the ground. In fact, the (apparent) reason animals are created in the second creation account is to serve as a potential partner for the man. Together, these passages suggest that humans share some essential features with God and some with animals, even as we are distinct from both.

Garr’s (2003) word study also emphasizes self-perpetuation of the form and its associated function. In Garr’s analysis, the proposal “according to our likeness” signifies that humankind is supposed to continue God’s creative work, perpetually registering the presence of God in the world. We do this generally through place-making and particularly through procreation. Garr’s assertion that image signals sovereignty and likeness signals procreation accords with the prime directives given to humans. In Genesis 1:28 God instructs humans to continue creating more humans (likeness) and to have dominion (image).8 Middleton (2005) points out that the author of Genesis 1 uses the biological terms for sex (male and female), instead of the social categories (man and woman) used in Genesis 2–3. Thus, both Garr and Middleton present biological sex as an important and essential quality of humankind.

Extracting essence from the Genesis 2–3 account elicits controversy. In contrast to the identical description (image, likeness) and identical directives (be fruitful, have dominion) given to males and females in Genesis 1, the author of the second account distinguishes the man and the woman by creating them sequentially and assigning them different punishments after they sin. This very different treatment of sex and gender in the two accounts contributes to two views of creational gender among contemporary Christians.

The first approach is called complementarianism and can be found in Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. Adherents of complementarianism hold that men and women were created with different but complementary skills, roles, and responsibilities. In theory, the two groups differ in many important ways, but the primary contrast is men’s “responsibility to lead, provide for, and protect” and women’s “disposition to affirm, receive, and nurture strength and leadership from worthy men” (Piper & Grudem, 1991, pp. 35, 46). Because this approach focuses on maintaining a hierarchy intended and built in at creation, I have elsewhere referred to it as the “maintenance model” of gender (Gunnoe, 2003). More generally, this position is known as gender hierarchy.

A second approach also teaches that differences between men and women were present at creation, but these differences were nonhierarchical and nonrigid. Sin then caused these differences to be warped in gender-specific ways. According to Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen (2002), “Postfall man is continually tempted to turn the legitimate, God-imaging dominion of Gen 1:28 into domination” (p. 74). Conversely, postfall woman is continually tempted to collude with the man’s domination. She avoids doing “what is right, if doing so will upset existing relationships, especially those with men.” Because advocates of this approach believe that Christians should seek to amend gender differences resulting from the fall and work to restore the equal opportunity and accountability intended at creation, I have elsewhere referred to this perspective as the “restoration model” of gender (Gunnoe, 2003). More generally, this position is referred to as gender egalitarianism.

Despite very different explanations for some of the differences between men and women, both perspectives view these differences as rooted in morphology. Regardless of whether one views the account of the woman being created from the man’s rib (Gen 2:21-22) as an analogy or an actual physical process, it is hard to ignore the bodily emphasis in this foundational passage of Scripture. Accordingly, many Christians resist psychological definitions of gender as primarily socially influenced.9 Many Christians view sex and gender as synonymous. Christian psychologists tend to take a more nuanced view. For example, Eric Johnson (2017) argues that the plasticity of sex and gender in a fallen world does not negate the “creational norms” whereby humans were created “sexed and gendered” (p. 191). In class I define gender as the complex interrelationship between three dimensions: body, identity, and expression (Gender Spectrum, n.d.). I teach that sex and gender are neither synonymous nor binary, and that gender has a large learned component, even as humans were created gendered.10

Working model of human essence. A working model of human essence must incorporate our morphology and the emergent qualities that our morphology affords. By emergent I mean a higher-order phenomenon that arises out of lower-level structures and is greater than the sum of its parts (e.g., vision and language emerge from brain structures that do not individually see or hear). A concise working model of essence is that humans are embodied creatures with the capacity for reason, relationships, and dominion.

This working model does not specifically reference sex or gender because my primary focus in the evaluation of the psychological perspectives on essence is the theorists’ treatment of the imago Dei characteristics. I will, however, provide occasional discussion of sex and gender, appropriate to specific theories.




PURPOSE

Two universal purposes: love and dominion work. In his critique of the three broad aspects of the imago Dei, Erickson (2001) favors the substantive. One of his arguments is that the substantive aspect permits the relational and functional aspects, which are more about what we do than who we are. I find this distinction too simplistic, but I agree that the latter two aspects establish that God has purposed us for certain experiences and activities more explicitly than the substantive does.

Theologians who emphasize the relational aspect of the imago Dei assert that human beings were purposed for close relationships, or love. First, we were purposed to love God. Asked to identify the greatest commandment, Jesus replied, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind” (Mt 22:37). Accordingly, the first question and answer of the Westminster Shorter Catechism is as follows:


Q.1. What is the chief end of man?

A. Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever.



Second, we were purposed to love others. In Genesis 2:18 God says, “It is not good that the man should be alone.” Readers of Ecclesiastes are told, “Enjoy life with the wife whom you love . . . because that is your portion in life” (Eccles 9:9). Jesus identifies loving our neighbor as the second greatest commandment (Mt 22:39) and instructs us to love our enemies, pointing out that even the tax collectors and Gentiles love those who reciprocate (Mt 5:46-47). The apostle Paul emphasizes Christians’ intimate connection as members of the body of Christ (Rom 12; 1 Cor 12).

Theologians who emphasize the functional view assert that humans are purposed for sovereign-like dominion. Per Middleton (2005, p. 55), the “Let there be . . .” statements in Genesis 1 are both a declaration that something was spoken into being and a designation of the thing’s purpose. In the same way that the declaration “Let there be lights . . . to separate the day from the night” (Gen 1:14) establishes separation as the purpose of the lights, “Let us make humankind in our image . . . and let them have dominion” (Gen 1:26) establishes dominion as a “necessary and inseparable purpose” of creatures created in the image of God. Sovereign-like dominion as a purpose is also suggested in Psalm 8:4-5, which declares of human beings,


You have made them a little lower than God,

and crowned them with glory and honor.

You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;

you have put all things under their feet.



A less majestic depiction of our intended dominion is offered by the author of Genesis 2, who, according to Smith (2010), “assumes that work is the primary purpose of human life” (p. 135). Genesis 2 opens with a barren earth and the implication that it is barren because there “was no one to till the ground.” Then “the LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it” (Gen 2:15). The second creation story depicts humans as stewards more than sovereigns, but it is not incompatible with the first creation story. Both accounts make it clear that humans were created to work with God and for God, creating and sustaining the world through dominion work.

Confirmation of this purpose appears throughout Scripture. The teacher of Ecclesiastes concludes that “there is nothing better than that all should enjoy their work, for that is their lot” (Eccles 3:22). To the Ephesians Paul writes, “For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life” (Eph 2:10). The author of Hebrews links work with our other purpose (love), writing, “Let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds” (Heb 10:24). From these passages and others, we can conclude that humankind is dually purposed for love and dominion work.

Motivation for love and dominion work. If humans are purposed for love and dominion work, we should be highly motivated to engage in these activities. Motivation to be in close relationship with God is expressed by King David, who likens his longing for God to a deer panting for water (Ps 42:1). It is echoed in subsequent psalms (Ps 63, 73, 119, 143) and by the prophet Isaiah (Is 26:9). Motivation to be in close relationship with another human is the theme of the Song of Songs and evidenced in many biblical case studies (e.g., Jacob/Rachel in Gen 29, Ruth/Naomi in Ruth 1:16-17, and Hannah begging God for a child in 1 Sam 1:13).

Humans are also motivated for dominion work. James Peterson (2010) proposes that the Garden of Eden was part of God’s psychological provision for the man, offering not just sustenance and delight but also a means of satisfying the human motivation “to create within our small sphere, in a way somehow akin to how God creates” (p. 46). Evidence that humans enjoy dominion work can also be derived from scriptural accounts of people rallying when opportunities for meaningful work had been scarce. When Moses offered the recently emancipated Israelite slaves an opportunity to craft articles for the building of God’s tabernacle, the response was so great that he had to send out an order to cease work, “for what they had already brought was more than enough to do all the work” (Ex 36:6-7). Similar fervor is seen in the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem after the Babylonian exile. Early in his progress report, Nehemiah writes that “all the wall was joined together to half its height; for the people had a mind to work” (Neh 4:6). In the New Testament, we read of believers being “devoted” to good works (e.g., Acts 9:36).

Two ways to conceptualize purpose: telos and particular purpose. Related to purpose and motivation is the concept of telos. Teleology is the attempt to ascribe to natural entities an intrinsic purpose that is irrespective of how they are used and that will be realized (unless they are externally thwarted). A telos is an inwardly directed progression toward a predetermined end goal. For example, an acorn’s telos is to grow into an oak tree (Cohen, 2016).

Scripture depicts human development as a process in which we mature cognitively (1 Cor 13:11) and spiritually (1 Cor 3:2; 1 Pet 2:2). The end goal, at least for Christians, is “to be conformed to the image of [God’s] Son” (Rom 8:29) and “grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ” (Eph 4:15). Scripture establishes that this end was determined before creation (Eph 1), and Scripture guarantees that God “will bring it to completion” (Phil 1:6).

Because Christians have both built-in purposes afforded by the imago Dei and a clear end goal, Christians would seem to have a telos. Whether we can ascribe to all humans the same telos is less clear. In Romans 9 Paul likens humans to clay pots, some of which were made for destruction. If God predetermines different end goals for different people, I am hesitant to claim a universal human telos, but telos is certainly a relevant construct for Christians.

In addition to presenting humans as universally purposed for love and dominion work, Scripture identifies some individuals (or groups; Gen 22:18) as particularly purposed. Some particular purposes are foretold before birth, but often they are revealed at a later point in development.11 Well-loved stories of particular purpose are the royalty stories of Joseph, Moses, Esther, and Daniel, each of whom was positioned in a palace early in life so that God could later work through them to accomplish some important end.

One reason we love these stories is that they illuminate the psychological processes whereby regular people can grow into a royal purpose. Young Esther required the prodding of a trusted mentor (“Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a time as this” [Esther 4:14]). Young Joseph seems eager for his family to bow down to him (Gen 37:5-11) and required the developmental force of adversity to appropriately reckon his particular purpose. It was an older, wiser Joseph who told his brothers, “Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today” (Gen 50:20).

A second reason we love these stories is that the accomplishments of these royals appeal to our own created purpose to work for God. Although most of us appointed sovereign over God’s creation do not find ourselves positioned in a literal palace, we aspire to do the prosocial dominion work that good sovereigns do: righting injustices, diminishing suffering, and helping others to flourish. Fortunately, Scripture also provides examples from the hoi polloi. The virgin Mary and the apostles Peter and Paul help illuminate the identity work that may accompany the embrace of particular purpose.

Working model of purpose. The Bible characterizes humankind as universally purposed for love and dominion work. It also identifies some individuals as purposed to love and work in a particular way in a particular context. Although there is a predetermined end goal for Christians, we cannot specify a universal end goal for all of humankind. Thus, the address of purpose in part two will focus primarily on temporal aspects of human purpose rather than a spiritual telos.








CHAPTER THREE

Moral-Ethical Tendencies


IN THIS CHAPTER I introduce various Christian perspectives on moral-ethical tendencies. By moral-ethical tendencies I mean propensities toward good or evil in our daily dealings (e.g., helpful or hurtful), not our eschatological status as redeemed or condemned. I establish that humans were created structurally good and are now inclined toward both good and evil. I then consider the difficult question of how evil got “added” to our creational good.


STRUCTURAL GOOD AND INCLINATIONS TOWARD GOOD AND EVIL

The Bible makes universal and particular statements about humans’ inclinations toward both good and evil. Universal tendencies toward good are established in the first creation account when humans—along with the whole of creation—are declared “very good” (Gen 1:31). Genesis 1 expert Mark Smith (2010) argues that this declaration encompasses not only our creational structure but also our moral tendency. Discoursing on the Hebrew word for good (tob), he says,

Indeed, tob in this narrative establishes the norms for holiness and good or moral behavior. Elsewhere the word “good” (tob) functions in a moral sense as a term for righteous and upright people. “Good” persons are contrasted with wicked or bad people (Proverbs 2:20-22, 12:2, 13:22, 14:14, and 15:3). Similarly, “good” applies to deeds (Psalm 14:1, 3 = 53:1, 3). In an obvious example, Amos 5:14-15 commands: “seek good and not evil” and “hate evil and love good.” Some creation allusions also show a concern for moral good (see Psalm 33:4-7). So we may conclude that both meanings apply in Genesis 1. (p. 62)


Christian psychologist Eric Johnson (2017) refers to humankind’s cognitive and behavioral tendencies toward good as our “good-creation orientation” (p. 196). Johnson grounds this orientation in Saint Augustine’s declaration in The City of God that every creature’s “joy is in the goodness of God” (Augustine, 1958, p. 233).

Universal tendencies toward evil are established by the apostle Paul as part of his case for the necessity of Christ in the opening chapters of Romans. Paul begins with an account of the fall. In Romans 1:18-32 he provides a long list of sins establishing the guilt of humankind, using descriptors like wicked and ruthless. In chapter three he declares that “there is no one who is righteous, not even one” (Rom 3:10) and that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom 3:23). Paul’s assertion that no one is righteous echoes Psalm 14, wherein humankind is described as perverse.

Paul’s very negative description of humankind illuminates just how evil humans are relative to God. This illustration is foundational to the Christian doctrine of salvation, but as a description of humans’ general temporal inclinations, it confounds. Paul claims that there are no righteous people, but Psalms and Proverbs are chock-full of contrasts of the righteous and the wicked.1 These and many other passages in the Bible indicate that there are people who are righteous, at least in some sense of the word. Additional evidence that moral-ethical tendencies may be person-particular comes from Ezekiel 18, which teaches that the son may be different from his father, and the third generation different from the second. In the New Testament, we read of Jews who will not inherit the kingdom of heaven (Mt 21:43) and Gentiles who do what the law requires, even without having the law. The latter are described in Romans 2:14 (sandwiched between chapters one and three, wherein Paul declares humans universally bad). Good and evil also emerge from the same person. When reporting his obedience to the law in Philippians 3:6, Paul describes himself as blameless, but in Romans 7:19 he bemoans his inability to do the good that his inmost self wants to do.

Because Paul’s objective in Romans is to establish humankind as universally in need of Christ, it may be more appropriate to base our statements about temporal inclinations on the Genesis 3 account of the fall.2 The author of Genesis 3 leaves the moral-ethical tendencies of humankind much more ambiguous than Paul does in Romans 1. Informed by the Romans account, Western Protestants have tended to view Genesis 3 as an account of humanity sharply turning from good to evil, but a global psychological reorientation in moral-ethical tendencies is not explicitly stated in Genesis 3. In fact, God’s declaration that there will be enmity between humankind and the serpent (rather than enmity between humankind and God) could signify that humans are still on the good team, albeit as insubordinate members. The most explicit statement about moral tendencies in Genesis 3 is a statement of moral capacity, not orientation: “See, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil” (Gen 3:22). This statement confirms that humans are universally equipped with a conscience to discern moral direction, without specifying the direction we lean.




MORAL-ETHICAL TENDENCIES AS INHERENT

Because humans have structurally good bodies that enable the emergence of God-like capacities, we have good built in. Most Christians also believe that we have evil built in.

Many Scripture passages support this claim. Whether speaking colloquially or referring to the actual organ (Cooper, 1989), the Bible makes frequent statements about bad things coming out of the heart. Making the shortlist are arrogance, rebellion, envy, evil intention, slander, false witness, adultery, theft, and murder.3 In one of the few potential biblical allusions to the unconscious, the prophet Jeremiah explains that we need God to search our hearts because our hearts are perverse and can deceive us into justifying our doings (Jer 17:9-10).4

Inherent evil is also suggested in some of the apostle Paul’s writings. Unfortunately, Paul’s descriptions of the physical body are very difficult to assimilate. Paul not only uses a variety of words for the body, but he also uses them in contradictory ways. In Romans 7:18 he insists that nothing good dwells in his flesh, but two chapters later (Rom 9:5) he insists that Jesus came according to the flesh, thereby negating the possibility that human flesh is inherently evil (see also Heb 2:14). Likewise, in Romans 6:6 Paul bemoans his “body of sin,” but in 1 Corinthians 6 he declares that our bodies are “members of Christ” (1 Cor 6:15) and temples of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 6:19). Whether Paul ever actually viewed any aspect of the physical body as evil is uncertain. This would have required him to separate the body from its emergent psychological properties. Even commentators who allege that Paul dabbled in dualism in a few passages stress that this was uncharacteristic of Paul. His prior theological training would have caused him to view humans as holistically good, and many other passages reveal his worldview to be “characteristically Hebraic” (Dunn, 1988, p. 320; see also Cooper, 1989; Sanders, 1992). The resolution seems to be that Paul uses the same terms to refer to our structurally good bodies and to lament the fact that even believers are still tempted to use their bodies for evil.

Paul also uses the term nature, but not in the way that psychologists use it. When psychologists say nature, we mean characteristics coded for by genes. When Paul applies the term nature, he means either (a) a group’s condition (physical or social) bequeathed to them by their ancestors or (b) a set of habitual tendencies honed by prior choices, experience, and cultural norms. In other words, Paul’s “nature” may be as much nurture as heredity. Because many Christians teach that humans have a sinful nature, it is worth stating that Paul uses the term nature to describe both good and evil human tendencies (Rom 2:14-15; 2 Cor 4:16; Eph 2:3) and that most translations of the Bible do not use the phrase sinful nature.5 Theologians’ inability to agree on what Paul means when he uses various body words prompted Cooper (1989) to conclude, “The only agreement is that there is no simple way to move directly from Scripture to psychology, biology, or sociology” (p. 6).




HOW DID HUMANS BECOME INHERENTLY EVIL?

Genesis 1 establishes that humans were created good. Genesis 3 depicts evil as something existing outside humankind, in the form of the serpent. So how did something outside us get inside? In this section I present three possible acquisition processes. The first focuses on spiritual forces. Because spiritual forces fall outside the bounds of scientific inquiry, my presentation of the first acquisition process is brief. The latter two processes are related to the doctrine of original sin. Historically, original sin has been defined as a state or condition of sin caused by a literal Adam that now characterizes all humankind. Because original sin is viewed as hereditary, it is a suitable focus for a synthesis of theology and developmental theory. In contrast to image of God, the term original sin is not found in Scripture. The doctrine is understood somewhat differently in the branches of Christianity (Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox) and rejected by most Jews (Jacobs & Eisenstein, 1906)6 and Muslims (Brown, 2007; Cragg, 1984). (The latter two groups teach that individuals are responsible for their own sin.) Because our appraisal of the developmental theories in part two will be facilitated by an overview of diverse understandings of original sin, I present the latter two acquisition processes in more detail, providing enough historical/theological context for readers to appreciate the psychological implications of this doctrine in their own and other branches of Christianity.

Acquisition process one: evil as a spiritual agent. The first possibility is that evil is a spiritual agent that possesses and enslaves our bodies, even when our “inmost self” delights in good. This acquisition process is suggested by the apostle Paul, who says in Romans 7:18-20, “For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me.” A logical problem with appealing to a spiritual agent to claim that humans are inherently evil is that such evil is not really inherent, at least as science conventionally defines inherent. As Paul himself concludes, it is not even us that sin.

Acquisition process two: evil as an emergent property. The second possibility is that evil is not an external force that got added to our creational good; rather, evil as an emergent property has always been supported by our good creational structure. The first systematic treatment of evil as an emergent property is credited to Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons (ca. 125–202 CE). Tradition holds that Irenaeus was taught by Polycarp, who was taught by the apostle John. Thus, Irenaeus’s writings provide us “a privileged view of teachings about original sin being circulated in the early church” (Zimmerman, 1998, p. 2 of chap. 12).

To understand Irenaeus’s view of how humans acquired sin, we must begin with Christ. Irenaeus taught that it was Christ who created the world (see Heb 1:10), intending from the outset to enter the world as a human to teach humankind how to image God and exercise responsible dominion. Like many of his contemporaries, Irenaeus believed that Adam and Eve were created as children, with limited cognitive capacity to make moral decisions in a God-like way. One reason that Christ created Adam and Eve immature was so that they could model (for the rest of us) the process whereby humans grow into the capacity to image God, learning from experience to discern good and evil. To ensure that humans had these experiences, Christ created humans free—and then gave them boundaries. Knowing that it was only a matter of time before free, immature creatures would attempt to exercise more dominion that they were ready for, Christ planned to come and die on the cross, even before we were created (see 1 Pet 1:18-20).7

Because Irenaeus reckoned Adam and Eve’s disobedience as “an almost necessary step for the education of mankind” (Zimmerman, 1998, p. 1 of chap. 12), he viewed it much less negatively than many later theologians. Humans fell from innocence but rose cognitively. Like a parent, God punished us and pronounced our new capacity for enhanced discernment: “See, the man has become like one of us” (Gen 3:22). One component of our punishment was mortality. It is this mortality that constitutes a form of what the church has traditionally termed original sin.

A theological problem with Irenaeus’s explanation for original sin is that both the punishments meted out to the humans and Christ’s brutal death on the cross seem disproportionate to the crime. Some Christians also have difficulty with the idea that God would build in evil as an emergent possibility.

Irenaeus’s exegesis of Genesis 3 has had the most influence on Orthodox Christianity. Like Irenaeus, Orthodox Christians view Adam and Eve as developmentally immature.8 According to Hopko who is cited on the official website of the Orthodox Church in America, “the eating of the ‘tree of the knowledge of good and evil’ is generally interpreted as man’s actual taste of evil, his literal experience of evil as such. Sometimes, this eating is also interpreted . . . as man’s attempt to go beyond what was possible for him; his attempt to do that which was not yet within his power to realize” (2016, p. 58). Like Irenaeus, the Orthodox Church teaches that humans are still inclined toward good (as does the Catholic Church) and focuses on mortality and estrangement from God as the foremost ramifications of the fall. Unlike Irenaeus, the Orthodox Church reckons the fall a cosmic catastrophe for both humans and the creation we were commissioned to care for—albeit less personally depraving than many Protestants reckon it.9

Acquisition process three: evil as a changed nature. The third possibility is that the nature humans have now is different from the nature we were created with. Historically, most Christians have believed that Adam’s act of disobedience changed his nature. Through procreation, Adam then transmitted a changed nature to all of humankind. It is this changed nature that constitutes original sin.

Credit for this explanation generally goes to Augustine of Hippo (354–430 CE). Augustine believed that the first humans were endowed with special gifts, including the capacity to not sin (D. L. Smith, 1994, p. 338). In contrast to Irenaeus who viewed the fall as a misstep by immature beings basically like us (i.e., with no special powers), Augustine viewed the fall as mutiny by mature, celestial-type beings. Accordingly, Augustine viewed postfall humanity as much more sinful than Irenaeus did. At one point Augustine even claimed that the image of God had been lost (Couenhoven, 2005).10

One of Augustine’s primary objectives was to refute Pelagius, a British cleric, who taught that humans could earn salvation through their own good efforts. To preserve the universal need for Christ, Augustine argued that all people, even infants who had not yet committed an action sin, must have some other kind of sin. Placing particular emphasis on (what most scholars now view as) a poor translation of Romans 5:12,11 Augustine concluded that sin not only entered the world through Adam but also entered humans through Adam. As for the process, Augustine asserted that Adam’s sin confounded his reasoning and disordered his desires, especially sexual ones.12 Because each act of postfall procreation involves disordered sexual desire, Adam’s changed nature gets re-created in every human. Although Augustine neglected to provide readers with a precise definition of original sin,13 he often depicted it as an inherited state of disordered desire and ignorance, which Couenhoven (2005) likens to a “constitutional fault” (p. 371).

Different Christian traditions emphasize different aspects of this changed nature. In Catholicism, original sin is understood as the deprivation of endowments and the special grace granted to humans before the fall (Ormerod, 1992, chap. 12; D. L. Smith, 1994, pp. 49-59, 338). First and foremost, humans were deprived of the capacity to not sin. Humans also lost the preternatural (beyond nature) gifts of infused knowledge, sexual desire void of lust, and immortality (Hardon, 1999). But humans did not lose free will. We lost our (super-good) “bonus powers,” but our (good) human nature is still intact.14

In many branches of Protestantism, good human nature is not viewed as intact. Rather, our nature was damaged and depraved. Credit for this theology goes to the Reformers, whose continued efforts to root out Pelagian themes prompted some15 constitutional-blight-type descriptions of humankind that were even more negative than Augustine’s. For example, in his commentary on Romans, Martin Luther (1483–1546) says that original sin is “not merely the loss of man’s righteousness and ability (to do good). . . . In addition to this, it is his inclination to all that is evil, his aversion against that which is good, his antipathy against (spiritual) light and wisdom, his love for error and darkness, his flight from and his loathing of good works, and his seeking after that which is sinful” (Mueller, 1976, p. 95). Similarly, in the Institutes (2.1.8), John Calvin (1509–1564) characterizes original sin as “a hereditary depravity and corruption of our nature, diffused into all parts of the soul, which first makes us liable to God’s wrath, then also brings forth . . . ‘works of the flesh’” (McKim, 2001, pp. 35-36). These very negative constitutional-blight depictions of humans were rejected by the Catholic Church at the Council of Trent (1545–1563).16

A logical problem with Augustine’s view of original sin is the absence of a physical mechanism whereby Adam’s nature could have changed. It seems unlikely that a single act of disobedience changed Adam’s DNA, although an argument for epigenetic changes could be made as he persisted in disobedience.17 Augustine’s explanation of original sin has also been challenged on the basis of monogenism (the belief that the whole human race descended from a single pair; see Ormerod, 1992, pp. 89-90). Mathematical estimates of how many different genomes would be necessary to prevent extinction of the human race by inbreeding suggests that monogenism is not scientifically feasible.18 Of course, any process that could have occurred in a single Adam could also have occurred in a group of human ancestors, so this acquisition process should not be rejected on the basis of monogenism alone. A group of ancestors would also solve the theological problem of incest (Ormerod, 1992, p. 90) inherent in Augustine’s articulation of original sin.

Some combination of processes? The three acquisition processes need not be mutually exclusive. A contemporary attempt to combine processes two and three has been offered by Christoph Schwöbel (2006), who ponders how nature could have changed in creatures made from “the matter of creation and bound into the regularities which shape all created matter” (p. 49). Schwöbel says,

Paradoxically, being created in the image of God is for humans the presupposition of the fall. Only images of God can sin. . . . Nevertheless, the fall is not to be interpreted as a necessary stage in the process of human development. It remains a contingent fact that cannot be explained completely from its antecedent conditions. Therefore it is not an essential characteristic of human nature but its distortion. (p. 51)


Schwöbel characterizes evil as both emerging out of our essential imago Dei qualities (process two) and distorting these qualities (process three). Although Schwöbel frustrated me by failing to articulate the physical mechanism whereby human nature became distorted, I appreciated his explicit preservation of humankind’s creational good. Although blighted, our structurally good bodies continue to give rise to emergent God-like properties that indispensably identify our species.




MORAL-ETHICAL TENDENCIES AS LEARNED

Humans’ moral-ethical tendencies are also influenced by environmental influences. Sometimes these influences are physical (e.g., the Israelites’ lack of water; Ex 15). More often they are social (e.g., Mordecai prodding Esther; Esther 4). Because social influences are so powerful, God instructs his people to provide intentional nurture through both direct instruction and the modeling of good behavior (Titus 2). Particular emphasis is placed on the nurture of children. Proverbs 22:6 says, “Train children in the right way, / and when old, they will not stray.” God also reminds his people to keep good company. Sometimes these admonitions are explicit (e.g., 1 Cor 5); other times they come in the form of Proverbs and teachings. One of my favorites is Proverbs 13:20: “Whoever walks with the wise becomes wise; / but the companion of fools suffers harm.”

The importance of trust. The relationship between environmental influences and moral-ethical tendencies is often mediated by trust. The role of trust in the development of humankind can be seen in Genesis 3:4-5 when the serpent suggests that God’s prohibition on the fruit of knowledge is an attempt to keep Eve down (“You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil”). Once Eve doubts that God is looking out for her best interests, she is motivated to protect these interests herself, and Adam is complicit in this endeavor. As summarized in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, “Man, tempted by the devil, let his trust in his Creator die in his heart and, abusing his freedom, disobeyed God’s command. This is what man’s first sin consisted of. All subsequent sin would be disobedience toward God and lack of trust in his goodness” (Catholic Church, 1997, para. 397).

What is true for the development of the species is also true for the development of the individual. In a time when the psychological processes of children received very little attention, Jesus warned, “If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were fastened around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea” (Mt 18:6). The apostle Paul also appreciated the importance of early trust, warning parents that the discipline of children must not be harsh and provoking, “or they may lose heart” (Col 3:21).

Trust continues to influence our moral tendencies in adulthood. This can be seen in an analysis of the motivations for Old Testament construction projects. From a vantage of trust,19 David resolves to build a permanent house for God (1 Chron 17:1). Fearing that they would be “scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth,” corporate humanity begins to build a tower that reaches to the heavens (Gen 11:4). From a vantage of trust, the Israelites commemorate various acts of God’s provision by constructing altars to God (e.g., Gen 12:7; Josh 8:30). Fearing that they have been abandoned, they request an idol (Ex 32:1). In the New Testament, the inconsistent behaviors of the apostle Peter (walking on the water, denying Christ three times)20 cannot be reconciled without appealing to his in-the-moment level of trust.

Scripture also addresses trust directly, specifically linking it to moral tendencies. Many psalms (Ps 9, 31, 32, 52, 78, 125) contrast the wicked with those who trust in God. The most explicit link between trust and moral tendencies occurs in Proverbs 3:5-6: “Trust in the LORD with all your heart, /. . . and he will make straight your paths.”

Working model of moral-ethical tendencies. Humans are structurally good and inherently inclined toward both good and evil. Good tendencies emerge from our good creational structure. How developmentalists should understand our inherent inclinations toward evil is unclear. The environment also influences moral-ethical tendencies. The relationship between the environment and moral behavior is often mediated by trust.








CHAPTER FOUR

Agency and Accountability


IN THIS CHAPTER I summarize various Christian views on agency and accountability. By agency I mean the freedom and power to choose what we do and who we become. By accountability I mean the degree to which we are liable for what we do and become. Part and parcel with accountability (for self) is responsibility (for others). For all three of these constructs, I will emphasize humans’ temporal experience rather than what is happening in the spiritual realm.

Perspectives on agency and accountability are typically informed by the consideration of two things.


	1. Capacity: Do we have the developmental maturity and requisite life experiences to engage in sophisticated moral discernment?


	2. Volition: Are we acting voluntarily, or are we unduly influenced by forces beyond our control?




To the degree that capacity and volition are high, we have high agency. Accountability follows from agency; those with higher agency can be held to higher standards of accountability and responsibility.


TEMPORAL AGENCY

Compared to other species, humans have a lot of agency. We were created with God-like capacities and given dominion over all things (Ps 8:5-6). We are particularly agentic when God empowers us for particular purposes through the spirit of the Lord, or the Holy Spirit.1

Compared to God, humans have limited agency. The Bible teaches that human agency is subject to the providence of God, who orchestrates both the life of the individual and the course of human history.2 Concerning God’s orchestration, John Calvin asserted that “the plans and intentions of men . . . are so governed by his providence that they are borne by it straight to their appointed end” (Institutes 1.16.8; McKim, 2001, p. 28). Calvin believed that God was always working behind the scenes even when our lived psychological experience was one of agency.3

Calvin treats humans as having temporal agency because Scripture treats humans as having temporal agency—even as it declares us captive to spiritual forces like sin (Rom 7:19). In Genesis 4 God implies not only that Cain has the capacity to master sin but that he must master sin. In Romans 6:12 the apostle Paul instructs Christians to “not let sin exercise dominion in [their] mortal bodies.” These passages indicate that we should view ourselves as having temporal agency. Even if this agency is only perceived (or partial),4 this perception helps us carry out the imago Dei activities for which we are purposed and actively fight sin.




ACCOUNTABILITY FOR SELF AND RESPONSIBILITY FOR OTHERS

Scripture depicts humans as accountable for self. A strong message of accountability accompanies the first recorded sin in Genesis 3. Despite efforts by both Adam and Eve to shift responsibility for their own disobedience to another party, both are punished. One of the most commonly recorded events of the Old Testament is God punishing the Israelites for their perpetual disobedience. In the New Testament, the apostle Paul institutes temporal accountability in community living (1 Thess 3:10) and reminds believers of their eschatological accountability (Rom 14:12). The disciple John closes the canon with Jesus’ proclamation “Look, I am coming soon! My reward is with me, and I will give to each person according to what they have done” (Rev 22:12 NIV).

Scripture also depicts humans as responsible for others. In the Old Testament, responsibility often focuses on respecting others’ rights (e.g., don’t murder, steal, or commit adultery; Ex 20). In the New Testament, the concept of responsibility is expanded; God’s people must now actively strive to build others up (Rom 14:9; 15:2; 1 Thess 5:11).




DEGREES OF AGENCY

Although humankind is an agentic species, some humans have much less agency than others. In the Old Testament history books, social subordinates were blessed or punished on the basis of their leader’s behavior. A king influenced God’s treatment of his nation; a father influenced God’s treatment of his household.5 One specific condition of reduced agency is the fourth-generation clause, which appears four times in the Pentateuch.6 In Exodus 20:5 God declares, “I the LORD your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me.” Yet this practice was explicitly challenged by the prophets Jeremiah (Jer 17:4-10; 31:29-30) and Ezekiel (Ezek 18:19-20), the latter declaring that “a child shall not suffer for the iniquity of a parent,” not vice versa.

Jesus, too, was troubled by the reduced agency of social subordinates, especially women, and often made a point of increasing their agency. In a culture where women were not permitted to study the Torah, Jesus affirmed Mary of Bethany’s boldness to posture herself as a disciple and join the theology lesson (Lk 10:42). With respect to divorce, Jesus denounced the practice of putting away wives for insubstantial reasons (Mt 5:31-32). The apostle Paul also worked to increase the agency of women (1 Cor 7:4) and of slaves (1 Cor 7:21; Phil 1:15-16). In what is often called the Magna Carta of Christian liberty, Paul declares, “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28). Admittedly, conditions on the ground have changed slowly. While the percentage of humanity with high agency has increased from the Old Testament to the contemporary period, there are still many people with very limited temporal freedom and power to choose what they do and who they become.
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