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TO MR KEVIN FLAHERTY, EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, 20 June 1999, SUNDAY XII(A). CREDO FROM FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


“Sin entered the world through one man, and through sin death, and thus death has spread through the whole human race because everyone has sinned.” (Romans 5:12)


The dogma of original sin is not the easiest to understand. St Paul is the only New Testament writer to mention Adam and the Fall. But Genesis, we are now informed, is a symbolic story and not historical or scientific fact. The modern world accepts uncritically the secular dogma of Evolution.


How did the human race come into being? The jury is still out on this question. We Hominidae are an order of primates with special features: a medium-large brain, a high brain/body ratio, bipedal gait, upright posture and adaptable hands with a precision grip based on thumb-index finger opposition! 


Within the Hominidae various other species existed: homo habilis, homo rudolfensis, and homo erectus. There is no agreement or hard factual fossil evidence as to whether or how they “evolved” into homo sapiens. Nevertheless evolutionary dogma declares that they must have, somehow. That is what you call blind faith, not science. The accurate scientist will say only: It may have happened. For in fact, we still do not know for certain how any one species can evolve into another.

The anthropologists date the emergence of homo sapiens to 400,000 years ago, and our own subspecies, homo sapiens sapiens, to a mere 100,000 – 35,000 years ago. Our distant cousins, homo sapiens neanderthalensis died out about 30,000 B.C.

Seemingly we originated in east Africa, and spread rapidly into the Middle East. While the continents were connected during the last Ice Age, migration was possible to all five continents – to Australasia via an Indonesian land bridge, and to the Americas via the Bering Straits.

Recent research has concentrated on comparing DNA samples, rather than skull shape, eye, skin and hair colour. Results suggest that all human beings today have a common source. This idea is known as the “Eve hypothesis” or the “mitochondrial mother”. Every cell of our bodies contains in its DNA more information that the Encyclopaedia Britannica. Yet each cell is programmed to read only a few pages and to develop and specialise accordingly. The total gene pool of humanity could have been present in the first man.

The major difference between a human being and other primates is God’s in-breathing of an immortal soul, capable of knowing and loving Him for all eternity. No fossil record can ever prove the presence of the soul. 

Two questions arise here: Did the human body evolve or was it fashioned directly from the earth? Two possibilities:

1. Man was created body and soul directly, by God, without any intermediary stages.

2. Man’s body came indirectly from God via guided evolution, but his soul directly by creative in-breathing.

As regards the number of our original parents, and the committing and spread of original sin, there are in theory the following options:

1. We had only one set of original parents, Adam and Eve, who sinned. This is monogeneism, preferred by Pope Pius XII in Humanae Generis.  
2. There was one original tribe, two members of which sinned, and the original sin spread by intermarriage and propagation.

3. There was one original tribe in which many or all members fell into sin, which was then passed down the generations. We had therefore multiple original parents (polygeneism). This view is permitted but not preferred by the Church.

4. There were several independently evolved or fashioned tribes, of which one fell into sin. It either eliminated the others, or intermarried and propagated original sin to all.

5. There were several independent tribes, and they all fell into sin. (polyphyletism)

Moreover, the giving of an immortal soul need not – in theory - have been simultaneous with the emergence of the human species. If biological but soul-less homo sapiens sapiens was already in existence, God might have given an immortal soul to just two individuals, or to a whole tribe, or to all the members of the species at once. 


Following St Augustine, the Church insists that original sin is passed on by propagation? Does this make sense? The genetic make-up of the human body is passed on by sexual intercourse. But the soul is not propagated in this way: it does not bud from the parents’ souls. It is created, immediately by God, probably at fertilisation. So God create souls already stained by original sin? Surely not, for all God creates is perfect and holy. 

So does original sin from the inherited body somehow pollute the soul? Is the soul contaminated by the disorder inherent in the flesh? The existence of original sin is an incontrovertible reality. But it is difficult to understand how it is passed on.

In Genesis, ha-adam is not a proper name: it means just “the man of earth, clod-man”. It may represent just one individual or a collective personality, a tribe or race. When Cain was driven into exile after murdering his brother Abel, why was he afraid that “Whoever comes across me will kill me”?  Genesis presumes here that other tribes were around already in the days of Adam and Eve. And who indeed was Cain’s wife? (4:17) Surely not his sister? 

Anthropology and DNA analysis can throw some light on the question of our first ancestors: many tribes, one tribe, or just two individuals. Activities unique to man, like cave painting and early rites of burial, hint at an emerging religious instinct and that level of self-awareness unique to man.

In 1981 Pope John Paul II addressed the Pontifical Academy of Sciences about cosmology and the genesis of man:

 “The Bible itself speaks to us of the origin of the universe and its make-up, not in order to provide us with a scientific treatise but in order to state the correct relationships of man with God and with the universe. Sacred Scripture wishes simply to declare that the world was created by God, and in order to teach this truth it expresses itself in the terms of the cosmology in use at the time of the writer. . . . Any other teaching about the origin and make-up of the universe is alien to the intentions of the Bible, which does not wish to teach how the heavens were made but how one goes to heaven.” 

Animal and plant skeletons fill the fossil records and geological strata long before man: so in what sense can we say that “sin brought death into the world”? Meteorites struck the planet and volcanoes exploded wiping out 90% of all species long before the Garden of Eden. Animals killed and ate one other, Nature was “red in tooth and claw”, the Ice Ages came and went. Disease-causing bacteria and viruses come very early on the tree of life.  So in what sense did sin bring disharmony and sickness into the world? Had mankind not sinned, would each person have lived in perfect health and then been assumed into paradise at the end of his earthly life?

Some fundamentalists would have us believe that a fickle Deity is playing tricks to deceive us.  He actually created everything around 6000 BC, they say, to look as if Planet Earth was 5 billion years old and the Universe 12 billion? Such a concept of a Great Deceiver is unworthy of the Supreme Being.

Coming from a background in organic chemistry, I also find it impossible to believe that evolution could work by blind chance. It has all the marks of being guided by a higher purpose and design. When Richard Dawkins speaks of the “selfish gene” he is projecting human qualities – an attribute of will - onto a string of chemicals. He is committing the error of anthropomorphism.

It is the Holy Spirit, the Lord and Giver of life, who brings order out of chaos. He sustains all matter in existence anyway. He can encode information into genes and chromosomes to effect the required DNA adaptations and produce new species. Evolution “knew” where it wanted to go.

Naturally the scientist has to go as far as possible in devising material explanations of such phenomena without resorting to divine intervention. That is the nature of science. It would never make progress if we sat back and said: God did it all. What we at least want to know is: How did God do it all? The good scientist thinks God’s thoughts after Him.

