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Abstract 

Christian theology and discourse work by separating the human individual from 

“the environment.” The science of the human microbiome exposes the ecological, social 

and theological inadequacies of this and other western conceptions of the human 

individual. As multiple disciplines work to accommodate the reality of the human as a 

multispecies amalgam, the increasingly accepted anthropology of the holobiont presses 

against theological anthropology’s main trope of the imago dei. While the imago dei is 

classically identified as some combination of human freedom, self-movement and 

intellect, holobiont science suggests none of these are possible apart from our microbial 

symbionts. The idea that I am not myself without God may sometimes be forgotten, but 

the idea that I am not myself without microbes has scarcely been thought. At least it has 

scarcely been thought by theologians.  Doing theology alert to the boundary-breeching 

microbe opens the door to a more symbiotic anthropology that re-centers humanity’s 

dependence on creation.  

Barriers to developing a holobiont theology include not only a theological 

genealogy that is prone to set the human at odds with animality, but also a history 

whereby theology, theories of disease and a pasteurian microbiopolitics have co-evolved 

to support a habit of self-deceit that traces back to the Fall, both the event and the 

doctrine. 

This dissertation develops a theology of the holobiont by fusing aspects and 

interests of relational theology, new materialism and animality studies to suggest imaging 

God and epistemology are symbiotic.  

After addressing the crisis of the microbiome to theology, I analyze a history of 

the doctrine of the Fall and a history of disease to suggest that germ theory is a 

palimpsest of the Fall; it impresses upon, writes imperfectly over the still partially visible 

ancient doctrine of the drama of evil and sin. I construct a doctrine of the Fall and 

recovery from it in an ecological mode to show that symbiosis extends beyond matters of 

biology to matters of grace. A microbially-informed doctrine of the Fall as “turning to the 

wrong tree” paves the way for an embrace of holobiont theology. The project of 

holobiont theology exposes the ancient and theological distortions about being human 

that fund and amplify in germ theory, a modern epidemiological framework, and reforms 

these distortions by centering microbial matter in the story of how God makes, humbles 

and saves humans.  

I test this thesis on the pivotal theologian of Thomas Aquinas. His treatment of 

spontaneous generation, his theology of digestion and personhood and his non-subject-

centered, participatory way of knowing and being human anticipates holobiont theology. 

His doctrines of creation and anthropology are a fitting tool to think towards a holobiont 

theology that takes up the wisdom of indigenous accounts of the ecological body, where 

human and world support, absorb, assimilate and become each other without violation.   
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1. Introduction: Why Microbes? What Does Bacteriology Have to Do with 

Theology? 

 

 

Christian theology and discourse work by separating the human individual from “the 

environment.” The science of the human microbiome exposes the ecological, social and 

theological inadequacies of western conceptions of the atomistic human individual, 

extracted from everything else. Doing theology alert to the boundary-breeching microbe 

opens the door to a more symbiotic anthropology that re-centers humanity’s dependence 

on creation. 

1.1.1 The microbiome troubles modern anthropology 

 

Microbiome science is changing how we think about what it means to be human. 

With the emerging understanding of humanity’s biological symbiotic relationship with 

microbial life, numerous fields including but not limited to those of applied ecology, 

medical and reproductive science, evolutionary biology and cultural anthropology have 

all undergone seismic shifts as they theorize and accommodate the anthropological 

consequence of the microbiome: that humans are not what early western modernity 

presumed.1 Homo Sapiens are multispecies. Contrary to many modern social, political 

and scientific models, humans are not best conceived as individual, autonomous, 

atomistic, organisms. Rather than biological monads—who are easily distinguished on 

the basis of genetic, anatomical, physiological and developmental distinction—humans 

are an emergent collection of lives. To signal this shift, scientists increasingly refer to 

humans as “holobiont,” a term proposed in 1991 by symbiotic evolutionary biologist 

 
1 Gregory W. Schneider and Russell Winslow, "Parts and Wholes: The Human 

Microbiome, Ecological Ontology, and the Challenges of Community," Perspectives in 

Biology and Medicine Johns Hopkins University Press 57, no. 2 (2014). 
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Lynn Margulis, meaning “a whole collection of lives.”2 A holobiont is a host “organism” 

plus its microbial symbionts. While the hegemonic realities of biological sciences ignored 

Margulis' ecological emphasis on the symbiotic mechanisms of evolution for decades, 

with the dawn of microbiome science, her refusal of atomistic organisms is becoming 

mainstream. Scientists now largely affirm: 

Animals and plants are no longer heralded as autonomous entities but rather as 

biomolecular networks composed of the host plus its associated microbes, i.e., 

‘holobionts.’ As such, their collective genomes forge a ‘hologenome,’ and models 

of animal and plant biology that do not account for these intergenomic 

associations are incomplete.3  

 

Humans are not entities. Humans are networks. The clear concept and the hard lines of 

what it means to be human, or not, are fading away. This chapter lays out the cascading 

impacts of new microbiome science on the modern anthropology that Christian 

anthropology presumes, challenging individualism, human-animal distinction, 

anthropocentrism and exceptionalism. After introducing the anthropological challenges of 

microbiome science to theology, I consider the biological and theological boundary-

breaching nature of the microbe and conclude by briefly introducing the aims of each 

chapter.  

1.1.2 The microbiome troubles modern theology 

 

For a moment in history, whether it was the theology student hunched over her 

desk, the pharmacist filling a prescription, or a neighbor mowing the lawn, the majority 

of North Americans4 were taught to think of themselves as pure. In this period we might 

 
2 Lynn Margulis, Symbiotic Planet: A New Look at Evolution (Amherst, MA: Basic 

Books, 1991). 
3 Kevin R. Theis Seth R. Bordenstein, "Host Biology in Light of the Microbiome: Ten 

Principles of Holobionts and Hologenomes,"  Plos Biology 13 (2015). 
4 I say North American. This does not necessarily include those cultures including Native 
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call Western modernity, as descendants of the enlightenment, we inherited an invisible 

presumption that a human being was only human. No longer burdened with the medieval 

anxieties of angels or demons or gnomes, who blessed, haunted and made us sick, and not 

yet aware of our intimate symbiotic relationships with non-human creatures, being a 

human self was supposed5 to mean being by oneself. Humans were physically and 

intellectually separate; independent from the rest of the mechanized, external 

“environment.” At a biological and spiritual level we could account for ourselves as just 

ourselves. The boundary of our  skin marked a solid line that cordoned off the self from 

everything else. There was “I” and there was “thou.” This hard division seemed as though 

it served us well. The binary was radical, simple, comfortable and thinkable. If we could 

peek inside the skull of, let’s say, our pharmacist, to listen to the modern self’s thoughts 

about her isolation and independence, it might sound something like Charles Taylor’s 

modern “buffered” self: 

My ultimate purposes are those which arise within me, the crucial meanings of 

 

American ones that are more ecologically attuned and that tend towards pantheistic 

cosmologies; those the euro-western “enlightened” intellectuals, would have called 

superstitious or backward. 
5 I say “supposed” because there are prophetic yet oppressed voices that have always 

thought more ecologically about human ecological entanglement. For example, see:  

George Tinker, American Indian Liberation: A Theology of Sovereignty (Maryknoll, NY: 

Orbis Books, 2008). Kyla Wazana Tompkins reminds that it is appropriate to “be 

suspicious of any intellectual movement that calls itself ‘new’—because of course we 

need to always ask: what is the heroic narrative that its putative ‘newness’ seeks to 

instantiate? A non-human centered ontology and ethics; a sense of the biological and 

non-biological world as vital and alive; an idea of the body as having a life and 

conversation of its own, with itself; and, most centrally and crucially, the idea that 

planetary life should, must be, and will be at the determinative center of the political 

world-making; these…can hardly be said to have recently been invented but rather are 

familiar to, among others, First Nations and Indigenous peoples; to those humans who 

have never quite been human enough….” Kyla Wazana Tompkins, "On the Limits and 

Promise of New Materialist Philosophy," Lateral: Journal of the cultural studies 

association 5, no. 1 (2016). 
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things are those defined in my responses to them. . . . As a bounded self I can see 

the boundary as a buffer, such that the things beyond don’t need to “get to me,” to 

use the contemporary expression.  

  

"There’s the sense," explains Taylor, "to my use of the term ‘buffered’ here. This self can 

see itself as invulnerable, as master of the meanings of things for it."6 While I use Charles 

Taylor’s “buffered self,” which has achieved almost axiomatic status in theological 

discourse, Taylor’s account of the self does have problems. The body in general and 

diseases specifically have always defied Taylor’s account. In some senses this entire 

project shows in Bruno Latour’s words, that “we have never been modern,” that we’ve 

always harbored anxiety about material permeability and thus vulnerability. When we 

shove those anxieties under the rug, they come out sideways in theology and in public 

life. The following chapters use microbes to explore the places that this unprocessed 

anxiety about the vulnerabilities of being human frustrate theologies that embrace 

embodiment. 

Western theologians commonly suggest that the self-standing human, buffered, 

separate, secure, not even to mention superior, orients how moderns have thought about 

and interacted with everything else, from friends and enemies to the fungus gnat and even 

the divine. For centuries, this separation of the self, so presumed, so given that it stood 

invisible, grounded the western anthropological imaginary and with it, Christian theology 

and praxis. It went without saying. “I am me without anything else.” As such, it is nearly 

impossible to read modern Christian theology or ethics apart from the account of the 

human as a separate and pure individual, an individual who sits apart from "nature." This 

should be no surprise. British modern cultural anthropologist Mary Douglas 

 
6 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Boston: Harvard University Press, 2007), 37-38.  
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sympathetically explains, “It is a part of our human condition to long for hard lines and 

clear concepts.” But she continues, “When we have them we have to either face the fact 

that some realities elude them, or else blind ourselves to the inadequacy of our concepts.” 

And blind ourselves we have.7 One such elusive reality, that of the boundary-breeching 

microbe, has already begun to expose the ecological, social and theological inadequacies 

of modern western conceptions of the atomistic human individual, extracted and buffered 

from everything else.  

What theologians have thought apart, microbes can bring together. Doing 

theology with microbes in mind make theology’s extractivist and exceptionalist 

distortions obvious. What theologians have treated as two—the human and “the 

environment”—microbiome science says is one. This is but one theological consequence 

of the emerging science of the microbiome.8 

The human-environment binary does more than just make western anthropology 

thinkable, even as it contributes to grave ecological consequences, one of eco-theology’s 

foundational critiques. The human-environment divide also allays primal anxieties about 

human vulnerability in a world of pain and death. The buffered, enclosed human apart 

from the world makes the human thinkable and makes the human safe while at times 

externalizing or blaming the world out there for human suffering. All of these dynamics, 

 
7 Even Taylor had to segregate or cut out those aspects of human reality that challenged 

or muddied the picture of the supposed modern buffered self, for example the physical 

body’s porosity or the “Eastern” influences in Taylor’s “West.” See: Justine S Murison, 

"Obeah and Its Others: Buffered Selves in the Era of Tropical Medicine," Atlantic Studies 

12, no. 2 (2015).; Saba Mahmood, "Can Secularism Be Other-Wise?," Varieties of 

secularism in a secular age  (2010). 
8 There is an argument to be considered here about whether or not to call it the human 

microbiome. It’s common parlance…, on the other hand, it is anthropocentric, something 

this project troubles. 



 

 

 

7 

the buffered self, the threat of the external world that also suffers at human hands, come 

together and are visible in the story of the modern history of germ theory of disease, a 

theory that institutionalizes the human-environment divide. The project of holobiont 

theology exposes the ancient and theological distortions about the human that fund and 

are amplified by the history of germ theory and reforms them by centering microbial 

matter in the story of how God makes and saves humans.9  

1.2 Microbes trouble Christian theological anthropology 

 

Though Christianity is often cast as a binary story between human creatures and 

their divine creator (and thus ecologically agnostic) and while the intellectual project of 

Western Christian theology as we know it is performed by humans,10 the emerging story 

of microbes indicates that neither humans, nor the God who Christians believe has 

become human, are what the dominant stream of theologians and Christians in the pews 

previously thought.  

1.2.1 Microbes challenge the concept of the individual human organism 

 

In 2012 the International Human Microbiome Project (HMP), correlate to the 

Human Genome Project and run by the National Institute of Health (NIH), began 

releasing data regarding the comprehensive categorization of the DNA of all "friendly" 

microbes that live symbiotically in and on the human. The discovery of the microbiome 

 
9 Note, this dissertation is what I call “Section 1” of a two-section project. Section 1 

includes the diagnosis of the problem through an analysis and construction of the 

doctrines of Fall and Theological Anthropology. It theologically analyzes germ theory so 

as to clear the way for a positive holobiont theology in Section 2. Section 2 (forthcoming) 

constructs an holobiont theology via the doctrines of God and soteriology. 
10 Primary theology is performed by God. What I mean by theology is really secondary 

theology, or the sort that humans perform. I am grateful to Edgardo Colon-Emeric for 

teaching me this distinction. 
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and the swell of information released by the HMP led to a flurry of publications about 

those trillions of microscopic bacteria, fungi, worms, etc. living in and on the human 

person. In less than a decade, such reflection is radically reconfiguring biological, 

cultural, philosophical and, I argue, theological anthropology. How could it not? Almost 

all aspects of human physiology, from cognition, sleep and mood function to digestion 

and immunity, depend on contributions and co-evolution of our microbial inhabitants, or 

“symbionts.”11 Humanity’s physiological and genetic entanglement and thoroughgoing 

dependence on microbes for every function muddies the line between human and 

microbe, leaving biologists unsure of where the microbe ends and the human begins.12 

This uncertainty is not only due to the presence of microbes in the human holobiont. 

Cellular structures previously presumed to be genetically human are now understood to 

have microbial origins. The human genetic profile isn’t exactly human. For example, the 

mitochondria inside each human cell descend from other bacteria that were incorporated 

 
11 For microbial influences on psychological health see: Amar Sarkar et al., "The 

Microbiome in Psychology and Cognitive Neuroscience," Trends in cognitive sciences 

22, no. 7 (2018).; on cognitive function see: Michal Novotny, Blanka Klimova, and 

Martin Valis, "Microbiome and Cognitive Impairment: Can Any Diets Influence 

Learning Processes in a Positive Way?," Frontiers in Aging Neuroscience 11 (2019).; 

"Microbes and the Mind: Emerging Hallmarks of the Gut Microbiota–Brain Axis," 

Cellular Microbiology 18, no. 5 (2016).; on immunological function see: Denise Kelly 

and Imke E Mulder, "Microbiome and Immunological Interactions," Nutrition reviews 

70, no. suppl_1 (2012).; on digestive health see: Kaitlyn Oliphant and Emma Allen-

Vercoe, "Macronutrient Metabolism by the Human Gut Microbiome: Major Fermentation 

by-Products and Their Impact on Host Health," Microbiome 7, no. 1 (2019). The 

pathways for microbiomial influence on the mind and behavior are not fully understood. 

Four possible pathways include: immune cells, neuroactive molecules, metabolites and 

the vagus nerve. For a fairly accessible summary of these see: Laura Howes, "How Your 

Gut Might Modify Your Mind," Comment, ACS 97, no. 14 (2019). 
12 Scientists believe “the development, growth, and health (in one word, all functions) of 

macroorganisms are influenced by the complex microbial communities they host that 

shape their ecology and evolution.” Jean-Christophe Simon et al., "Host-Microbiota 

Interactions: From Holobiont Theory to Analysis," Microbiome 7, no. 1 (2019). 
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into the human cell through evolutionary endosymbiosis.13 What is more, while previous 

Mendelian genetics suggested that every human organism had its own unique genetic 

make-up that biologically determined each individual, thus securing the ontology of the 

unique self, the genetic makeup of our symbionts is anything but separate or static. The 

profile of our tiny inhabitants or microbial “symbionts” helps make who we are. 

Furthermore, this profile, for better and worse, is in flux; both thriving in and 

succumbing to environmental, nutritional and behavioral factors. This leads some to 

suggest that our "‘other genome’ indicates a certain fundamental changeability to our 

ousia, our substance."14 In other words, human identity is not only collective and 

environmentally embedded and eccentric. It is also emergent and plastic.15 On its own, 

the homeostatic plasticity of the substance of the human being is does not sufficiently 

describe the human holobiont. The homeostasis or balance of humanity’s multispecies 

nature has been disrupted. Alarmingly, our microbiota, our "other genome," are 

disappearing under a wave of extinction due in part to the modern, antiseptic war on 

germs. Where once we only presumed ourselves vulnerable to the microbe, we now know 

that vulnerability goes both ways. Microbes are also vulnerable to human aggression, and 

 
13 See: William F. Martin, "The Origin of Mitochondria," Nature. and Margulis, 

Symbiotic Planet: A New Look at Evolution. There is an argument to be made that 

microbiome theology is evolutionary theory coming home to roost. 
14 Winslow, "Parts and Wholes: The Human Microbiome, Ecological Ontology, and the 

Challenges of Community," 212. 
15 Humanity’s multispecies or microbially dependent status, which makes human identity 

emergent, correlates to pathogenic dependence on human life, which makes disease 

emergent. That neither humans nor microbes have a fixed nature does amplify ecological 

awareness (a good) but also raises awareness as to the impossibility of human liberation 

from zoonotic disease, especially given modern capitalist and globalized systems that 

enhance and increase the appearance of new zoonotic diseases, including Covid-19.  See: 

Christos Lynteris, "Zoonotic Transformations," in Human Extinction and the Pandemic 

Imaginary, ed. Christos Lynteris (Routledge, 2019). 
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this to our detriment (For a reflection on Covid, see the Afterword.)  

As the axiom of the human as an individual organism becomes biologically 

untenable, scientists and anthropologists strain for new anthropological frameworks and 

nomenclature. If humans are not themselves without their symbionts, perhaps humans are 

better thought of as multispecies ecosystems, "genetic chimera,"16 superorganisms, 

"nested habitats,"17 or, to harken back all the way to the apostle Paul or even Aristotle, a 

"social body." Anthropological reconfiguration is signaled in the increasingly popular 

term “holobiont,” signifying humans are a whole collection of lives, embedded in an 

environmental ecosystem. In the past ten years, “holobiont” has become a predominant 

biological framework for theorizing the organism. Holobiont, from the Greek holos 

(whole) and bios (life), is one of the most popular frameworks for thinking about the 

assemblage or ecological unit of a host plus its community of microbial symbionts (also 

referred to as microbiota).18  

While the shape of theological anthropology changes, sometimes dramatically 

over time, tradition and theologian, the challenge of the microbe to theological 

anthropology is of a different sort. It renders those writing and reading theology 

 
16 Martin J. Blaser, Missing Microbes: How the Overuse of Antibiotics Is Fueling Our 

Modern Plagues. 
17 Winslow, "Parts and Wholes: The Human Microbiome, Ecological Ontology, and the 

Challenges of Community." 
18 Additionally, in 2007, Ilana Zilber-Rosenberg and Eugene Rosenberg, introduced the 

term hologenome to describe the host’s genome plus all of the microbial organisms’ 

genomes. Ilana Zilber-Rosenberg and Eugene Rosenberg, "Role of Microorganisms in 

the Evolution of Animals and Plants: The Hologenome Theory of Evolution," FEMS 

microbiology reviews 32, no. 5 (2008). Scientists do debate about how and whether the 

hologenome is an evolutionary unit. As in, do holobionts co-evolve? For a counter 

perspective see: Angela E. Douglas and John H. Werren, "Holes in the Hologenome: 

Why Host-Microbe Symbioses Are Not Holobionts," MBio 7, no. 2 (2016). 
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sometime before 2010 anthropologically out of date. For whether we deal in terms of 

theology’s nineteenth century rational autonomous subject, or with the modern Swiss 

theologian Karl Barth’s covenant creaturely partner known in the electing God, with 

seventh century Byzantine theologian Maximus the Confessor’s microcosmic man, or 

early Christian theologian Gregory of Nyssa’s embodied rational soul, to some extent, 

historically almost all theological anthropologies presume that those facets which define 

the human, whether soul, will, or mind, belong to the human in question. Across the ages, 

whether theologians argued it was will, mind, agency, freedom, even body or sexuality 

that made someone human, it was her mind, her desires, her body that made her so. The 

human was the agent of her personhood.19 In short, theological anthropology has all too 

often operated, whether in the first, second, or third person, in the singular; with 

individuals, with me, you, him, her. Even those who spoke of co-humanity or common 

humanity or composite humanity never thought of humanity receiving part of its identity 

from another species, let alone a congeries of other species. 

Such individualism is not unique to theological anthropology. Life sciences 

comparably affirm, “The notion of the ‘biological individual’ is crucial to studies of 

genetics, immunology, evolution, development, anatomy, and physiology.”20 The modern 

Western mind thinks in terms of individual humans. However, as the title of the 2012 

 
19 And if this was not the case, for the pre-modern frameworks imagined the human in 

their permeability was vulnerable to the psycho-spiritual influences of angels and 

demons, this permeability was the cause of anxiety or was at least understood as an 

insertion or invasion of the human person. One could also argue that a pneumatology of 

someone like Thomas Aquinas or Augustine also challenges the notion of a pure human 

in the sense that all nature is graced. 
20 Jan Sapp and Alfred I. Tauber Scott F. Gilbert, "A Symbiotic View of Life: we Have 

Never Been Individuals,"  The Quarterly Review of Biology 87, no. 4 (Dec. 2012). 



 

 

 

12 

landmark article “A Symbiotic View of Life: We Have Never Been Individuals” 

indicates, fundamental change is underfoot.  

During the past decade, nucleic acid analysis, especially genomic sequencing and 

high-throughput RNA techniques, has challenged each of these disciplinary 

definitions by finding significant interactions of animals and plants with 

symbiotic microorganisms that disrupt the boundaries that heretofore had 

characterized the biological individual ….These findings lead us into directions 

that transcend the self/nonself, subject/object dichotomies that have characterized 

Western thought…. Animals cannot be considered individuals by anatomical or 

physiological criteria because a diversity of symbionts are both present and 

functional …. Recognizing the “holobiont”… conceptually challenges the ways in 

which the biological subdisciplines have heretofore characterized living entities.21    

                      

In other words, at the dawn of this century, animals, not excepting human animals, are 

not individual organisms but a fluid amalgam of varying species that make up an always-

emerging ecological unit. This transgression of foundational dichotomies in modern 

anthropology is due to the microbe, whose breaching bleeds across all sorts of divides or 

barriers that humans have constructed (not excluding the blood-brain barrier).22 The 

individual human unit, “me,” is becoming a multi-species collective “we.” Microbiome 

science challenges anthropology to operate in a diverse, emergent and exposed plural. 

Holobiont anthropology signals that “humans” are something other than the static, 

independent, individual, singular and “pure” creatures much modern theology presumes. 

Understandably, some might wonder whether and how the traditional taxonomies 

of theological anthropology can remain conversant with a science that challenges the 

concept of the modern human. Others might ask, “Given that microbes were only 

‘discovered’ in modern times, how could microbiological science speak to the more 

 
21 Ibid. 
22 Taylor Evans, "How Pathogens Penetrate the Blood-Brain Barrier," American Society 

for Microbiology. 
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ancient story of human Christian belief and practice in any central way?” Others, Karl 

Barth chief among them, strictly oppose bringing science to the starting line of theology 

at all. However, the science of the microbiome unmasks the buffered, secular 

anthropology modern theologians, including Barth, unwittingly smuggle into their 

theological anthropology, unwitting because they presume it is given. It is anything but. 

Scientific and anthropological biases persist in theology whether we acknowledge them 

or not, but especially when we don’t. Fergus Kerr similarly bemoans, that though it is 

difficult to “disabuse" theologians of the notion that epistemological biases don’t impact 

systematic theology, such presumption and refusal means theologians “will remain 

prisoners of whatever philosophical [and in our case anthropological] school was in the 

ascendant thirty years earlier, when they were first-year students….”23 The science of the 

biome might help theologians like me break free from the cage of our own biases. 

Microbes challenge the exceptionalist and atomistic bias that almost all modern 

theology takes for granted. The speciesist bias. They problematize the dis-embedded 

anthropology that ecological theologians have long fought. With a few exceptions that 

have done too little to influence modern Christian theology, the individual human has 

functioned as the unit of life about which theology concerns itself.  Now the human 

microbiome brings into question the most basic assumptions about the human subject and 

thus theology. You might say that the theological problem this project seeks to address is 

the squaring of modern systematic theology (and especially modern theological 

anthropology that presumes Taylor’s buffered self) with this post-modern biology by 

 
23 Fergus Kerr, Theology after Wittgenstain, 2 ed. (Oxford, UK: Society for Promoting 

Christian Knowledge, 1997), 3. 
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developing a theology of the human as multispecies, as holobiont.24 The challenge bears 

not only on theological anthropology but also Chalcedonian Christology that insists 

whatever humans turn out to be, so too is Christ who incarnates as human, or, shall we 

say, holobiont? 

This is not to say that modern theological anthropology, like that of Barth, whose 

theology functions with a stark divide between the human and the cosmos (a nature-

human dualism), is the only instance of theological dissonance vis a vis the microbiome. 

The microbe also troubles the pre-modern theological categories of someone as seminal 

as Thomas Aquinas whose anthropology is supported by conceptual dichotomies of 

“inside” and “outside,”25 “self” and “other,” “rational humans” and “irrational animals.” 

There is no golden era of theological anthropology when the idea of the human holobiont 

does not seem problematic.26  

 
24 Or perhaps as Homo Microbis.


 There’s an opening here. If later I use microbial 

relations to trouble the rational human-irrational animal binary, it might be that homo 

microbis becomes a lexical possibility to assist in the project. This nomenclature isn’t 

mine. It’s Helmreich’s but Gene Rogers offered me the apt critique that microbis does not 

sound Latin in the least. If you pressed him, he would say homo microbialis or Homo 

amateur microbium, Man the lover of microbes. Stefan Helmreich, "Homo Microbis and 

the Figure of the Literal," Journal of the Society for Cultural Anthropology Theorizing 

the Contemporary (2011). 
25 The operation of the terms “inside” and “outside” is a long philosophical conversation 

that originates in the Aristotelian concepts of “accidents” and “essence.” Classically what 

has been understood by the term internal is that which is essential to the creature. If an 

essential aspect or property were to be taken away, the entity in question would no longer 

be itself (whether or not that item is inside is somewhat beside the point). What is 

external is not essential to the identity. Of course, this terminology is not random, and is 

rooted in the more basic conception that what is inside the human contributes to their 

being in a more essential way. Microbes complicate this lexical distinction. 
26 That is even if pre-medieval theologies did do a better job of theologizing from within 

a framework of a divine economy that imagined a cosmos beyond the human. Paul M. 

Blowers, Drama of the Divine Economy: Creator and Creation in Early Christian 

Theology and Piety, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
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1.2.2 Microbes challenge the human/animal binary 

 

The microbiome also presses on early theological anthropologies that run on the 

human-animal binary, a binary that animal-friendly theologians like David Clough 

suggest contributes to the marginalization and exploitation of whatever is not human.27 

While earlier theological anthropologies are more participatory, permeable, connected 

and sympathetically related to the cosmos,28 more often than not, they still define the 

rational human over and against the irrational animal, the beast.29 Early Christian writings 

use the difference between the human and the animal to help define human identity. They 

compare what humans have (rational intellect) with what animals lack—they are 

irrational beasts. The difference between the two makes it possible, or at least easier, to 

think about either. We see this sort of taxonomy in the writings of Gregory of Nyssa: 

“Cattle are terrestrial and bent towards the earth.30 Man, a celestial growth, rises superior 

 
27 Clough suggests a three-pronged consequence of the binary. Not only does it lead to a 

poor animal ethic but also to the exclusion of those humans who do not meet the criteria 

of not-animal. Finally, Clough’s most sweeping claim is that “not-animal anthropologies 

have been problematic for theology itself: through them the coherence of Christian 

theology has seemed to be at stake in the maintenance of a human/non human divide….” 

David Clough, "Not a Not-Animal: The Vocation to Be a Human Animal Creature," 

Studies in Christian Ethics 26, no. 1 (2013): 5. 
28 See: Catherine M. Chin, "Cosmos," in Late Ancient Knowing: Explorations in 

Intellectual History, ed. Moulie Vidas Catherine M. Chin (Oakland, CA: The Regents of 

the University of California, 2015). 
29 Animal can be understood to mean either non-human animals and thus that which is 

opposite humans, or it can mean animals that biologically include humans. Animals can 

be inclusive or exclusive. When I use it, unless otherwise indicated, I mean that which is 

opposite humans. Most often though I say non-human animal, which admittedly has its 

own totalizing problems. Some, like David Clough, use the term “other than human 

animals,” but for simplicity sake I use the former. See: Peter Adamson, Animals: A 

History (New York City, NY: Oxford University Press). 
30 This is as opposed to at least some animals who are terrestrially grown! For example, 

“In wet weather she [nature] brings forth grasshoppers…” Gregory of Nyssa, On the Soul 

and Resurrection, trans. Catharine Roth (2007), Homily 9, 140-41. This notion that some 

creatures are generated by the earth itself comes from Genesis 1:24 “Let the earth bring 
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to them as much by the mold of his bodily conformation as by the dignity of his soul.”31 

The comparison helps Nyssa develop his anthropology. This is how binaries work.32 This 

does not mean early Christian theologians see no value in the cosmos. This is hardly the 

case. Nyssa spends the first seven chapters of On the Making of Man affirming the 

benefits of the created order. Most early theologians view the cosmos as positive 

provision for the human. In this sense, though anthropocentric, it is creation affirming. 

Binaries are not necessarily bad. They are tools. In his own words, through the voice of 

his sister Macrina, Nyssa explains why binaries are helpful: 

She said, “We learn a lot about many things, when we say that something is not 

 

forth the living creature.” This sort of spontaneous generation becomes a source of 

anxiety in the early modern period when scientists and clergy began to suspect that 

microbes also spontaneously generated. For more see Chapters Four and Seven. Aristotle, 

Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, among others, attend to this anomaly of spontaneous 

generation. Nyssa’s connection to the Genesis text is a creative and faithful attempt to 

wed empirical and theological sciences. 
31 Ibid. For more see: Chapter 3 in Gillian Clark, Body and Gender, Soul and Reason in 

Late Antiquity (Ashgate Variorum, 2011). 
32 That is, of course, until they don’t work. Post-colonial and feminist scholar Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak develops the ideological concept of “othering” to describe the social 

and psychological ways a dominant person or group subordinates another group, 

stigmatizing and amplifying difference in order to positively secure one’s superior 

identity. Whether the markers are gendered, racial, species-based or otherwise, the 

mechanism of “othering” marginalizes and excludes based on differences and binaries 

that are inherently fragile. They depend on illusion; on, stereotyped, essentialized divides 

and exceptionality, the falsehood of which constantly threaten the hierarchy. Binaries that 

work by “othering” are inherently unstable. In that sense, as the “other” reveals the 

inadequacies of oversimplified taxonomies, compromising the difference, it often draws 

ire. Others often speak unwelcomed truths. Meanwhile shared aspects are mostly ignored, 

obscured or explained away. These shared aspects that destabilize binaries are the subject 

of Patricia Cox Miller’s gorgeous book. She explains the “conundrum” of the anomalies, 

“…While there is no doubt that ancient Christian theology was aligned with Western 

philosophy’s ratification of the boundary between human and animal and the positioning 

of the human as superior to the animal, there is also the curious fact that, again and again, 

ancient Christian texts think both about and with animals, especially in terms of their 

emotional, ethical, psychological, and behavioral continuities with human beings.” 

Patricia Cox Miller, In the Eye of the Animal:  Zoological Imagination in Ancient 

Christianity (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018), 4. 
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such-and-such. By this method we can explain what the very being is of the thing 

we are seeking. We present the good by saying that it is not evil. We make 

cowardice known by naming it ‘unmanliness.’ We could mention many similar 

cases, in which …we understand the better concept through denial of the 

worse….”33  

 

He is describing a useful, and classically patriarchal, way of knowing that runs on 

binaries and hierarchy. In this text Nyssa includes the good-evil binary and the manly-

cowardice bias.34 Readers should be sympathetic when reading these binaries. Though I 

draw out the negative impact of these in our present ecological crisis, where for example, 

between two-hundred to two thousand extinctions are anticipated each year, someone like 

Nyssa could not have imagined the current threat of humans to animals. The ecological 

threat of ranking the cosmos could not have been anticipated.35 All this said, it is not hard 

to read the Cappadocian theologian and see that he benefits from thinking about humans 

in terms of what they are that animals are not. Ecologically attuned scholars show us how 

in the twenty-first century these binaries relate to grave ecological consequences. For this 

reason, microbes might be a therapy for our times. 

Although it doesn’t have to, this binary often operates by way of an 

 
33 Saint Gregory, The Soul and the Resurrection (St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1993). 
34 Gregory might not have claimed that humans and animals are officially a binary in his 

text. He might say something about how they all participate on a continuum or in a 

hierarchy, mentioning that humans have bestial aspects as well as the combined powers 

of the vegetable, sensible and intellectual souls. He is not necessarily systematic. Binaries 

are hard to systematize. They are good to think with but hard to fully abide. Catharine 

Roth hints at this throughout her translation of Gregory. For an example see: Nyssa, On 

the Soul and Resurrection, 22. As Spivak and others indicate, these exceptions make the 

binaries inherently unstable, which can eventually lead to their collapse from within. For 

this reason, exceptions often elicit angst, or worse. Exceptions haunt the edges of the 

binaries. See: Eric D. Meyer, Inner Animalities: Theology and the End of the Human, 

First edition. ed., Groundworks (New York: NY: Fordham University Press, 2018). 
35 This does not however mean that non-human creatures did not suffer beneath such 

stratifications. 
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anthropocentric superiority. We can see this sort of human-animal superiority at work in 

the theological trope of Adam as “namer-of-the-animals.” Many early theologians use it 

to claim human domination, even though this is not explicit in Genesis 2:20. John 

Chrysostom, for example, claims that Adam’s ability to rightly name and categorize 

animals makes humanity’s “unrivalled authority” and “lordly dominance” indisputable.36 

This basic philosophical instinct to define the human by opposing it to animals dates back 

further than literature records.37  

Take for example the Cappadocian fathers, whose anthropologies function in this 

taxonomic and hierarchical way where the human is defined through a positive definition 

of the soul but also through human distinction from the bestial.38 For Nyssa, human 

 
36 John Chrysostom, Homilies on Genesis 1-17, trans. Robert C. Hill, The Fathers of the 

Church (Washington DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1999), Homily 

14.18-20, 190-91. He also says that the Creator grants Adam this task as a witness to 

human intelligence and dominion. He goes on to say this is mirrored in the act of slave 

owners renaming new slaves as a sign of the slave owner’s dominion over the slave 

(intelligence and mastery are visible in this binary as well). Chrysostom uses lesson to 

encourage his hearers towards greater obedience, much like Pelagius does in Letter to 

Demetrias. See Chapter 4. Origen makes a similar claim in Origen, Origen: Contra 

Celsum, trans. Henry Chadwick (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), 4.78. 
37 Adamson, Animals: A History, 345n. 5; ibid., 345 n. 5. This is not to say that from the 

start, the binary wasn’t compromised with exceptions. For two theological accounts see 

Miller, In the Eye of the Animal:  Zoological Imagination in Ancient Christianity.; and 

Meyer, Inner Animalities: Theology and the End of the Human. For a non-theological 

account see introduction to Adamson, Animals: A History. Despite the manifold 

variations and some exceptions, the binary still operates throughout the intellectual 

history of anthropos. 
38 For those who feel squeamish about binaries, one might say, whether for Aristotle, 

Plato or our early theologians, that while humans did contain animal aspects (bodies, 

appetites for food and sex, wild passions, digestion, and even mortality) these were 

considered the “lower” aspects of human existence. These were opposed to those 

“higher” aspects, rationality, bi-pedal posture, the human soul, a spark of divinity, human 

language, that made a human human. In other words, while not denying animal aspects to 

being human, it is those traits that humans exclusively bear that makes them human, 

while the human’s animal aspects are what jeopardize it.  



 

 

 

19 

salvation entails leaving behind humanity’s more animal aspects. Whereas before 

humanity began to fall “Human nature was a divine sort of thing,..” upon the soul’s 

resurrection, Nyssa explains: 

when we have put off that dead and ugly garment which was made for us from 

irrational skins,…we throw off every part of our irrational skin along with the 

removal of the garment. These are the things which we have received from the 

irrational skin: sexual intercourse, conception, childbearing, dirt, lactation, 

nourishment, evacuation, gradual growth to maturity, the prime of life, old age, 

disease, and death.39  

 

If theological anthropology classically separates the independent human from the animal, 

bringing microscopic animal life into the center of the human in an essential way creates 

problems and possibilities for many theological loci, not the least of which is salvation, 

which sometimes, as we see above, is all too easily interpreted as the human rising to 

sloughs off her animality. The more human, the less animal.40  

 
39 Nyssa, On the Soul and Resurrection, 113-14. These are what Nyssa might call 

“superfluous” or “alien” to our essential nature. Ibid., 52. To be clear, Nyssa is not 

writing in a context of ecological crisis. Nor is he thinking about the twenty-first 

century’s discovery of the micro-animal at work in the intricacies of the human mind and 

intellectual life. (Were he alive today I imagine he would engage the best science of our 

moment.) Nyssa’s anthropology cannot be read apart from his eschatology—he excludes 

the bestial aspects of human being from its essential nature, because the human’s 

essential nature is made in the image of the divine nature. For the human to ascend to 

God and love God it must ultimately be purified of all those aspects that are unlike God, 

even though the human will never be the same as God. Because the human soul cannot 

ever exhaustively attain, know, love all there is to God, there will always be a further 

distance for the soul to travel in its knowing of the divine. As Warren Smith makes clear, 

knowing God does not lead to satiety (as one might say it does for Origen). The soul’s 

knowledge and desire in its purified and restored not-exactly-physical body leads the 

human soul through an unending epectasy ἐπέκτασις. The resurrection is in this sense 

both a restoration and a gloriously perpetual journey into what the soul has not yet known 

of God. For more see: J. Warren Smith, Passion and Paradise: Human and Divine 

Emotion in the Thought of Gregory of Nyssa (Crossroad Pub. Co., 2004). Nyssa does not 

subordinate animals or animality willy-nilly but for theological reasons. That said, if the 

ends once justified the means, that is no longer the case.  
40 This is not to say that Nyssa sees these more alien aspects, for example the passionate 

bestial nature, as useless in the human’s journey. It is to say they are not part of 
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While non-human creation figures more prominently and positively in a second 

century Irenaean account of the divine economy than a modern Barthian one, the human-

animal binary nevertheless downplays human creatureliness, embodiment and 

entanglement with the non-human environment while emphasizing humanity’s exclusive 

possession of the imago dei (crassly defined as anything humans have that animals 

don’t).41 These distinctions make for a picture of the self as a rational, self-contained 

agent that sits at the center of God’s economy. To be clear, this sort of anthropocentrism 

is not only for the sake of the human. Nyssa, and Maximus following him, sees 

humanity’s mid-point between heaven and earth as the means by which humanity will 

redirect creation in its ascent toward the Creator.  Anthropocentrism, like the human-

animal binary, is darkest when read through a twenty-first century cry of the earth42 and 

through Lynn White’s twentieth century alarm. 

Theology's centering, elevating and separating of the human from the animal and 

the environment is what provoked Lynn White's environmental critique of Christianity as 

"the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen."43 From the present to as far back 

as the first centuries, Christian theology has run with a human/animal, human/non-human 

 

archetypal human nature in God’s mind nor are they bound for the eschaton.  
41 The potentially content-less nature of the imago dei means that in some ways it 

becomes the placeholder for whatever it is that makes the human distinct. Humanity’s 

exclusive possession of or participation in the imago dei can travel with and 

accommodate the discoveries that winnow away distinction based on intellect.  

Philosopher Jonathan Bennet uses “rationality” the way much of the Christian tradition 

has used the imago dei. It means “whatever it is that humans possess which marks them 

off, in respect of intellectual capacity, sharply and importantly from all other known 

species.” Quoted in, Clough, "Not a Not-Animal: The Vocation to Be a Human Animal 

Creature," 14. 
42 See: Leonardo Boff, Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor, Ecology and Justice 

(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1997).  
43 Lynn White, "The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis," Science  155 (1967). 
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and human/nature divide, divides without which our present anthropocentrism cannot 

function. Christianity's anthropocentrism, as it dissects the essence of the human, 

removing the animal and the environmental, also often takes the form of the belief that 

everything else is made for the sake of humans.44 White roots this claim in the story of 

God granting Adam dominion over creation, a perspective reflected in the theology of 

second century Bishop of Lyon Irenaeus. “Humanity was not made for the sake of 

creation, but creation for the sake of humankind.”45 Of course, Irenaeus is writing against 

claims that a material creation could not have been made by a good God at all. It might 

sound to modern ears, as to White’s, like Irenaeus is anti-environmental, but Irenaeus 

elevates the status of creation in his insistence that the God who creates the material 

world is good, is the same God as the one who recapitulates/restores humanity in Christ.46 

Nevertheless, Irenaeus reveals no sign of qualms about putting creation to the service of 

humans and not the other way around.47  

Creation in service of humans does not have to be as bad as some eco-theologians 

interpret it to be. Creation serving humans is bad when Christians suppose creation sits 

below humanity on a chain of being—it sounds like forced servitude. But what if there’s 

 
44 This service-dominion model gets linked to the trope of Adam as namer-of-the-

animals.  I am grateful to Eric Daryl Meyer for his similar analysis of such dissection. His 

thinking helped clarify my own. See: Meyer, Inner Animalities: Theology and the End of 

the Human. 
45 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, trans. Paul Böer Sr (USA: Beloved Publishing, 2015), 

5:29.1. 
46 Ibid. 
47 This claim is almost axiomatic in early Christian tradition, especially as it relates to 

humanity’s intellectual nature. In Origen’s Contra Celsum, Origen counters Celsus’ more 

symbiotic view that humans and creation are made for each other by defending the view 

of the stoics who, “put man and the rational nature in general above all irrational beings, 

and say that providence has made everything primarily for the sake of the rational 

nature.” Origen, Origen: Contra Celsum, 4.74. 
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a way to configure the human-environment relation not as creation’s enslavement but as 

humanity’s dependence? What if we are creation’s dependents? What if we are not 

masters of creation but its beneficiates? Microbiologists, immunologists and neurologists 

all agree that those aspects that we have classically claimed make us increasingly human 

(intellect, reason, compassion, empathy, discipline and self-control) all depend on our 

symbionts.48 One might think of this as creation serving humanity but one might also see 

this as humanity’s radical dependence. It’s not the service of slave to master but mother to 

child or, more mutually, sea anemone to clownfish. Generous or mutual “servitude.” 

In Part Two I show that the origin and repair for disordered thinking about the 

support we receive from creation is in the event of the Fall and Fall-doctrines that are 

distorted because of the Fall. In short when being human is set against being a creature, 

or a “critter,” as anthropologist Donna Haraway often puts it, this theological 

anthropology repeats the distortions of the Fall, wherein Adam and Eve resist not only 

their dependence on God but also their dependence on creatures. Writers as different from 

each other as St. Ephrem the Syrian, John Calvin the reformer and even ecologist 

Timothy Morton all place an indictment against such pride, isolationism and claim to 

independence—all of which threaten the humility foundational to faithful, as well as 

environmentally sound, anthropological reflection.  

1.2.3 Microbes challenge anthropocentric exceptionalism 

 

 Un-creaturely or animality-shy anthropologies are one sort of problem. These 

sorts of anthropologies often pair with yet other aspects that microbes complicate—

 
48 Roman M.Stilling Timothy G.Dinan, Catherine Stanton, John F.Cryana, "Collective 

Unconscious: How Gut Microbes Shape Human Behavior," Journal of Psychiatric 

Research 63 (2015). 
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mainly anthropocentric exceptionalism and extractivism, which relegate non-human 

creation, everything outside the boundary of our skin, to a backdrop—manipulated 

scenery at best, dispensable instrument at worst. Humans are the story, everything else is 

a sideshow, a short-term provision.49 In the twenty-first century, Barth can be read to 

typify this ecological exclusion. “The world of animals and plants forms the necessary 

living backdrop for the habitat divinely allotted to man and placed under their 

control....They are provided for his use."50 Barth reads creation as beneath and in service 

of the human. All of these anthropocentric claims, that humanity is above, that humanity 

is the point of creation, which itself is intrinsically meaningless, is premised on the idea 

that we can separate humanity out from nature—what Lynn White calls a false nature-

human divide.51 The microbiome complicates this dualism and ecological devaluation, 

 
49 In Part II I will trace these attitudes to early eastern Christian anthropologies of the 

Fall. See Chapter 6. 
50 CD III/4 350-351. I say “can be read” because there are more ecological ways to read 

his relation of the cosmos to the external basis of the covenant. See: Willis Jenkins, 

"Barth and Environmental Theology," in The Oxford Handbook of Karl Barth ed. Paul 

Dafydd Jones and Paul T. Nimmo (Oxford University Press). Furthermore, Barth does 

something here that he normally does not do; he refers to the human as “the animal 

creature,” displaying an openness to human animality that fits with Barth’s overarching 

attempts to humble the human. 
51 White’s article is sometimes cast as the most important piece of environmental writing 

for ecological theologians up until Pope Francis’ encyclical Laudato Si. It should be 

noted that White’s critique of the Christianized west is somewhat “whitewashed.” White 

tells a simplified story that obscures the racial and ethnically diverse realities and 

complexities of what “western” means. The western Christianity White describes is 

monolithic. It pays no attention to the history of race, to how land was colonized by white 

Europeans who scoffed at the deeply ecological orientation of native peoples. It pays no 

attention to the way human bodies were extracted from their native lands by white 

Christians and trafficked to the U.S. as chattel slavery. White’s analysis pays no attention 

to the dynamics of how race and power and slavery fit into the story of environmental 

degradation and injustice in the West. Eco theologians like Kiara Jorgenson argue that the 

anthropocentrism being critiqued by Lynn White is a white anthropocentrism. Jorgenson 

proposes that because it is black and brown communities in the U.S. that are 

disproportionately affected by the foolishness of environmental degradation, white 
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revealing a backside to radically buffered anthropologies.  

The distorted downgrading of non-human creation relegated to external backdrop 

has a problematic flipside: the lie that the human is both constituted and can be known 

extracted from her environment. Interestingly the especially modern thought that humans 

can be defined apart from their lifeworld mirrors a similar microbiological methodology. 

In the late nineteenth century, in the same labs where germ-theory was emerging, 

development of the petri dish allowed microbiologists to extract, isolate and identify 

individual microbes in a sterile environment. The development was critical for 

identifying which microbe was linked to what illness. What petri dishes did not show 

were the manifold relationships in a diverse community of microbes, relationships that 

are constitutive of their very way of being. Petri dishes make ecological webs occult. 

With the advent of metagenomic technology,52 scientists now realize “…the vast majority 

of the Earth’s microbiome cannot be grown in a laboratory. In fact, a new ‘tree of life’ 

that outlines the evolutionary relationship between living things, shows that it is 

dominated by species that cannot be isolated or cultured.”53 The microbial relationships 

 

Christians should listen to the voices, theologies and narratives of the communities who 

were reeling and responding well before Lynn White’s article over the 

instrumentalization and subjugation of creation. These might include voices like George 

Tinker, Melanie Harris and Willie Jennings, as well as the voices and stories of the black 

residents of Warren County, N.C. who began organizing with the United Church of 

Christ against the dumping of polluted soil in black communities in the 1970s, which is 

commonly regarded as the beginning of the environmental justice movement.  
52Metagenomic technology makes use of gene sequencing so that rather than examining 

isolated organisms and their particular genes, scientists can study all of the DNA 

extracted from an entire community, a microbiome. It allows scientists to look not just at 

a microbe but at a biome, not just at gene but a hologenome. 
53 See: "The Kavli Foundation,"  https://www.kavlifoundation.org/science-behind-

microbiome.; Seth R. Bordenstein, "Host Biology in Light of the Microbiome: Ten 

Principles of Holobionts and Hologenomes". 
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that make humans and so many other creatures what they are cannot be studied apart 

from each other or from their habitats. As long as microbiological technology limited 

microbial inquiry to isolated specimens, the fundamentally symbiotic reality of microbes 

remained elusive.  

And so it goes for the dis-embedded the human. Identifying her apart from her 

ecological relations hides her fundamentally symbiotic nature. She is a theological 

specimen sequestered in the petri dish of sterile systematics that has not made that which 

sustains the human essential to her being. Theological “technology” limits 

anthropological inquiry to isolated specimens; obscuring the fundamentally symbiotic 

reality of the essence of being human. This is part and parcel of a theologically isolated 

and undervalued "environment.” A petri dish anthropology is one that presupposes both 

that individual organisms can be identified and sustained in isolation, and that all other 

organisms are fundamentally threatening rather than potential aids, or even graces.  

Microbes, the ones we like and the ones we don't, are Barth's "secular parables"—

they have prophetic value, even if, for Barth, human science does not. Barth's concern is 

not so much with natural science itself.54 He concedes it might be useful for a pastor or 

theologian to be nimble enough to accommodate the cosmologies that rise and fall with 

the ages. Faith, “although it has constantly allied itself with cosmologies, has never yet 

engendered its own distinctive world-view, but in this respect has always made more or 

less critical use of alien views.”55 Barth's problem with science, however, is how humans 

 
54 The material from here until the end of the paragraph comes from or repeats material 

published as Aminah Al-Attas Bradford, "Living in the Company of Beasts: Karl Barth, 

the Microbiome, and the Unwitting Microbial Witness of the Divine Bearing of All 

Things," Philosophy, Theology and the Sciences 4, no. 2 (2017). 
55 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, trans. Bromiley Knight, Reid and Fuller, vol. 3/2 



 

 

 

26 

manage to use it to elevate themselves. If ever a scientific revolution were set up to bring 

down human hubris, I would think it would be the Copernican sort, but even then, Barth 

laments,  

Man is all the greater for this, man is at the center of all things, in a quite different 

sense, too, for he was able to discover this revolutionary truth by his own 

resources. . . The geocentric picture of the universe was replaced as a matter of 

course by the anthropocentric.56  

 

I would presume then that science of the biome, of creatures that muddle most of our 

taxonomies, chains of being and trees of life, would be a good thing to Barth, because as 

of yet humans have not been able to get a handle on microbes, biologically or 

philosophically.  

 At first blush, holobiont anthropology poses problems for Christian theology—

where modern theological anthropology commonly imagines the human as a radically 

separate individual, distinct from and superior to the environment animal life, 

microbiologists argue that the pure human, hermetically separate, is an unviable 

falsehood. Medieval anthropology grounds human identity in the imago dei, the capacity, 

role or relationship exclusive to humans. But human capacities to know, feel, desire, and 

relate are now viewed as acts of human-microbial cooperation. Without the microbe there 

is no mind. Yet christian anthropology depends on the human-animal binary. Where some 

early Christian doctrines of sin and redemption mostly imagine the Fall as a decline 

towards beastly, more physical existence, and salvation as a surmounting or 

transformation of such animality, microbiome science breaks up the human-animal binary 

 

(Peabody: MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2010), 7. 
56 Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century:  It’s Background and History (London, 

UK: SCM, 2001), 23. 
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and brings these micro-animals into the very heart of what it takes to constitute and be a 

human holobiont. Problems indeed.  

The answer to the question of “why microbes?” is in the first place because 

microbes cause problems for theology. But the point is not to end there.57 Microbes, with 

their anthropological disruption, are a place to begin, a lens that exposes, amplifies, 

reveals possibilities and promises for a tradition that contributes to anti-environmental 

and racist impulses not only in western society but also in white western Christianity. In 

this sense, microbes are like tiny prophets, or like Barth’s “little [even microscopic!] 

lights” that reveal distortions operating at the heart of theology. 

1.3 Microbes breach boundaries  

 

From the beginning, scientists using primitive microscope technologies weren't 

quite sure what they were looking at through the glass. Was it animal, vegetable, mineral, 

miracle or monster? Earliest attempts at naming disease as a thing, are traced to the 

Italian intellectual Girolamo Fracastoro of the sixteenth century whose theory of 

contagion attributed certain illnesses to “seeds of disease,” calling them fomes,58 a word 

used by medieval theologians to describe the irreparable effects of original sin.59 In 

 
57 This is not to say that this essay is meant to solve every problem it reveals. Especially 

in light of the apocalyptic/revelatory capacities of microbial lives, I anticipate that while 

this project is both deconstructive and constructive that this first attempt at a holobiont 

theology will raise more red flags than determine finally the theological significance of 

our microbial entanglement. 
58 Fomes means “tinder.” It’s lightwood. It starts a fire. It’s medieval lighter fluid. It’s the 

same word we hear in the times of virus as “fomite.” The nominative singular is fomes, 

but the root of the noun is fomit-. The plural is fomitēs, and our “fomite” is a new 

singular, backformed from the Latin plural. I provide a lengthier theological analysis on 

fomes in Chapter 4. For more on theology in times of Covid I refer you to the Afterward. 
59 Vivian Nutton, "The Reception of Fracastoro’s Theory of Contagion:  The Seed That 

Fell among Thorns?," Osiris and The University of Chicago Press 6 (1990): 203. Nutton, 

I presume, is referring to Thomas Aquinas’ use of the word fomes in the Summa 
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Britain, the earliest and "dominant metaphor" for germ theory was the seed—hence 

"germ."60 Other early attempts classified bacteria as plants. And while at first they barely 

made it on to the Linnaean tree, now they dominate it—there's hardly room for the 

human. This biological re-centering can be therapeutic to a tradition fraught with 

anthropocentrism—microbes come bearing gifts. 

Microbes represent, stand in for all sorts of things. Sometimes microbes stand in 

for animals—they are micro animals, "wee beasts," "little animals," as van Leeuwenhoek 

dubbed them in 1683. They are animals—we are humans. Their bodies are a threatening 

surplus of animal life pouring into our own. Other times they carry a more environmental 

load—microbes are what connect us to plants, fungi, ponds and soil. They are nature—

we are culture.61 Their bodies link ours to the environment. The biome in our gardens 

relates to the one in our homes and in our guts. Their residence inside our residences but 

all the more in our recesses makes the human environmental—we become habitat.  

Still other times, microbes function more like a generic sort of matter. Microbes 

are raw flesh, dead flesh, building blocks, as Captain saw them in 1896—"microbes, the 

great deliverers of death, but also dispensers of matter.”62 And what is matter but the 

 

Theologica 5.3,Question 12.3, obj 1 and reply to objection 1 “Reply to Objection 1: By 

causes we must understand the proximate causes of actual sin, which are twofold: viz. the 

lust of sin through the habit or act of a sin that has been given up, and those things which 

are called the remnants of past sin; and external occasions of sin, such as place, bad 

company and so forth. Such causes are removed by satisfaction in this life, albeit the 

‘fomes,’ which is the remote cause of actual sin, is not entirely removed by satisfaction in 

this life though it is weakened.” 
60 Michael Worboys, Spreading Germs:  Disease Theories and Medical Practice in 

Britain, 1865-1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 6. 
61 Of course in modern labs, we extract them from their native environment, “culturing” 

them so that they can be mastered. If this calls to mind settler colonial tactics of 

“civilizing,” the shared valence might be less happenstance than you think might think. 
62 Bruno Latour, The Pasteurization of France, trans. Alan Sheridan and John Law 
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locus of our instability, mutability, our mortality? Microbes carry the weight of death. 

Microbes, if any less evolved, would be non-living. Dead weight. They are the living and 

the not quite. Thinking theology with microbes is to consider the animal, the 

environmental, the material, the quick and the dead. The tapeworm, the virus, the 

spirochete maneuver in and between all the divides we establish and the walls we build. 

Microbes are alive, the building blocks of life, the oldest forms of life; though in the case 

of viruses they are not exactly alive, yet without even a metabolic system, they have 

managed to bring the most technologically evolved societies to a halt. They are death-

dealing. They are living death. Bacteria feed on it. They are rot, decay, putrefaction, 

parasite, sin—the sin not even baptism can wash away. They keep solidarity with all the 

“sins” that can’t be cleansed—my ethnicity and gender. 

They are the creatures in between our encyclopedic ways of knowing—63 

interstitial, mysterious, a tertium quid that exists between the milk and the cheese, a 

brewer and her beer,64 the holy meal and us.65 They are beneficial. They are pathogenic. 

They stop our hearts and make love possible.66 They make mind and thought and thus 

faith possible. And yet Jane Bennet suggests that to take them "seriously, we would not 

only have to revise our assessment of their activities but also need to question our larger 

faith in the uniqueness of humans, to reinvent concepts now attached to that faith."67 

 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 37. 
63 See intro: Brian Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto: A Theology of Race and Christian 

Hybridity (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2010). 
64 Latour, The Pasteurization of France, 33. 
65 Microbes help make the meal and help us digest the meal. In the Covid-19 pandemic 

microbes fence us from the meal. For more reflection on Covid-19 the Eucharist see the 

Afterward.  
66 J. F. Cryan and T. G. Dinan. 
67 Quoted in Janelle A. Schwartz, Worm Work: Recasting Romanticism (Minneapolis, 
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Microbes are like Brian Bantum's "interracial or mulatto/a body," the "site that unveils 

race [and in our case species] as a tragic illusion."68 Microbes, are "mixed-race children," 

floating "between the categories of colonizer and colonized, human and nonhuman, slave 

and free."69  

They are saccharomyces or penicillium (friends), but also streptococcus and 

staphylococcus aureus (foes). Predating hominids by millennia, humans construct them 

now as germs, as enemies lying in wait. They breach skin, gut and blood-brain barriers, 

sometimes to our benefit but always to their own. They are horror fiction except they are 

real. They are teeming, everywhere. They coat everything. They connect everything. 

They are the manifestation of Timothy Morton's "ecological thought," realizing "that all 

beings are connected."70 Like worms, they are, as Janelle Schwartz notes, instantiations 

of Morton's 'strange stranger,' or 'other beings, neither me nor not-me,’ which inhabit the 

mesh of life-forms. . . ."71 They infuriate with their "categorical waywardness"72 and their 

cracks and kinks in the system, but in the end their furious penetrations, their breeching 

of our borders, from the encyclopedic to the epidermal is what makes them good tools 

with which to think. Microbes break down binaries. 

 

MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2012), 3.  
68 Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto: A Theology of Race and Christian Hybridity, 16. 
69 Ibid., 15. 
70 Schwartz, Worm Work: Recasting Romanticism, 4. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Ibid., 23. Such waywardness is exactly what Mary Douglas and Leviticus suggests 

makes a creature unclean or worthy of disgust. Douglas draws from the biblical text: “…In 
general the underlying principle of cleanness in animals is that they shall conform fully to their 
class. Those species are unclean which are imperfect members of their class, or whose class itself 
confounds the general scheme of the world.” Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the 
Concept of Pollution and Taboo, Routledge Classics (London; New York: Routledge, 2002). 
 



 

 

 

31 

I have a methodological presumption that matter tells the truth—even, or maybe 

especially, when we do not.73 In the end, I hope it has its way. And if matter is generally 

iconoclastic, microbes are particularly ortho-plastic—they bend our truths. They unmask 

fantasies of a peaceful and harmonious life-sustaining nature.74 Microbes make messes. 

They link me with the other against whom I am taught to define myself. And for this they 

draw our ire, and hopefully some theological attention. For, like Mary Douglas' rigid 

society, facing "pressures on boundaries and margins," theological "ideas about 

separating, purifying, demarcating and punishing transgressions have as their main 

function to impose system on an inherently untidy experience."75 But if the world has not 

entirely run amuck, then what we experience as untidy might actually be part of just the 

sort of world in which God means for humans to recover from their offence at the 

messiness of being mortal creatures and not immortal Creator. 

1.4 Outlining the dissertation 

 

Part One of this dissertation introduces the crisis of the microbiome for 

theological anthropology. In the face of microbiome science it answers the question of 

why microbiology and theology have something to say to each other. It looks at 

theological and historical factors that make the project of microbial theology relevant not 

only to Christian ethics (how do we act towards microbes?) but also classic Christian 

 
73 See Afterward for commentary on how Covid-19 resists the lies of Donald Trump. 
74 Willis Jenkins, with Lisa Sideris, notes the counterproductive impulse in eco 

theologians (ex: Cobb and McFague) who appeal to an idealized nature that runs against 

competition, predation and death inherent to it. If a theology of nature denies its 

complexities to affirm its goodness, is it truly affirming? Within this critique is yet more 

support for the aptness of holobiont theology. The complicating factors of competition, 

predation, evolution and death are unavoidable in microbial thought. See: Jenkins, "Barth 

and Environmental Theology," 597. 
75 Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concept of Pollution and Taboo, 5. 
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doctrine (how does God use microbes to form what the Church teaches about God and 

creation?) In Chapter Two I situate holobiont theology in relation to other theological 

modes of inquiry and lay out methods and strategies for microbially attuned theology in 

the age of the microbe. In the final chapter of Part I, I present historical and theological 

barriers to holobiont theology, previewing the ways in which disease theory (nosology) 

and theology have co-informed each other even as these contribute to the intersecting 

realities of racism and anti-environmentalism in parts of the North American church. 

Nosology is used in two ways. First, it is a branch of medical science. It is the study and 

practice of classifying diseases. For example, there are communicable and non-

communicable diseases. A nosologist might ask, is a disease hereditary or developmental 

or anatomical? Nosology investigates epidemiological frameworks. Secondarily, 

nosology is also the study of the theory of disease. For example there are humoral, 

miasmic and germ theories. This sort of nosologist looks at the history of theories on 

what caused illness. When I reference nosology I mean it as a discourse of disease theory. 

Part II explores the theological complexities of human-microbial relations through 

the theological lens of the Fall. It seeks out a theological genealogy that both supported 

germ theory and now threatens the possibilities of a microbe-friendly theology, locating a 

key problem inside distorted interpretations of Fall-doctrine. In Chapter Four I explore 

four theological consequences of germ theory, drawing out the ways germ theory not only 

baptizes gnostic76 temptations most generally characterized as a devaluation of material 

creation and an overestimation of human creatures, but also how germ theory is but one 

modern instantiation of a primal anthropocentric attitude tracing back to the figure of the 

 
76 I use ‘gnostic’ (small g) in a sensu lato and Gnostic (capital G) in a sensu stricto.  



 

 

 

33 

garden of Eden. In Chapter Five I demonstrate how theories of disease (nosologies) are a 

hermeneutical key for interpreting Christian sin and salvation discourse. I exposit John 

Calvin’s theology of the cross as medicine for the disease of sin through a premodern 

theory of disease. In Chapter Six I contrast two interpretive traditions of the Fall before 

constructing a third interpretation of the Fall in an ecological mode. By interpreting the 

Fall as Adam’s turning to the wrong tree, I can frame present denial of human 

dependence on the grace of microbial creation as participation in Adam’s fall. By the end 

of Chapter Six I argue that the historically constructed “germ” has been pressed into the 

role of an agent of the Fall, where it might otherwise therapeutically disabuse Christians 

of the lies perpetuated by the Fall. 

Part Three is short because it is a protest. I do not know how to write a proper or 

isolated theological anthropology of the holobiont, as if it could stand apart from a 

theology of creation or Christ any more than a human can exist apart from creation or 

Christ. Holobiont anthropology will emerge from holobiont Christology and a theology 

of, well, everything else. Nevertheless, Chapter Seven takes up the question of whether 

pre-modern theological anthropologies that depend on a medieval conception of agency 

can survive a thoroughly symbiotic and mixed-species anthropology. I work out a 

microbe-friendly reading of human agency in Thomas Aquinas that amplifies rather than 

threatens the imago dei by making imaging and knowing God symbiotic acts. His 

doctrines of creation and anthropology anticipate a holobiont theology that follows the 

wisdom of indigenous accounts of the ecological body, where human and world support, 

absorb, assimilate and become each other without violation. 
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These eight chapters comprise the first of two sections of a holobiont theology. (If 

the first section focuses more on anthropology, the forthcoming second will be written 

towards a doctrine of God and soteriology in light of the holobiont.) By the end of the 

first section, readers will understand the ancient and modern history of what is 

theologically at stake in the story of human-microbial relations—nothing less than the 

symbiotic grace of God mediated by creatures, large as a tree, small as a microbe. 
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2. Framing Holobiont Theology: Novel Methods and Repurposed Resources for the 

Microbial Turn 

 

The human being is made in the image of God. But God is a mystery. The human being is 

the image of a mystery. Part of the mystery of the human being is that I am not myself by 

myself alone. But the others without which I am not myself are not only human. They 

extend above and below me. They include God above and microbes below. The idea that 

I am not myself without God may often be forgotten, but the idea that I am not myself 

without the microbes below has scarcely been thought. At least it has scarcely been 

thought by theologians. 

 

2.1 Old wineskins are not enough        

 

In his "Introduction to Wittgenstein," Fergus Kerr notes a temptation to 

“exaggerate the ease with which the Cartesian legacy may be detected and disowned. 

…as if naming the problem were sufficient to overcome it.”1 This, Kerr reasons, is 

because there are all sorts of anthropological allures and securities and affirmations that 

come with the modern package of thinking of the self as “a more or less deficient angel.”2 

“The person at the centre of modern theology has acquired the attributes of the God of 

classic theology,” and not by participation but by possession.3 The autonomy, 

independence, the making of one’s own rules and meanings and destiny, the privacy and 

security of isolation of self all render the modern human a creature unlike any other, more 

like the Creator than the creation. In a sense, the Cartesian self is a tertium quid. Isolated 

from the embodiment and sociality of the cosmos, not quite Creator, but not as lowly as 

creature, the human, by some delusion, is set on a spiritual journey of actualization that 

 
1 Kerr, Theology after Wittgenstain, 10. 
2 Ibid., 14. Quoting Cornelius Ernst. 
3 Ibid., 17. 
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finally ends in sloughing off of material flesh as he abandons the world to become his 

god-like immortal self.4  

Not only is the modern self, alone and cast as a monad, more thinkable than a 

diverse and open plurality, by Kerr’s account it’s also sexier and aggrandizing.5 Some 

might also think it comforting. To discover that others make and unmake who I am, that 

as a holobiont I am not the originator of my thoughts, that my emotions and appetites 

aren't solely my own, but rather the product of my symbionts—this is the plotline of a 

psycho horror film or a zombie movie, not the comforting word for people in the pews. 

There’s a comforting though false security in the idea of the buffered, bounded self. 

The theologies we cling to tell us something about ourselves. Kerr thinks some 

theologians and their institutions benefit from the theology of the Cartesian, buffered self, 

set apart from and superior to everything else. On the other hand, others can argue that 

the dignity of a human life or even an animal one, benefits from the rights and securities 

of being an entity whose being is grounded in its essence (as opposed to relation). 

However, one can also argue that the modern Cartesian disconnection and independence 

of the self has also secured the less lofty "benefit" of making some humans free from 

certain social and material accountability.6 It cuts both ways. Never-minding for the 

 
4 While this view is formally rejected by the church, and might be a caricature of 

someone like Origen’s eschatology, large swaths of Christians in pews nevertheless 

ascribe to something similar, although we might reasonably hope that the interventions of 

those like Douglas Farrow and N.T. Wright have remedied this for those in their orbits. 
5 This is only the case for those humans who “count” as humans. I am still telling the 

story from above. Judith Butler alerts us to the underbelly of the concept of the human 

who lives below our ideologies. “Wherever there is the human, there is the 

inhuman…some humans qualify as human; some humans do not.” Quoted in Meyer, 

Inner Animalities: Theology and the End of the Human, 123. 
6 This is why Pope Francis in his encyclical Laudato Si attempts to re-link the human to 

non-human creation as a remedy for the ecological crisis. In a word, Cartesian 
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moment that such modern “freedom” from the burden of environmental entanglement has 

ushered in ecological devastation; the “liberty” of independence, and the dignity, security, 

comfort and esteem of ontological individuality continue to entice, comfort and embroil 

western Christian self-narration. The Cartesian legacy is hard to be rid of.  

Two methodologies show promise, relational studies and material studies. In this 

chapter, I argue that these two methodologies fail to synergize despite their shared 

concerns because their respective hopes angle in opposite directions. One prides itself on 

what’s above; the other on what is below. However, holobiont theology, as a branch of 

animality studies, is in a unique position to bring the two together to work from above 

and below, to show how all sorts of human relations, with things divine and things 

material, matter in the divine economy. 

Before moving further, a word about premodern sources. 

2.1.1 Thinking with traditional sources for a 21st Century problem 

 

The philosopher Robert Brandom clarifies the use of ancient sources to think 

through contemporary problems by identifying two different goals of interpretation.  

A de dicto interpretation aims to say what the writer said, and is therefore 

constrained to prioritize the writer's own ancillary commitments and cultural 

context. A de re interpretation aims to say what follows from (some of) the 

writer's commitments when they are placed in the setting of the 

interpreter's ancillary commitments and cultural [environmental] context.7 

 

 

anthropology aligns with a “spiritualized” and dematerialized Christianity. 
7 The language of de dicto and de re comes from Robert Brandom, Tales of the Mighty 

Dead: Historical Essays in the Metaphysics of Intentionality (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 2002). The quotation appears in Eugene F. Rogers, Aquinas and the 

Supreme Court: Race, Gender, and the Failure of Natural Law in Thomas's Bibical 

Commentaries (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013)., attributed to an anonymous reader who 

is Jeffrey Stout. 
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In this chapter and especially those that come after it, I am using patristic, medieval and 

even modern sources not to say what they said, but to illuminate environmental 

commitments and holobiont complexities in a twenty-first century context. I read (or 

misread) these sources to address contemporary issues, even when others might seem to 

serve me better, because they are the sources that command the greatest authority across 

the Christian tradition, because they are the sources that my teachers have given me to 

think with and, in many cases, because of my own delight in these sources. 

Furthermore, in almost every instance, I am using these sources in a context that 

the writers could not have imagined before the age of the microbiome, which often means 

I am using their work to ask questions that they do not ask, at least not in the same way. 

They don’t get a completely fair shake. I imagine if my early Christian sources knew 

people can eat today with no idea that food comes from the ground, if they knew that the 

planet is in crisis and if they knew that we have a real microcosm of creatures mixed into 

our selves, they would have beaten me to the punch. Their own theology would look 

different. 

Not only do I bring their thought into an unintended context, but I often do not get 

to highlight the greatest brilliances of these sources, nor even what is most at stake for 

them. Only rarely do I place the part of their argument that I use in the greater economy 

of their thought and framework. Furthermore, I take exacting discourse, where an iota 

makes a world of difference, and pay more attention to unintended consequences and 

unanticipated directions of their work. I am thinking from the perspective of people in the 

pews and secular science who may never care to say the words hypostasis or ousia.  
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I am using the microbiome as an occasion to notice from a new perspective how 

even theologies to which I subscribe can play into human temptation, for the 

anthropology of the Fall impacts not just the writers but also the inheritors of texts. In this 

way, the story of theology is like the silly game of telephone we play at my dinner table. 

Most of the time by accident, and sometimes because one of us is feeling naughty, 

whatever the original meaning is that a daughter whispers in my ear, when it finally 

returns to her, her words have been changed and changed again, and they have taken on 

new life. In this way, I am not so interested in what exactly was said de dicto but in the 

repeating pattern I notice as theology gets passed around history’s dinner game of 

telephone.8  

Practically what this means, and the danger of de re interpretation, is that 

theologians whose work I respect and cherish gets thrown under the bus, so to speak, and 

not even for their best work. If I use a theologian’s work, perhaps with the exception of 

Origen, it is not because I think we are better off without them, and it is not because I 

hope people will stop reading them, but because I think we need to practice reading these, 

alert to the biome and to our own deformations. I hope they would approve. 

2.1.2 The relational turn cultivates pride in what’s above  

 

Those familiar though with modern theology’s relational turn might question what 

holobiont theology offers theology that relational ontology does not.9 Maybe holobiont 

 
8 This is not new. Think of Karl Barth, reacting to the failure of Christian tradition to 

block the German church’s support of national war policies. Utterly aware of human 

capacity for distortion, he goes to work. 
9 This is especially the case if holobiont theology isn’t trying to say anything about 

trinitarian ontology and only about physical ontology and relational anthropology. That 

said, because holobiont anthropology is theocentric, it will venture in to trinitarian 

relationality and its connection to physical relationality in the chapter on holobiont God. 
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anthropology is merely the final nail in the coffin to modernity’s autonomous, atomistic 

Cartesian subject. Maybe holobiont science should be the rubber stamp on what the 

relational turn has already reformed. At the very least, relational ontologies and holobiont 

theology sound like natural companions. They almost are.10 

The writings of Metropolitan John Zizioulas, who proposes relationality as more 

foundational than individual essential being, can be said to have set theological 

anthropology on a turn towards defining the human in terms of personhood grounded in 

community. This implies an “openness of being,” or an “ek-stasis of being”11 that does 

not foreclose on particularity or otherness.  

One might think Zizioulas’ construal of ekstatic, open personhood is the perfect 

resource to accommodate the holobiont to theology. Holobiont theology is relational 

ontology, except outside in. Arguing against the ailments of Western Cartesianism and 

Boethian-Augustinian conceptions of the self, Zizioulas insists the human is not 

a complex of natural, psychological, or moral qualities that are in some sense 

‘possessed’ by or ‘contained’ in the human individuum. On the contrary, being a 

person is basically different from being an individual or ‘personality’ in that the 

person cannot be conceived in itself as a static entity, but only as it relates to.… 

Personhood implies the ‘openness of being’, and even more than that, the ek-

stasis of being, i.e. a movement towards communion which leads to a 

transcendence of the boundaries of the ‘self’….”12 

 

 

Note this material comes in Section 2 of this project, which is not included in this 

dissertation. 
10 For a concise account of three phases of theology’s relation turn see: Sarah Coakley, 

"Afterward: “Relational Ontology,” Trinity and Science," in The Trinity and an 

Entangled World: Relationality in Physical Science and Theology, ed. John Polkinghorne 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing 2010). 
11 John Zizoulas, "Human Capacity and Incapacity: A Theological Exploration of 

Personhood " Scottish Journal of Theology 28, no. 5 (1975).  
12 Ibid., 107-08. 
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Zizioulas and matter and microbes seem made for each other. This is almost the case. 

Why? It has to do with the trinitarian nature of relationality. Zizoulas’ relational 

anthropology, embraced by many twentieth and twenty-first century western 

theologians,13 stems from his theology of divine trinitarian relationality. Zizoulas writes, 

“The Holy Trinity is a primordial ontological concept.… The substance of God, ‘God’, 

has no ontological content, no true being, apart from communion.”14 This trinitarian 

origin matters. Edward Russell explains that many of the relational theological 

anthropologies “derive their understanding of human being from a perichoretic 

understanding of God as Trinity and emphasize the continuities between divine and 

human personhood.”15 It is the “trinitarian” grounding of these sorts of relationality that 

limits how far holobiont and these can travel together and that puts these anthropologies 

partially and unexpectedly at odds with new materialisms. But why? 

With trinitarian relationality as its foundation, Zizioulas’ relational ontology 

insinuates that human relationality bears likeness to God’s relationality.16 In this sense, 

although not the intention, the trend of theological anthropologies following Zizioulas, 

 
13 Miroslav Volf, Stanley Grenz and Colin Gunton, for example. 
14 John Zizioulas, Being as Communion (Crestwood, NY: Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 

1985), 17. 
15 Edward Russell, "Reconsidering Relational Anthropology: A Critical Assessment of 

John Zizioulas's Theological Anthropology," International Journal of Systematic 

Theology 5, no. 2 (2003): 168. 
16 This is not a negative consequence for Zizioulas, or for me, but it is also not exactly his 

point. Rather Zizioulas, in opposition to what he thinks is a modern distortion of early 

Christian theology, proposes new focus on the Cappadocian development of person as 

hypostasis, which to his mind does not assign any content to the nature of God or to the 

person but rather grounds personhood in communion. Person is prior to substance. See: J. 

Zizioulas, "Human Capacity and Human Incapacity: A Theological Exploration of 

Personhood," Scottish Journal of Theology 28, no. 5 (1975): 403.; For a helpful summary 

see: Russell, "Reconsidering Relational Anthropology: A Critical Assessment of John 

Zizioulas's Theological Anthropology," 168-72.  
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can be read to construe a lofty, even divine-ish human. It majors in the idea that being 

works for humans in a way that relates to how being works for the divine. This all sounds 

well and good. However, once it leaves the page, trinitarian-based relational 

anthropology, or even a christological one like that of Karl Barth, can pick up an air of 

anthropological exceptionalism. This is because relational anthropology considers the 

human in relationship to what is “above” the human.  

However, relational ontology typically sits on the opposite end of the spectrum 

from accounts of reality that privilege atomistic, individual, self-enclosed being. 

Relational anthropology is thought of as a fix for modern, buffered, independent 

anthropology. On the one hand this makes holobiont anthropology and relational 

ontology friends. Both debunk the buffered self. On the other hand exceptionalism 

piggybacks onto the more like-god aspects of relational anthropology. Relational 

anthropology points in two ways. In one direction, it points away from the prideful claims 

of autonomy and independence that arise with the modern buffered self and that all too 

easily couple with a denigration of the rest of the world.17 In the other direction, 

relational anthropology is susceptible to cosmic amnesia and to pride in human 

exceptionality—humans claim to uniquely mirror a divine relationality. Zizioulas, even as 

he fights against the damages of the “rationalistic image of man,” admits to this. “In all 

 
17 Zizioulas develops his theology of personhood all too aware of the consequences of 

western anthropology which were “beginning to worry theologians and simple Christians 

all over the world.” He thinks that especially in defining the human as an individual with 

special intellectual capacities that “man has managed to isolate himself from creation, to 

which he naturally belongs, and having developed an indifference to the sensitivity and 

life of creation has reached the point of pollution and destroying it to an alarming degree. 

Zizioulas, "Human Capacity and Human Incapacity: A Theological Exploration of 

Personhood," 406. 
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cases the cosmic dimension of man is missing; man in his relation to God singles himself 

out from nature as the autonomous self, as if his capacities and incapacities had nothing 

to do with those of the entire cosmos.”18 The spectrum between relational ontologies and 

Cartesian ones curves in on itself. If Cartesian selves and relational selves are opposed in 

how they constitute the human, they nevertheless share in their esteem of the human's 

likeness to God, in human exceptionality.19 Pride is sticky. It comes in all forms. 

Relational ontology is not quite enough to rid us of modern anthropology’s demons, nor 

our own. 

2.1.3 New materialism cultivates attention to what is below   

 

Over the past few decades, a modern “material turn” throughout the humanities, 

including religious studies and theology, represents a “new materialism” that deploys the 

witness of matter itself to challenge the modern western cartesian self, the division 

between mind and matter and separability of entities into distinct, atomized parts. New 

materialism(s) share a basic concern to reflect on the precarious relationship of the non-

human/human world. Where Zizioulas and many theologians sharing this concern look to 

anthropology as the answer, new materialism keeps its eye on the world itself. Amidst 

varying streams of new materialism, for the most part, they all respond in some way to 

 
18 Ibid., 406n. 3. Italics mine. 
19 Zizioulas is not as bad as this makes him seem. While for Zizioulas the imago dei is 

unique to the human, this likeness and imaging is for the purpose of linking God and 

creation. As priest of creation the human unites the fragments of the world into a cosmic 

whole. Here Zizioulas draws on microcosmic theory especially as Maximos the 

Confessor develops it. It is anthropocentrism at its best. See: John Zizioulas, "Proprietors 

or Priests of Creation?“ " in Toward an Ecology of Transfiguration: Orthodox Christian 

Perspectives on Environment, Nature, and Creation, ed. прир. J. Chryssavgis/BV Foltz 

(Fordham University Press: New York, 2013).; John D. Zizioulas, "Preserving God’s 

Creation: Three Lectures on Theology and Ecology" (paper presented at the King’s 

Theological Review, XII.I (1989);XII.II (1989); XIII.I (1990)).  
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previous neglect and discounting of “matter as inherently dynamic, and meaningful 

(precisely due to the anthropocentric presumption that meaning, and whatever else might 

make humans exceptional, is immaterial).”20 As the name suggests, new materialisms 

look at all sorts of matter beyond the human,21 but also take interest in the relationships 

between material things and humans, especially for the ways in which supposedly 

inanimate things act upon or do things to humans. 

Paying attention to matter softens dividing lines that previously helped us think 

the anthropological thought. Virginia Burrus, following her guide, Timothy Morton, 

explains that to think the ecological thought is to see that "life-forms constitute a mesh, a 

non-totalizable, open-ended concatenation of interrelations that blur and confound 

boundaries at practically any level: between species, between the living and the non-

living, between organisms and environment.”22 It is not hard to imagine why new 

materialisms, with this open-ended, action-oriented, blurry and emergent way of 

 
20 Joshua S. and Gamble Thomas Nail; Hanan, Christopher N., "What Is New 

Materialism?," Angelaki: Journal of the Theoretical Humanities 24, no. 6; ibid. 
21 See: Donna Haraway, "Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and 

the Privilege of Partial Perspective," Feminist Studies 14, no. 3 (1988)., Timothy Morton, 

The Ecological Thought (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010)., Eduardo 

Kohn, How Forests Think: Toward an Anthropology Beyond the Human, (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2013)., Tim Ingold, Being Alive : Essays on Movement, 

Knowledge and Description (London ; New York: Routledge, 2011)., Jane Bennett, 

Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham N.C.: Duke University Press, 

2010)., Heather Paxson, "Post-Pasteurian Cultures: The Microbiopolitics of Raw‐Milk 

Cheese in the United States," Journal of Cultural Anthropology 23, no. 1. 
22 Virginia Burrus, Ancient Christian Poetics: Cosmologies, Saints, Things (Philadelphia, 

PN: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019), 82. Tim Ingold further develops the 

concept of meshwork as way of rethinking the living organisms whose emergence is co-

constitutive. “The organism (animal or human) should be understood not as a bounded 

entity surrounded by an environment but as an unbounded entanglement of lines in fluid 

space.” Ingold, Being Alive : Essays on Movement, Knowledge and Description, 64. 

Meshwork is Ingold’s development of Bruno Latour’s ANT actor network theory. Not 

network, Ingold says, but meshwork. 
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organizing or even dis-organizing species would find fluency with both relational 

ontologies and microbiomial anthropology, one that says microbes make us “human,” or 

that in fact we have never been “human.”23 Holobiont theology seems like the 

manifestation of relational ontologies in the form of new materialism. Thinking the 

microbial thought makes anthropology relational. In some ways the holobiont is a 

posterchild for new materialism. However, one key contrast between the field of new 

materialism and classic relational theological anthropologies helps explain the limits of 

relational anthropology to move the needle towards a more capacious theological 

anthropology, making room for others in accounts of ourselves. It also shows why 

relational theological anthropology and new materialism are not as likely of a pair as we 

might expect.  

Whereas new materialists attempt to reconfigure anthropology by looking at what 

has traditionally been viewed as taxonomically below the human on the "great chain of 

being" or on the evolutionary tree,24 muddying divisions all along the way, relational 

 
23 Kyla Wazana Tompkins lifts up Sylvia Wynter’s work as an example of some of the 

best ways new materialism interrogates and even undoes euro-western anthropology from 

the perspective and voice of “those who have never been human.” The holobiont, if not 

microbes themselves, offers a point of view that also challenges euro-western 

anthropology. Tompkins, "On the Limits and Promise of New Materialist Philosophy." 
24 Early conceptions of a taxonomic tree are based on the biblical concept of a ladder, 

typically with Jesus at the top representing the most glorious human specimen. This tree 

is often referred to as the Tree of Life or Tree of Knowledge. This can be seen in a book 

authored by thirteenth century Spanish philosopher and theologian Raymon Llull. His 

woodcut from that late thirteenth century shows Jesus sitting at the top of the “Moral 

Tree” between glory and shame. Ulrick Kutschera, "From the Scala Naturae to the 

Symbiogenic and Dynamic Tree of Life," Biology Direct 6, no. 33 (2011). If the 

prevalence and shared creatureliness of tiny organisms offended our early modern 

anthropocentric sensitivities, it was no better in 1977 when Carle Woese used genetic 

sequencing to discover that bacteria did not fit modernity’s tidy system for the 

classification of biological life. Faced with sound genetic proof of bacteria’s pivotal and 

magnificent role in the evolution of all of life, it still took scientists over a decade to 
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theological anthropologies conceive of humanity by looking at what is ontologically 

above the human, at the triune God. Look no further than Barth's relational theo-

anthropology, an account of the human constituted in her relationship to the true human, 

Jesus. For Barth, humanity's relationships and acknowledged dependencies on the 

cosmos are not those which ground our humanity. For those, Barth has us look up. “The 

ontological determination of humanity is grounded in the fact that one man among all 

others is the man Jesus.”25 Barth is not alone. This is also the case for someone like 

Kathryn Tanner, whose theological anthropology is meant to humble anthropos. Yet even 

her attempt turns on the axis of the imago dei, on humanity's exceptional relationship 

with the divine.26 While fully acknowledging that humanity is the most incomplete sort of 

creature exactly because of its participation in the imago dei, that this dependence is on 

things above is exactly what separates the human from things below. Dependence is still 

a status symbol, as long as we depend on that from above.  

 

wrest their cries of biological heresy and come to terms with the fact that bacterial life 

required a new taxonomical category above that of kingdom in order to manage the 

mammoth proportions and diversity of microbial life. They called it “domain.” In the 

three domains that represent the evolutionary relationships of all known life, humans are 

no longer situated as the final height of evolutionary advancement but rather at the 

bottom, and off to the side. While biologists would generally agree that we have always 

been in the age of the microbe, only in the last decade have microbes progressed in the 

human imagination from being chaotic no-placed beasts to the exclusive rulers of two 

domains and a significant portion of the third domain; domain—a word that signals not 

only home or belonging, but rule.  
25Barth, Church Dogmatics, 3/2, 132. 
26 Kathryn Tanner, Christ the Key (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 

Admittedly, Tanner’s aim is to humble the human by naming its unique incompleteness, 

its greater dependence in comparison to the rest of the created world. Nevertheless, in my 

chapter on Holobiont God in Section 2, I demonstrate how a holobiont frame can take 

Tanner’s relationality and her aims at a humbled anthropology further. I gesture toward 

this at the end of Chapter Six. 
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This puts holobiont theology in a precarious spot. It begins with the same 

observations that new materialists and post-humanists make, that humans are constituted 

by or even just are their "lower" ecological relations. Then holobiont theology attempts to 

square this ecological thought with a theological anthropology (relational or not) that 

persistently constitutes humanity in its relationship to God, typically through the trope of 

imago dei.27 Holobiont theology is torn between two of its allies. Trinitarian relationality 

has us look up. New materialism has us look out and down. Relational ontologies support 

holobiont theology in its privileging of relational and eccentric orientations, but its 

relational outlook is not relational enough. It is unidirectional. Relational theological 

anthropology looks at the human relationship to the divine, to “upward” relations. Where 

new materialisms operate at a “natural” level, refusing spiritual/material dichotomies, 

theological anthropology often fixates on transcendent, “spiritual” and immaterial 

relations.  

Thus, relational anthropology is resistant to the theological consequences of lower 

material relations. While Zizioulas affirms the biological consequences of our cosmic 

relations, he readily admits that these do not matter for human personhood on the 

 
27 This is not to say that some theological traditions exclude other-than-human life from 

being in God’s likeness, but these are the exception. See: Celia Dean-Drummond, "God's 

Image and Likeness in Humans and Other Animals: Performative Soul-Making and 

Graced Nature," Zygon 47, no. 4 (2012). More typical would be Van Huyssteen, who 

attempting to avoid anthropocentrism suggests, “ …the amazing fact is that, because of 

our animal nature and our extreme closeness to the animal world, we are still for some 

reason theologically designated to exemplify the image of God and represent God’s 

presence in the world.” This exemplifies human imaging of the divine despite animality. 

J. Wentzel Van Huyssteen, Alone in the World? : Human Uniqueness in Science and 

Theology, The Gifford Lectures (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 

2006), 156. 
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theological plane.28 This move is not uncommon. Theologians emphasize biological 

entanglement. They make biology boldface and enjoy deploying earthy metaphors. 

Nevertheless, in their schemas, biology mostly fails to do theological work. It is flourish, 

not function. The question remains, theologically speaking, does matter matter? If not, 

it’s hard to imagine a coming together of new materialism and divinity-oriented relational 

anthropologies. It’s as if underneath all of the earthy metaphors and creation-care 

sentiment runs a subterranean refusal of the meaning, viability and contribution of matter 

in the story of human sin and redemption. I equate such refusals with Adam’s refusals of 

grace in the garden. 

This is a big claim. In fact I don’t think it can stand unless there is a way to read 

the doctrine of humanity’s fall in a microbial way. In Part Two of the dissertation, I 

attempt to cast human refusal to depend on things below as an ancient failure to attend to 

human creatureliness and mortality. I suggest resistance to a downward dependence (a 

dependence on things below) betrays a lack of imagination for how matter contributes not 

only to human death but also our rescue from it.29 The scapegoating and demonizing of 

certain bodies is symptomatic of this Christian shyness in the face of materiality and 

mortality. The history of microbes, teased out in the next two chapters, and the radical 

shift in that history due to microbiome science, brings this failure to the fore as holobiont 

science suggests that those creatures we have loved to hate, have also made us who we 

are.  

 
28 Zizioulas, "Proprietors or Priests of Creation?“ ". 
29 This work begins in Chapter Six. See chapter on Symbiotic Grace for the full 

outworking of a holobiont theology of salvation in Section Two, forthcoming. 
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Holobiont anthropology brings humanity’s multispecies materiality to a tradition 

carrying longstanding tension with the moral and mortal liabilities of flesh. Theological 

meditation on the holobiont leaves little room to bifurcate the "higher" immaterial parts 

of the human self from the "lower" fleshed bits, although it takes a certain view of the 

Fall to get there.30 Holobiont anthropology pairs well then with the work of someone like 

Mayara Rivera, who highlights the Johannine incarnational affirmation of flesh as a site 

of salvation, as opposed to the more complicated Pauline tradition, whose relationship 

with flesh is less affirming, at least on the surface.31 A theology of the holobiont is 

ultimately a theology of the flesh—a way to make peace with materiality, and to our own 

mortality. In the chapters that follow, I suggest that the demonization, fear and disgust at 

other-ed bodies is a transference of a docetic impulse that struggles to view one's own 

flesh as anything but liability, much less a saving grace.  

If new materialism looks to immanent relations, and relational anthropology looks 

to transcendent relationships, holobiont theology holds these together. Divine relation to 

humans is indispensable. It is only by our participation in God that we live at all.32 While 

not denying the upward direction of relational anthropologies, holobiont anthropology 

intervenes to say this relational ontology is more fully orbed—not just in a biological 

sense but in God’s divine economy. Holobiont theology from the start cannot think about 

the human, much less the God who is human, apart from its material, microbial relations, 

which biology affirms make possible the very capacities so often associated with the 

 
30 This I offer in Chapter Six.  
31 Mayra Rivera, Poetics of Flesh (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015).; and 

Burrus, Ancient Christian Poetics: Cosmologies, Saints, Things, 82. 
32 Acts 17: 28. It is in God that we live, move, have being. 
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imago dei.33 It is an invitation to reflect on materialities that are not easy to separate from 

ourselves.  

2.1.4 Animality studies cultivates humility through what is beside 

 

The concern of animal studies, animal critical theory and animality studies is two-

pronged. On the one hand, western traditions often totalize and homogenize the animal, 

using “animal” as the category against which we can define ourselves, abstracting 

animals even while we make them essential to understanding ourselves. On the other 

hand all manner of disciplines can be accused of ignoring the ever-diminishing 

distinction between animals and humans, or ignoring the animal all together. This is not 

even to mention the animal which humans themselves are, or those whose humanity is 

denied as they are pressed into the category of beast. Scholars taking up these concerns 

often begin with a critique of western Cartesian dualism for its “silencing” of the animal, 

and the animal-human binary, which traces all the way back to ancient Greek hierarchies.  

The field of animal studies follows Jacques Derrida’s 1997 essay, The Animal 

That Therefore I Am, to invoke curiosity about the gaze and the soundings of the more-

than-human-world. In a different vein, animality studies thinks more about humanity’s 

animal nature. Both disciplines take aim at what Laurel Kearns calls a  

dynamic unleashed by this human/animal dualism that has operated throughout 

western thought, a sledgehammer force often used to shift racial, ethnic, sexual or 

religious others, women, children, and the ill and disabled out of the category of 

human and into the category of Other,...often named animals, beasts, brutes, and 

vermin to indicate a less than fully human condition.34  

 

 
33 For the full outworking of this argument see chapter on symbiotic soteriology in 

Section Two (Forthcoming). 
34 Laurel Kearns, "Forward," in Divine Animality: Animal Theory, Creaturely Theology, 

ed. Stephen D. Moore (New York, NY: Fordham University Press, 2014), xiii. 
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To that end, a holobiont theology can take up the concerns and benefits from the trans-

disciplinary field of animal studies for how it amplifies human animality, interrogates 

animal-shy traditions, and seeks out interventions, always with planetary concerns in the 

background.  

The holobiont attests to human animality because we cannot tell where microbes 

end and we begin. Who is the Christian subject when her thoughts, her decisions, her 

impulses and her loves are guided by a microbial Geppetto?35 How do we make peace 

with an “other” that we cannot live with or without? Some microbes make us well and 

others threaten our health. The complexities of micro-animality don’t decenter the human 

as much as they crowd the center, bringing our own vulnerability and dependency into 

view. 

That animal studies brings these exposures to the heart of its inquiries makes it 

useful for thinking about how God might use non-human creatures in God’s reformation 

of human ones. Furthermore, animality studies supports a central concern of theologians 

across time—the cultivation of humility. Humans, bent towards pride, require humility to 

see themselves and their God well. In what remains, I bring Barth’s methodology of 

anthropology “from above” into conversation with voices from animal studies and 

theology to show that theology from below can  intervene where even the most elegant 

and earthy theologians are tempted towards anthropocentrism to the neglect of other 

creatures.  

 
35 Roman M. Stilling, Timothy G. Dinan, and John F. Cryan, "The Brain’s Geppetto—

Microbes as Puppeteers of Neural Function and Behaviour?," Journal of Neurovirology 

22, no. 1 (2016). 
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2.2 New wineskins for holobiont theology 

2.2.1 Barth’s Christology lowers humans to a pedestal 

 

Perhaps the strongest reaction to theology’s anthropocentrism and the human 

proclivity to overestimate itself is that of Karl Barth. Barth reacts to a species that not 

only fixates on its being made in God’s image but, all the more abhorrent, a people who 

make God into the image of themselves. True, Barth’s angst relates to an 

anthropocentrism vis à vis God, not creatures. Nevertheless his remedy for creatures 

suffering from humility-anemia is to write anthropology from the top down. Barth thinks 

to himself, if humans tend to oversell themselves, always presuming they can know more 

than they can, why not just leave the work of anthropology to God? Humans are whatever 

Jesus is. Done. Practically, his anthropology is Christology. Herein lies an irony: in 

attempting to humble the human, Barth ends up where we started, with moving up to 

bring the human low. It’s hard to get away from the imago dei. Such is the burden of 

anthropology from above.  

Barth tries to keep the pride at bay by curtailing what humans can know for 

themselves. This limit of human knowledge does not mean that nothing can be known or 

discerned about the distinctions between creatures. Even so, distinction-hunters must be 

disciplined by the scantness of ontological difference between humans and other 

creatures. Linnaeus, king of splicing and dicing species along differences, found precious 

little between the human and the ape that could functionally distinguish them. “Cartesius 

certe non vidit simios.” Barth narrows this difference even further. What separates the 

human from other creatures is that the human has “continual illusions about himself. He 
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wants always to be more than a creature.”36 For Linnaeus the only difference between the 

human and the ape is that humans know they are different, but only barely so. Difference 

is mere epistemology. For Barth, the only difference is that humans want to be different, 

but are not. Difference is merely desire.  

But if you look at E. coli in a petri dish and a human holobiont on a bicycle, they 

look different. Microbes and humans are not synonymous.37 While identifying the human 

through its distinctions from animals (in essence, severing the human from its animality) 

has not motivated ecologically attentive ethics, this does not mean theology must entirely 

abandon the possibilities of naming and distinguishing. It does mean that such 

distinctions should be sought with care. Anthropocentrism has a funny way of sneaking 

back into theology meant to recenter those modern theology often marginalizes, as seen 

in the theological anthropologies of Ian McFarland and Janet Martin Soskice. Both offer 

ethic-generating ways of accounting for difference. Even so, a glance at their accounts 

reveals the classic pitfalls of theologies of difference.  

In Identity and Difference, Ian McFarland’s Christological anthropology starts 

with a different concern than Barth’s—the exclusion or homogenization of those human 

creatures who challenge normative expressions of personhood. He is worried not only 

about who gets excluded from what we think a human is, but the misguided ways we 

have tried to include those who are marginalized. While the enlightenment project erases 

difference for the sake of equal rights, McFarland argues that this makes no positive 

 
36 Church Dogmatics 3/3, trans. G.W. Bromiley and Ehrlich (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson 

Publishers, 1960), 240. 
37 One of the rallying cries of animal studies is the rejection of the totalized category of 

“the animal” despite vast diversity and difference. After all, how can the ethical treatment 

of elephant and flea be collapsed? 
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account of difference. One of the many strengths of McFarland’s account is in this 

critique. But, his solution also depersonalizes animals and marginalizes them, suggesting 

that a person is whomever Jesus addresses with good news. He defends, “After all, while 

rocks, trees, and nebulae are also not Jesus, we don’t attribute personhood to them.”38 

McFarland lifts the value of marginalized humans by beginning with a sharp line between 

humans and animals. Christocentric as he is, anthropocentrism sneaks in with the human-

animal binary. McFarland’s argument could be easily expanded to include non-human 

creatures, either in making non-humans persons (see Chapter Seven), or in making Christ 

more animal (see Chapter on Holobiont God in the forthcoming Section Two). Even 

attempts at a wide Christocentric anthropology seem to presume the human-animal 

divide. Reading McFarland with microbes in mind alerts us to this. 

Janet Martin Soskice, in The Kindness of God: Metaphor, Gender, and Religious 

Language, similarly wanting to protect difference and particularity to avoid eliding 

genders of male and female, looks first not to Christology but to Eschatology. 39 

Reminding that she is not doing social or natural science, Soskice suggests that male and 

female are different, but still ontologically the same. Thus both male and female are like 

Christ, despite difference, because both are destined for life in God as both are made into 

God’s image in a way that the rest of creation is not. Here again we have a means of 

holding difference while not denying value in the eyes of God that nevertheless is set 

against the rest of creation. Here is another generous attempt at inclusivity based on 

 
38 Ian A. McFarland, Difference & Identity : A Theological Anthropology (Cleveland, 

Ohio: Pilgrim Press, 2001), 28-29. 
39 Janet Martin Soskice, "Imago Dei," in The Kindness of God: Metaphor, Gender, and 

Religious Language (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
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christocentrism, but like so many others, Soskice smuggles in an anthropocentric human-

animal binary.  Soskice’s argument could also easily be expanded to include non-human 

creatures, making them also in the divine image. Barth, McFarland and Soskice have all 

supplied a Christological anthropology, all with pitfalls but even more possibility.  

For my purposes, two points are noteworthy. First, both McFarland and Soskice 

do what almost every theological anthropologist does: they turn to the divine to consider 

the human. Even if such turning produces an eccentric identity, and thus is less 

anthropocentric, it nevertheless produces an exceptional anthropology—humans in their 

relationship to the divine have something that all other creatures do not. Even if their 

theocentric and eschatological methods make humble claims about what can be positively 

known about human personal identity, somewhere, the givenness of the human’s 

exceptionality vis à vis God’s image slips in from the side. Second the human 

relationship with what is above solidifies and often is constructed on the back of the 

human-animal hierarchy. Relationality lowers humans to a pedestal. It would seem that a 

Barthian anthropology from above, even a christological one, will never be enough. 

2.2.2 Cary Wolfe thinks old wineskins will never be enough   

 

Animal studies scholar Cary Wolfe suggests that the bravest mode of animal 

studies is not simply a departure from a “history which focused on human ideas about 

and attitudes towards animals in which animals were mere blank pages onto which 

humans wrote meaning. . . ."40 Neither is animal studies merely a study of "the many 

ways in which humans construct and are constructed by animals in the past. . . ."41 A 

 
40 Cary Wolfe, "Human, All Too Human: “Animal Studies” and the Humanities,"  

(2009): 566. 
41 Ibid. 
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theology that takes account of microbes is hopefully at least both of these, but Wolfe goes 

further to explain how the very “internal disciplinarity of history or literary studies or 

philosophy [or in this case the discipline of theology] is unsettled when the [micro]animal 

is taken seriously not just as another topic or object of study among many but as one with 

unique demands."42 In other words, to think with microbes is an assent to changing how 

we do theology. Although it would be presumptuous to anticipate what these changes 

might be, Wolfe forewarns of a disorientation, signaling the want of nimble methods. 

For one, animal studies resists generic representation or the totalizing theme of 

the "animal."43 To that end, while the holobiont is inherently a cluster of creatures, and 

while it is easiest to work with the microbe as a homogenized micro-animal, an animal 

studies methodology encourages particularity. Saying the name of specific microbes, 

saying Necatur Americanus, the tapeworm we cannot live with or without, raises peculiar 

problems and troubles categories. The trouble is meant to be followed, trusting that in the 

diversity of creatures, each has a truth it bears, or a question to ask that helps us ask 

questions and make new thoughts. As Donna Haraway puts it, “Staying with the trouble 

 
42 Ibid., 566-67. 
43 I have not yet found a theological definition of “animal” that works entirely with 

microbes. For example, David Clough in his animal ethics suggests that animals “have 

particular attributes in common: they are fleshy creatures with the breath of life, 

especially dependent on other organisms for their survival, often the common subjects of 

God’s blessing and judgement, capable of response to God in their distinctive mode.” 

David Clough, On Animals: Volutme Two Theological Ethics (New York: NY: T&T 

clark, 2018). xiii In speaking of vertebrates, mammals or primates, Clough seems to be 

following classic taxonomies. But microbes and the holobiont, including viruses which 

defy the living/non-living classification, and microbes who don’t breathe in the way I 

think Clough intends the meaning, press against the subject of his method of ethics from 

the start. With Clough’s emphasis based on an ethics of “species neutrality,” I wonder if 

the abandonment of the fraying category of “the animal” is more or less productive? It 

seems to me that a holobiont theology would encourage future critical attention to this 

question. 
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requires making oddkin; that is, we require each other in unexpected collaborations and 

combinations, in hot compost piles. We become-with each other or not all.”44 Together 

we ask, who is the enemy or friend, how are we pathogenic or beneficial, why do we call 

it germ or "pro-biotic"? In what way friend, in what way beneficial? Can the biologically 

threatening microbe be theologically beneficial? What does this bio-theo bind say about 

the security of the human and the goodness of her God? Particular microbes slip in and 

muddle foundational categories, even those of danger and safety, life and death, animal 

and human.  

Wolfe suggests that in its earlier days, animal studies failed to address its own 

embroilment in the anthropocentrisms of liberal humanism as it sought animal rights 

based on granting animals the capabilities of humans (intellect, moral standing, etc.)45 

"To put it bluntly, just because we study nonhuman animals does not mean that we are 

not continuing to be humanist—and therefore, by definition, anthropocentric."46 But 

Wolfe argues that if animal studies is taken as more than just the next flavor of cultural 

studies, it stands to dismantle "the schema of the knowing subject and its anthropocentric 

underpinnings sustained and reproduced in the current disciplinary protocols. . ."47 Wolfe 

 
44 Donna J Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene (Duke 

University Press, 2016), 4. 
45 This argument, that animals are human-ish, is basic to many early animal rights 

activists and writers like Peter Singer. For a full critique of this approach see Chapter One 

of Cary Wolf, Animal Rites: American Culture, the Discourse of Species, and 

Posthumanist Theory (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2003). 
46 Ibid., 568. Zakiyyah Iman Jackson says something similar in her introduction about the 

persistence of anti-black frameworks despite efforts to grant black people personhood. 

Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, Becoming Human: Matter and Meaning in an Antiblack World 

(New York: New York University Press, 2020). 
47 Wolfe, "Human, All Too Human: “Animal Studies” and the Humanities," 568-69. 
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builds this hope on Derrida's proposal of a double vulnerability or humiliation in "The 

Animal That Therefore I Am (More to Follow)."  

Derrida is convinced that Jeremy Bentham's question of whether animals suffer 

completely reframes the question of the animal. No longer is the animal's standing (and 

thus our own) based on abilities, on "being able," on "power." Asking whether an animal 

suffers, instead of whether it can perform calculus or read Aristotle, grounds animal-

standing in its inabilities, its "not-being able," its "non-power," in its limits.48 Here, to be 

an animal in good working order is to acknowledge a need, a vulnerability or even a 

wound. Derrida's essay fixes the reader’s focus on two limits, first on animal embodiment 

and therefore on finitude, "a finitude that has been the business of humanism largely to 

disavow."49 Second, Derrida draws attention to the finitude of the human's ability to know 

and name itself, the very ability that makes humans human according to Carl Von 

Linnaeus.50 (Here again, Barth and Derrida are friends). To a certain extent, theological 

anthropology, when it thinks with microbial animals, and comes to terms with its limits, 

becomes apophatic, claiming human identity not in what it possesses but in what it does 

not possess, and with how this absence is shared with all creatures.  The human being is 

made in the image of God. But God is a mystery. So the human being is the image of a 

mystery. Part of the mystery of the human being is that I am not myself by myself alone. 

Barth’s doctrine of co-humanity affirms that I am not myself without others. But the 

 
48 Where Denise Kimber Buell frames human vulnerability as a problem that microbial 

brings to our attention, Derrida frames vulnerability, as the proper starting line for doing 

anthropology. This disavowal becomes the subject of Part Two. 
49 Wolf, Animal Rites: American Culture, the Discourse of Species, and Posthumanist 

Theory, 570. 
50 “Cartesius certe non vidi simios.”  
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others without which I am not myself are not only human. They extend above and below 

me. They include God above and microbes below. The idea that I am not myself without 

God may often be forgotten, but the idea that I am not myself without the microbes below 

has scarcely been thought. At least it has scarcely been thought by theologians. 

2.2.3 Holobiont Christology from above, below and beside is enough 

 

This suggests we might want to experiment by starting from both ends, from 

below and from above. While holobiont theology shouldn’t deny difference, it begins 

quite naturally with what is common. Holobiont anthropology makes it complicated if not 

impossible to think about the human apart from its shared animality and entanglement 

with the other-than-human. When the human is a whole emerging collection of a diversity 

of lives, to think the human apart from the animal is less instinctual. This is also the case 

then for the God who is human. 

Barth plus holobiont science provides a way forward. Despite typical Barthian 

protests about bringing science to theology, Barth would be willing to think holobiont 

thoughts with me if it were by looking at the holobiont Christ. Barth, committed to a 

chalcedonian Christ, fully God and fully human, would expect nothing less, even if it 

brings human discoveries about the natural world to theology. Barth’s christocentrism can 

point the way to humbling anthropology. We might want to call it anthropology from 

above and below. Barth makes room for this: 

There is no reason why the attempt of Christian anthropocentrism should not be 

made, indeed ought not to be made. There is certainly a place for legitimate 

Christian thinking starting from below and moving up, . . . If only the need for an 

approach from below had been genuine and had grown out of a new examination 

of the authentic concerns of theology!51  

 
51 Karl Barth, "Evangelical Theology in the 19th Century," in The Humanity of God 

(Atlanta, GA: 1960), 24-25.; Remember, “anthropocentrism” as Barth thinks about it, is 
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Barth shows a Christological way forward. Holobiont Christology allows anthropology to 

toggle back and forth, looking less at ourselves and more at the microbe and the God who 

saw fit to become holobiont.52 Up and down. Down and up. Where Derrida stood naked 

before his cat and under its gaze famously uttered, “the animal that therefore I am,” 

Barthian anthropology from above lets us stand naked before our holobiont God and utter 

the same thing. “Neither is any creature hidden in God’s sight, but all things are naked 

(panta gymna) and laid bare before the one with whom we have to do.”53 

2.2.4 Conclusion 

 

 Fergus Kerr has suggested not only that cartesianism is hard to shed but that the 

"favored way into theology" typified in someone like Karl Rahner, is still “consciousness, 

self-awareness in the cognitive act." Microbial symbiosis is a different way into theology, 

one with room for difference and distinction, but especially what is mutual. It blurs the 

binaries our old methods presumed. Mutuality requires new wineskins. 

The amalgamated animals of the interstitial requires a co-mingled method to 

mirror our multi-species reality. Interspecies creatures require interdisciplinary spaces or 

what Graham Ward calls “transitional spaces or interstitial spaces.”54 Here, the what and 

who emerges in the unseen intimate in-betweens, at the permeable borders of what we 

once thought walled off. The interdisciplinary space exposes the blind spots and 

 

not about the centrality of humanity but with epistemology, with the human subject’s 

ability to gain knowledge of God through the human experience.  
52 Maximus the confessor’s development of the Cappadocian trinitarian logic of 

communicatio idiomatum applied to the hypostatic union will guide my attempt to 

develop a Chalcedonian holobiont Christ in Section Two of this project. 
53 Hebrews 4:13, a mix of translations. 
54 Graham Ward, Theology and Contemporary Critical Theory ed. David Jasper, Studies 

in Literature and Religion (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), x. 
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falsehoods baked into our frameworks. Crossing disciplines and studying at the 

thresholds is like traveling to a strange country only to return home and see the faltering 

presumptions that once were hid. Crossing disciplines from micro-animal studies to 

theology, we bring with us Mathew Calarco's conclusion that "the human/animal 

distinction is ... nonsensical."55  

 The places where microbes and theology make problems for one another are the 

exact places blocking empathy required for the smooth flow of responses to the life-

threatening ecological and social crises of this time. It remains for the next chapter to say 

why this is the case.

 
55 Wolfe, "Human, All Too Human: “Animal Studies” and the Humanities," 572. 
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3. Barriers to Holobiont Theology 

 

Germ theory divides the human from the environment and ontologizes evil. Germ theory 

is a palimpsest of the Fall. It impresses upon, writes imperfectly over the still partially 

visible ancient doctrine of the drama of evil and sin.  

3.1 The Problem and promise of "germs" 

 

The barriers to a holobiont theology, to Christian environmental action and anti-

racism are not merely a persistent modern isolated theological anthropology. The problem 

is microbes themselves. Microbes in the forms of tapeworms, E. coli, C. difficile and 

corona virus present an entirely other set of challenges. For even as scientists 

(re)discover1 the critical contributions of microbial life to human being, we are all overly 

aware that some microbes are pathogenic, even if it is a disproportionately small number. 

The ick-factor is not unfounded. Why should holobiont theology diminish apathy and 

fear bred through the falsehood of the modern, buffered self when Covid-19 is killing 

human holobionts? How can sparks of divinity be brought near micro-creatures that seem 

more like agents of death than means of grace? What kind of God would make humans 

depend spiritually on substance that leads to humanity's biological demise?  

Microbes, as symbionts, are good to think with in this case, not because some 

microbes aren’t somehow dangerous, and not in spite of their ick or fear factor but 

 
1 It’s not as if we are only now discovering the benefits of microbes. The dangers of 

pathogenic microbes eclipsed microbial benefit or neutrality. “Evidence for the life-

giving properties of microbial infections could not compete with the great success and 

importance of the germ theory of disease. Indeed, the view of microbial infections as 

disease causing ‘germs’ defined the antagonistic view that microbes were “the enemy of 

man.” Winslow, "Parts and Wholes: The Human Microbiome, Ecological Ontology, and 

the Challenges of Community," 30.  
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because of these. Microbes tap into epidemiologically justifiable fears and primal 

anxieties as they reveal what is all too easily hidden in classical theological investigations 

of the ecological self. The darker, othering, diminishing, isolating and even demonizing 

aspects of theological anthropology and that typically lurk underground feel freedom to 

surface when we talk about cholera or Covid-19, for example.  While we mostly spare 

titles of “evil incarnate” and “demonic” for only those humans whom we think have 

somehow lost their humanity, we have no problem demonizing and battling these micro 

“avatars of death.”2 Microbe are hard to romanticize and easy to condemn. 

If you were born sometime before 2009, you were very likely brought up with an 

antibacterial instinct. You were not introduced to the story of microbes via the hopeful 

possibilities of the human microbiome and probiotics, but through the homogenizing 

concept of “the germ.”3 In 1998, biologist Lynn Margulis noted, “The great successes of 

modern medicine reinforce the idea of microbes as the enemy. Cleanliness, sterilization . . 

. and especially antibiotics are all described as weapons of war against microbial 

aggressors.”4 Because microbial life figures predominantly in public imagination as the 

agent of disease, any attempt to celebrate and deploy human microbiota as therapy for an 

ailing modern theological anthropology must look at the story of the microbe not only 

 
2 Ed Yong, "Microbes Have No Morals," Aeon  (2016). 
3 Part of the work of animal studies is the critique of the homogenization of animals 

against which humans are constructed. While I do work with the broad homogenizing 

category of the microbe, I will also work to develop a micro theology of individual 

species of microbes like Necatur americanus, “saying their names” to disrupt the 

homogenization…but it’s still a problem or methodological weakness right now in my 

project. 
4 Margulis, Symbiotic Planet: A New Look at Evolution, 75. 



 

 

 

64 

through the lens of the gift of the biome but first through the lens and terrors of disease 

upon which humans have been waging war campaigns for over 150 years. 

3.1.1 The problem of germ theory for human health and the microbial turn 

 

In the history of disease, germ theory is a blip on the radar, but it's the blip in 

which most readers were brought up. It’s our blip. As school children we were taught that 

the cause of disease was the presence of microbes where they didn't belong, inside our 

bodies. A microbe in the wrong spot was a “germ.”  

Previous Galenic models of disease attributed illness not to a bug, but to an 

imbalanced, disharmonious, or ill-suited ecological relationship between the human, the 

environment and even the divine. Origins of humoral theory are found in Empedocles 

(444-441 BCE) in which the four bodily humors (blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black 

bile) correspond to the four earthly elements (earth, air, fire, and water). Development of 

humoral theory can be traced through Plato’s Timaeus, to the writings of Hippocratic 

physicians, and was adopted by Galen in the late second century, at which point humoral 

theory became the dominant nosology for over fifteen centuries.5 Nosology, the reader 

will remember, is the study of disease theories. For example, the two nosologies just 

named are germ theory and humoral theory. The former says germs cause disease, the 

latter pins disease on imbalanced humors.  

 
5 Gary B. Ferngren, Medicine and Health Care in Early Christianity (Baltimore, MY: 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009), 18. For more on the sympathetic relationship 

between human bodies and the cosmos see both: Rémi Brague, The Wisdom of the 

World: The Human Experience of the Universe in Western Thought (Chicago, IL: The 

University of Chicago Press, 2003).; Chin, "Cosmos.", The Routledge History of Disease,  

(NewYork, NY: Routledge), 75. 
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Prior to germ theory, illness was more ecological than ontological. Illness was an 

experience, a concept, not a creature. Illness was not a thing in the world, but a collection 

of symptoms, a sign. Illness was a fever or runny nose, not streptococcus or MRSA. 

Illness signaled a relationship was out of joint, but not the presence of an enemy. 

Wellness required a balanced way of being in relationship to oneself and to other humans, 

to the world around and even the divine. Wellness required a holistic respect for the limits 

of the body, mind and spirit of one’s proximal world and honoring the divine. The story 

of illness was the story of the human. Before there was the germ or a “seed of disease,” 

there was the human person, the body, or the “soil of disease.”6 The body, contiguous in 

some way with everything else, was the subject of health and disease. The health of the 

body and the health of the environment wove together. Wellness required attentive, 

prudent stewardship of one's relationships (social, ecological and spiritual) and thus an 

ever-growing multigenerational wisdom. So it went for many centuries. 

The nineteenth century marked a radical shift. As Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch 

proposed the presence of "discrete pathological entities" as the subjects of disease, 

memory concerning the entanglement and delicate balance of human and environmental 

health waned. The work of health and wellness morphed from stewardship to war. Lynn 

Margulis laments,  

Bacteria, seen only as causes of disease, were then and are now nearly always 

 
6 For more on the transition from viewing disease as a relationship between the soil and 

seed or the body and disease see: Worboys, Spreading Germs:  Disease Theories and 

Medical Practice in Britain, 1865-1900.  In conversation Christos Lynteris has alerted me 

to the distinction between “lab-centric” histories of disease, like that of Bruno Latour’s 

The Pasteurization of France and “non-lab-centric” histories like that of Michael 

Worboys’, Spreading Germs. While much of my research of other’s work depends on the 

lab-centric, my own contributions exploring the religious factors contributing to 

epidemiological frameworks are necessarily non-lab-centric. 
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branded as “enemy agents.” Note how they are “waiting to be conquered” by the 

'weapons' of modern medicine. It is ridiculous, of course, to describe them 

primarily in military, adversarial terms: most bacteria are no more harmful than 

air.7  

 

In less than one century, the ancient and medieval attribution of health to a balanced 

relationship with the natural world was exchanged for a picture of human health at odds 

with the cosmos. 

 Modern disease came to be characterized in large part as the unwelcome presence 

of any non-human DNA in the form of microbes—whether bacterial, viral, fungal or 

helminth (worm)—inside the human body. Disease equated to what Mary Douglas calls 

“matter out of place.” The emergence of germ theory, built on the binary of the human 

not contiguous with, but set apart from, the environment, funded a new antimicrobial 

regime, a warlike, anti-septic scrupulous ethos, an assault at the broadest spectrum on 

microbial life. Disease no longer indicated ecological imbalance, disease was a bubbling 

agent in a petri dish, a germ lying in wait on a counter, on a sticky hand or a toilet seat. 

Although antimicrobial tactics are rightly credited with saving millions of lives from 

communicable diseases like smallpox, cholera and typhoid fever, scientists now 

understand that the ordering of life against the microbe also devastated other aspects of 

human health while, at the same time, setting the stage for anti-biotic resistant 

“superbugs” we face today. Some science increasingly link antimicrobial practices, which 

contribute to a compromised human intestinal gut microbiota (dysbiosis) and growing 

microbial extinction, to the prevalence in the west of new modern non-communicable 

diseases that are auto-immune, allergenic and inflammatory in nature.8 

 
7 Margulis, Symbiotic Planet: A New Look at Evolution, 55. 
8 See: Huihui et al. Xu, "The Dynamic Interplay between the Gut Microbiota and 
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3.1.2 Theology poses problems for the microbial turn 

 

Historians of medical science are just beginning to name what some are calling an 

ecological, microbial or even probiotic turn in their approach to human healthcare.9 

Rather than viewing every life that passes into the human body as a threatening “germ,” 

medical and public health communities increasingly view microbes varyingly as 

“friendly” invisible partners in human wellness and flourishing, save for the few that are 

pathogenic, although even some of these support our immune systems in essential ways. 

This turn comes in part as the result of both the explosion of research on the human 

microbiome made possible by recent advances in metagenomic research10 and the 

environmental crisis. As it turns out, human health is not only threatened by the presence 

of certain microbiota, but by their absence. The medical field increasingly associates 

diminished gut microbe diversity with the modern rise in non-communicable disease. By 

some counts, over half of the symbionts in the western microbial profile have gone 

 

Autoimmune Diseases," Journal of immunology research 2019 (2019); M. Pascal, Perez-

Gordo, M., Caballero, T., Escribese, M. M., Lopez Longo, M. N., Luengo, O., Manso, L., 

Matheu, V., Seoane, E., Zamorano, M., Labrador, M., & Mayorga, C., "Microbiome and 

Allergic Diseases," Frontiers in immunology 9, no. 1584 (2018). 
9 Jamie  Lorimer, "Hookworms Make Us Human: The Microbiome, Eco-Immunology, 

and a Probiotic Turn in Western Health Care.," Medical Anthropology Quarterly 33, no. 

10 (2018). 
10 Prior to advances in DNA sequencing technology, microbiology focused on individual 

specimens and species of microbes in petri dishes extracted from their environment. With 

the increase in metagenomic possibilities, entire microbial communities can be studied 

and sampled in and in relationship to their environment, allowing for a more ecological 

and complex approach to entire communities or systems of microbial life that explores 

not just their presence but also their interactions. For a basic introduction see: C. 

Allaband, McDonald, D., Vázquez-Baeza, Y., Minich, J. J., Tripathi, A., Brenner, D. A., 

Loomba, R., Smarr, L., Sandborn, W. J., Schnabl, B., Dorrestein, P., Zarrinpar, A., & 

Knight, R., "Microbiome 101: Studying, Analyzing, and Interpreting Gut Microbiome 

Data for Clinicians," Clinical gastroenterology and hepatology 17, no. 2 (2019). 
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missing. Extinct.11 Human well-being is suffering in the wake of the radical loss of 

diversity of microbes that inhabit human bodies and environments. The disappearance of 

these microbes is multi-causal and includes the ordering of life (even liturgical life) 

according to the antimicrobial or pasteurian regime.12 Even as we slather the surface of 

our bodies and our world with sanitizer, we are diminishing the number and diversity of 

communities of microbes that sustain our own.  

As epidemiologists and immunologists embrace this new microbiomial aspect to 

human wellness and disease, medical anthropologists and nosological historians indicate 

that medical/immunological paradigms are not the only realms that fund an ordering of 

life against the microbe.13 It's not just "pure," "empirical" science.14 Antimicrobial 

imaginaries are also social, anthropological, economic and agricultural. The worlds of 

medicine and science tangle with philosophies of the self, of what it means to be human. 

Donna Haraway reminds, “Science projects are civics projects; they remake citizens.”15 

This goes both ways. This multivalence extends even further. At the levels of theory and 

practice, anti-microbial ways of being and knowing seep into religious ways of being and 

vice versa. The multi-faceted anti-microbial regime and invisible foundations of modern 

 
11 See: Blaser, Missing Microbes: How the Overuse of Antibiotics Is Fueling Our Modern 

Plagues., and Erica D. Sonnenburg, "Diet-Induced Extinction in the Gut Microbiota 

Compounds over Generations," Nature 10.1038 (2016)., and Martin J. Blaser and Stanley 

Falkow, "What Are the Consequences of the Disappearing Human Microbiota?," Nature 

Reviews Microbiology 7, no. 12 (2009). 
12 See afterward for further reflection on antimicrobial use in the Eucharistic liturgy.  
13See: Lorimer, "Hookworms Make Us Human: The Microbiome, Eco-Immunology, and 

a Probiotic Turn in Western Health Care.." 
14 This is not to suggest that there is such a thing, nor to insert myself into the debates on 

the philosophy of science. It is to say that more than scientific research drives the cultural 

imaginary of disease. That said, I presume there is no science with a view from nowhere. 
15 Quoted in: Ed Cohen, A Body Worth Defending: Immunity, Biopolitics, and the 

Apotheosis of the Modern Body (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009), 1. 
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theology mutually reflect and support one another. An anti-microbial ordering of life, 

both at a systematic and primal level, is also theological.  

How we think about the environment and disease is not disconnected from how 

people in pews think about sin, suffering and salvation. Western ecology, nosology and 

theology all move together, mutually informing and deforming the way we think about 

"the environment," diseased bodies, racialized bodies and the broader genres of the 

enemy and the “other” against which western humans are taught to define themselves.16 

The beliefs and practices of these seemingly independent disciplines—ecology, nosology, 

theology—are revealed, inflected, habituated, distorted and reformed by each other. What 

we have “known” theologically about human nature and other-than-human creation 

(including “germs”) and our relationship to it has been “co-produced alongside ideas 

about the natural organization of society.”17 Environmental geographer Jamie Lorimer, 

for example, in noting the binary of the “immune self” who wars against the “non-self” 

(the functioning anthropological metaphor of disease theory) explains that these 

immunological metaphors developed not as the result of some hard empirical science but 

in relationship to the reigning western anthropology, gendered ideals and an exoticized 

othering of native peoples.18  

 
16 Threats to geopolitical bodies and threats to human bodies are both informed by the 

shared modern metaphors of germ-theory, bodies and defense. Ed Cohen fills out this 

argument, exploring how the biomedical concept of immunity-as-defense emerges from 

the political and juridical realms, transforming the experience of embodiment and 

medicine from one of healing to one of defense. See: ibid. and Jonathan Gil Harris, 

Foreign Bodies and the Body Politic: Discourses of Social Pathology in Early Modern 

England, Cambridge Studies in Renaissance Literature and Culture (Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
17 Lorimer, "Hookworms Make Us Human: The Microbiome, Eco-Immunology, and a 

Probiotic Turn in Western Health Care.." 
18 Ibid. 
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Disease, as germs, was not a fact hanging in the air waiting to be discovered. All 

manner of cultural, geopolitical, economic and theological factors converged to construe 

“the germ.” Colonial discourse, Euro-American Christian anthropology, and ambition of 

white land-settlers, the noble and less noble ambitions of the sanitation movement,19 and 

the political ambitions of France,20 all influenced emerging theories of the germ. If we are 

to change the reactive, antagonistic ordering of life towards our microbial symbionts and 

towards those we deem as threat, the modern theological anthropology that supports germ 

theory also becomes a site of renovation.21 This renovation is not only a problem but a 

possibility.  

The microbiome challenges some of germ theory’s most fundamental claims. As 

this same ecological turn is happening at a more popular level in response to the 

planetary crisis, theology faces its own challenges and opportunities as some of its most 

fundamental doctrines, which walked in lockstep with foundational claims of germ-

theory, are disrupted by the science of the microbiome. But whereas medicine to some 

degree is experiencing a hopeful ecological turn that is rooted in the ecological crisis and 

emerging holobiont anthropology,22 western Christian theology has an anthropology 

problem. Modern theological anthropology stands to produce resistance to holobiont 

science. Where germ theory problematizes the germ in the petri dish, microbiomial 

theories suggest the problem is us, with our antimicrobial habits and habitats. If in the 

 
19 See Chapter one of Latour, The Pasteurization of France. 
20 Ibid., 142.  
21 See: Bradford, "Living in the Company of Beasts: Karl Barth, the Microbiome, and the 

Unwitting Microbial Witness of the Divine Bearing of All Things." I begin this 

renovation in Chapter Six. 
22 Lorimer, "Hookworms Make Us Human: The Microbiome, Eco-Immunology, and a 

Probiotic Turn in Western Health Care.." 
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microbial turn, disease theories are migrating from the petri dish back to habitats and 

habits, theology still runs on a petri dish anthropology—one where humans are known 

and constructed apart from the world.  

3.2 Microbiome science is new, the theological story of microbes is not 

 

The story of microbes and theology isn't new; it's newly visible. Holobiont 

theology might initially signal a “microbial turn” in theology, but when microbes are 

thought of not in terms of symbionts but rather as pathogenic, as germs, or as disease, 

microbes and theology have been co-informing each other for at least 150 years.  

One-hundred and fifty years is far too conservative. Almost immediately upon the 

discovery of microbes (1683), though not yet linked to disease, they produced a 

theological threat because of their link to decay. Did germs cause rot, gravitate to it, or 

emerge from it, a claim known as the theory of spontaneous generation. If these 

animalcules spawn from food, drink and refuse, what does this say about a Creator? 

Microbes, if they generate themselves would take on a god-like quality and threaten 

fundamental beliefs about the origins and nature of the cosmos. Theologians and priests 

took to microscopes and lived experiments to counter the threat.23 

As germs, but even more broadly as “pestilence,” "vermin," or "disease," 

microbes and theology have been cutting a pathway between each other for centuries. 

This pathway habituates modern buffered anthropology and resistance to holobiont 

theology. We can trace this trail between germ theory and disease from either direction. 

When theology is the starting point, distorted aspects of Christian theology have paved 

 
23 For more, see: John Waller, The Discovery of the Germ: Twenty Years That 

Transformed the Way We Think About Disease, Revolutions in Science (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2002). Chapter 4.  
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the way for germ theory. Looking the other way around, germ theory has been acting 

back on theology ever since. Taking these in reverse order, what follows is a brief 

introduction to the theological consequence of germ theory and the nosological 

consequence of Christian theology.  

3.2.1 Theological consequences of germ theory 

 

I see four main consequences of germ theory for theology that make the task of 

holobiont theology more fraught. These four include the following: 1. The 

institutionalization of the human-environment divide. 2. The ontologization of evil. 3. 

The externalization of sin. 4. A renewed hope for immortality. The first two of these I 

treat here and I treat all four in greater depth in Chapter Four.  

3.2.1.1 Germ theory divides the human from the environment 

 

First, germ theory institutionalizes the emerging concept of the modern self as 

separate from the environment. In the late twentieth century, a renewed ecological view 

of the human began to emerge, and along with it the growing understanding of 

"environmental health." Historian Linda Nash in Inescapable Ecologies asks why the 

connection between human health and the environment became invisible in the first 

place.24 Nash's study of the colonization of the California Central Valley traces the 

transition from ecological views of disease to ontological ones. The transition from 

ecological to ontological theories mirrors a concomitant shift from a more porous and 

environmental view of the body to the modern view of the enclosed buffered body—what 

I call petri dish anthropology.  

 
24 Linda Lorraine Nash, Inescapable Ecologies: A History of Environment, Disease, and 

Knowledge (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 1-6. 
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The move from physiological to ontological, germ-based disease theory both 

depended on and ushered in not only a distinct and definable enemy, the germ, but also a 

distinct and definable host, the buffered human self. Disease theory and anthropology 

relate. Ed Cohen, writing on the development of theories of immunity, which emerge in 

relationship to germ theories, explains: 

Until the end of the nineteenth century the modern body does not exist, strictly 

speaking, as a biological body. Or to put it more accurately, at the end of the 

nineteenth century, the modern individual’s atomized body does not accord with 

prevailing scientific theories that apprehend living organisms as contiguous with, 

rather than fundamentally distinct from, their lifeworlds. Indeed . . . only with the 

advent of biological immunity does a monadic modern body fully achieve its 

scientific and defensive apotheosis.25   

 

In other words, not until we came up with a way to defend against our porosity did the 

body finally become enclosed or “buffered.” Stories of the dawn of modern models of 

disease are also stories of modern models of anthropology, an anthropology that imagines 

the body closed, apart from, and threatened by the environment. Germ theory and its 

corresponding immune theory separates body from environment and puts them at war 

with each other.  

Observing this symmetry from this end of history, there's a seemingly obvious 

logic to the paired development of the concepts of discrete disease and discrete bodies. 

But neither nosology nor anthropology are worked out a priori and then enacted in 

history. Critical accounts of the medical history of disease confirm that neither the view 

of the "germ" nor of the "buffered body" apart from the environment were simply 

discovered, nor argued via tidy logic. They neither dropped out of thin air, nor waited 

 
25 Cohen, A Body Worth Defending: Immunity, Biopolitics, and the Apotheosis of the 

Modern Body, 7-8. 
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nervously to be found out, pressed between the surface of slide and microscope. Rather, 

both the idea of separation of the body from the environment and the idea of a germ were 

socially extracted from a mill that ground together the powers of colonial desire, settler 

greed, pandemic panic and pragmatism, and an autonomous individualism serving private 

economic interest.26 I say “extracted” instead of constructed on purpose. When 

disciplines, institutions and social practices separate and isolate a thing for the purposes 

of identification, the method is flawed from the start. 27 

Two brief historical accounts sketch a picture of the co-production of the buffered 

body and the germ, a production intimately bound up with racism and anti-

environmentalism. First, Linda Nash’s research shows the entanglement and permeability 

of the body, which grounded more environmental understandings of health, became a 

psychological roadblock for would-be settlers in the late 1800s, frustrating the plans of 

eager white land developers and engineers. The medical and public health community's 

view that human and environmental health were linked, and that therefore development 

needed to be sensitive to exhaustive changes to the environment contributed to the 

conflict between "settlers' desire to rapidly transform the landscape for profit on the one 

hand and ecological understandings of health on the other.”28 Hoping to speed and 

 
26 To attend to the messier fringes of this history see Janelle Schwartz’s proposal that 

worms (i.e. visible microbes) “informed the Romantic period’s consideration of man as 

both a part of and apart from the natural world.” Schwartz, Worm Work: Recasting 

Romanticism, 4. Schwartz’s account shows that precursors to the modern self can be 

found well before the modern transition to a buffered self. Additionally, Latour’s 

microbes are also agents in a bio political world where all were clamoring for power. 

Latour, The Pasteurization of France. 
27 The move to know and name a creature apart from its community of relations not only 

results in a warped ontology, it is also powered at a guttural, if not conscious, level by 

fearful instincts to manipulate.  
28 We tend to think of colonization as an imposition on a place but in the period of 
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expand white colonization of places like California's Central Valley, germ theory emerged 

as an ideological scythe in the hands of land developers, used to sever human connection 

to the environment. Developers pressed discrete theories of the germ, in Nash's words "to 

disconnect health from the landscape....In a culture committed to rapidly colonizing and 

radically transforming landscape..., germ theory became a tool to "individualize and 

further racialize disease.”29 This buffering and de-linking of the human body from the 

environment, shown here as a means of occluding environmentally unsound practices, 

offers a way to begin to understand the connection between a Christian imagination that 

conceives of the human as distinct from its environment and ecological apathy. The 

distinction between body and land was cultivated to grow such apathy. If any are 

skeptical that anthropology influences ecological perspectives, developers bet their 

money that a buffered anthropology would diminish ecological concern.  

With this brief account, we can begin to imagine how modern antibacterial 

liturgies like those of Purell at the Table (see: Afterward) are ghosts or a modern 

incarnation of the lie that the fates of microbes (standing in for creation) and humans are 

 

western colonization of North America, people understood that it went both ways, that 

land and body were vulnerable to each other. While historians mainly focus on 

indigenous peoples succumbing to disease, “The one-sided focus on the disease history of 

Indian peoples can have the effect of rewriting white bodies in contrasting and somewhat 

ahistorical terms—as clearly bounded, always resilient, and unproblematically 

cosmopolitan.” Nash, Inescapable Ecologies: A History of Environment, Disease, and 

Knowledge, 17. The land “settled” in or “colonized” white bodies even as white bodies 

and diseases settled in and colonized native lands and bodies. 
29 Ibid., 80-81. This racializing of disease happens on a number of planes, including the 

suggestion that although when white settlers were sick it was due to infection, native 

populations succumbed to illness due to vices and uncontrolled passions. See Ch 2. Ibid. 

Furthermore, Nash argues that the eclipse of the narrative of the rampant death of settlers 

due to disease is itself an attempt to “naturalize” the superiority of white bodies and the 

“destiny” of white colonization and conquest.  
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not only disconnected but depend on disconnection. 

Second the dis-embedding of human life and fate from that of the natural world, 

from geography, is also implicated in the North American story of white supremacy. 

Theologian Willie Jennings in his essay "Can White People be Saved?" suggests that the 

extracted isolated body also funds the constitution of racial identities. The project of 

training, or in Brian Bantum’s words, “discipling” white settlers to think of themselves as 

private property owners who no longer identified themselves in land on which they lived, 

but by the property which they owned, was a key step in the formation of white identity.  

Many are familiar with the story of the ecclesially sanctioned mission wherein 

white European settlers were to disabuse native peoples of any sort of primitive animism 

that viewed the land as a life-force entwined in the life of human communities. Instead, 

they [white settlers] offered peoples a relationship with the world that was basically one 

dimensional—we interpret and manipulate the worlds as we see fit, taking from it what 

we need, and caring for it within the logics of making it more productive for us; that is, 

we draw the world to its proper fulfillment.”30 Jennings goes on, "This is crudely put, but 

it captures the trajectory of how humanity's imperial position as stewards of the creation 

was most often interpreted in colonial contexts."31 The disconnection of bodies from 

lands allowed European colonists to constitute a racial identity of whiteness that paved 

the way for slavery, supremacy and ecological devastation.  

Bringing Jennings' account into conversation with Nash's, "the germ" emerges as 

 
30 Willie Jennings, "Can White People Be Saved:  Reflections on the Relationship of 

Missions and Whiteness," in Can “White” People Be Saved”: Triangulating Race, 

Theology, and Mission, ed. Johnny Ramírez-Johnson Love L. Sechrest, Amos Yong 

(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2018). 
31 Ibid. 
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a link in the chain that was dragging or enslaving the world to its proper colonial ends, 

shaped to the white man's needs. The dis-embedding of the human from her ecological 

enmeshments for the sake of manipulation of the land founded a view of the land not only 

as meaningless and manipulatable but also a view of the body as racialized. “The germ” 

paved the way for instrumentalizing land and black bodies. 

For the first time in human history, peoples especially in the colonized world 

would be forced to think of themselves in disorienting ways, to think of 

themselves away from land and away from animals into racial encasement, that is, 

in to races. They were forced to reduce their identities down to their bodies. Why? 

Because the land was being taken, the animals were captured and killed at a 

monstrous rate, and the plants and the landscape were being altered irreversibly.32 

 

The story of the microbe, environmental apathy, and racism in the US are related stories 

in part because white settlers used the microbe, re-cast as "the germ,” during a period of 

rapid colonization to separate the human from the natural world, a separation that powers 

and is also empowered by the lies of ecological indifference and white supremacy. These 

lies are performed in the way Willie Jennings and Brian Bantam describe whiteness as a 

performance or as a “way of being in the world that is more than difficult to resist, for it 

is the air we breathe.”33 Germ theory of disease institutionalized a false ontological 

separation between humans and their environment and a racist colonial habitus in the 

colonizer as well as the colonized—and does to this day.34 Germ theory's contribution to 

 
32 Ibid., 31. 
33 Bantum, Redeeming Mulatto: A Theology of Race and Christian Hybridity. 
34 My use of the socially constructed germ reveals yet another mechanism to link racism 

and ecological abuse. James Cone in “Whose Earth is it Anyway” offers a different link 

to show that racism and ecological devastation are two sides of the same coin, two sides 

of the same kind of heretical temptation. “The logic that led to slavery and segregation in 

the Americas, colonization and Apartheid in Africa, and the rule of white supremacy 

throughout the world is the same one that leads to the exploitation of animals and the 

ravaging of nature. It is a mechanistic and instrumental logic that defines everything and 

everybody in terms of their contribution to the development and defense of white world 
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a petri dish anthropology, with its ecological and racial after-effects, is a legacy that 

North American Christianity has inherited, a legacy worth considering when we ponder 

the persistence of the modern buffered self in religious and theological anthropology.  

If microbes, considered positively as our microbial symbionts, trouble a presumed 

radical distinction between the human and the rest of creaturely life in theology and 

religious philosophy, what a brief study of the history of germ theory reveals is that 

microbes, as germs, depend upon a presumed radical distinction between the human and 

the rest of creaturely life. For over 150 years the reigning theory of disease (nosology) 

has solidified the fantasy, the ideal and even the weapon of the pure human set apart from 

non-human matter or “the environment.” In light of the human microbiome, if microbes 

are now part of the solution to an exceptionalist atomistic anthropology, microbes, 

constructed as disease, also contributed to the problem, one that theology continues to 

 

supremacy… The fight for justice cannot be segregated but must be integrated with the 

fight for life in all its forms.” James Cone, "Whose Earth Is It Anyway?" Cross Currents, 

Spring-Summer 2000, P. 36. Gale Academic Onefile, Accessed 19 Aug. 2020.," Cross 

Currents Spring-Summer (2000). Where Cone points to a logic of instrumentalization 

and domination, I point to a logic of extracting and separating the human from the 

environment. Pope Francis says something similar, but he speaks of classism instead of 

racism: “It needs to be said that, generally speaking, there is little in the way of clear 

awareness of problems which especially affect the excluded. …Indeed, when all is said 

and done, they frequently remain at the bottom of the pile. At  times this attitude exists 

side by side with a ‘green’ rhetoric. Today, however, we have to realize that a true 

ecological approach always becomes a social approach; it must integrate questions of 

justice in debates on the environment, so as to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of 

the poor.” Pope Francis, On Care for Our Common Home, Laudato Si': The Encyclical of 

Pope Francis on the Environment (Ecology & Justice), Sean McDonagh ed. (New York: 

Orbis Books, 2016), 1.49. Cone and Francis are signaling that the temptation to think that 

we can subjugate and enslave anything we deem as less than human drives poverty, 

racism and ecological oppression. The move to instrumentalize and exploit a black body 

is driven by the same logic that instrumentalizes and exploits rivers or mountaintops. So 

when we go after the root logic of dividing or denigrating and subjugating some creatures 

below others we go after the idolatries that fund both injustices, racial and environmental. 

To find the roots of these I will look to the doctrine of the Fall in Chapter Four. 
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bear.  

3.2.1.2 Germ theory ontologizes evil 

 

If the first theological consequence of the germ is the promotion of the human 

apart from the environment, an account of creation that breeds environmental and racial 

abuse, the second theological consequence of the germ is no less sinister and requires the 

part of the following chapter on the Fall to tease out. In brief, when in the late nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries germ theory ontologized disease, made disease a thing in the 

world, germ theory also ontologized the concept of evil, re-opening the door of the 

Christian imaginary to a gnostic demonization of matter that now reverberates in silent 

white Christian apathy and antipathy towards both the material environment and the 

black and brown bodies, bodies all too often cast as sub-human and thus part of the 

animal-environment continuum.35 

Even though germs aren’t “discovered” until the modern period, they almost 

immediately inherit a status as “disease.” “Germs” are new to theology. Disease is as old 

as theological discourse itself. Disease is a foundational category and metaphor in the 

Christian canon. Disease is a metaphorical way Christian theologians have thought about 

what’s wrong with the world, and about sin and evil. An unintended consequence of the 

ontologizing of disease is the ontologizing of evil (not literally but theologically).  

The argument goes like this: Theologian Ian McFarland rightly boils down what 

he calls gnostic dualism of the Valentinian sort to "a theodicy rooted in the ontologization 

of evil as intrinsic to the material order."36 In gnostic sensu lato thought, matter and an 

 
35 I unpack this claim in Chapter Four. 
36 Ian A. McFarland, In Adam’s Fall: A Meditation on the Christian Doctrine of Original 

Sin (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 30. 
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evil demi-god who brings form to matter are a locus for pain and death.37 Suffering and 

matter were a package deal. Variant gnostic heresies, in the form of a matter-soul 

dualism, became one of early Christianity's boogie men, an ideological threat against 

which theologians from Theophilus to Athanasius formed their doctrines of creation and 

Christology.  

In the second century, the doctrine of the Fall emerged as a theological response 

to gnostic demonization of matter and its demi-god. The development of the doctrine of 

the Fall is what early twentieth century theologian N.P. Williams views as "fundamentally 

an exercise in theodicy-making,"38 or an attempt to account for suffering and death 

without indicting the creator God of Israel who made the material world. Irenaeus of 

Lyons was among the first to develop a counter-theodicy of the Fall to replace the gnostic 

theodicy of material creation. The Irenaean answer to the problem of suffering and evil 

was not to demonize matter or God but instead to affirm the goodness of matter and the 

contingency of evil as the result of Adam and Eve's rebellion. If theodicy is an attempt to 

solve the classic Epicurean trilemma—the incompatibility of God's omnipotence, 

goodness and the presence of evil—the Christian solution has overwhelmingly denied the 

ontological presence of evil, based on a doctrine of the Fall.39 Evil and suffering were not 

part of the creation but the dynamic of the cosmos being thrown out of joint by 

 
37 While the next chapter provides a more nuanced account of what is meant by gnostic, 

the angst about matter is not because it is viewed as inherently evil but inherently 

unstable and thus subject to pain, decay and degeneration. 
38 McFarland, In Adam’s Fall: A Meditation on the Christian Doctrine of Original Sin, 

30.  
39 From Nothing: A Theology of Creation (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 2014), 112-

13. 
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disobedience.40 For example, when early Christians attempted to account for "natural 

disasters" such as earthquakes, or diseases (which were also not viewed as things in 

themselves but a collection of symptoms), cosmic disorientation, informed by antique 

notions of cosmic sympathy, accounted for the disharmonies and imbalances associated 

with pain and death.41 And while the language of disease, infection, contagion, rot and 

decay are almost obsessively used by theologians up until the present, these metaphors 

have largely been perceived not as ontological but phenomenological, or as a description 

of privation, of disappearance. They are not actual things, but activities, states, 

arrangements, not creatures. If disease and decay were the ushers of death and the 

consequence or agents of the Fall, they nevertheless did not exist as such. Except that 

now, they do.  

Following seventeenth century Dutch scientist Anthony van Leeuwenhoek's 

invention of the microscope and subsequent discovery of microbes, and with Pasteur and 

Koch's nineteenth century linking of microbes to decay, disease and death, a major 

 
40 While this is an early Christian theodicy, a Jewish wisdom theodicy is somewhat 

analogous wherein foolishness and folly are what lead to death and despair (see Proverbs 

14:12, for example) and ibid., 117. 
41 Catherine Chin in her chapter “Cosmos” explains, “The late ancient cosmos, as 

cosmos, insists on a multiplicity of connected parts. . . In a real, physical sense, then the 

late ancient cosmos was made out of resemblances and connections: the microcosms and 

macrocosms that made up the cosmos were intricate sets of materially enchained 

reflections. . .” Chin, "Cosmos," 100. Because of this cosmic interconnected and 

participatory sympathy, what happened in one element of the cosmos was reflected or 

knowable in all other parts. This knowledge was less representative than presentative in 

nature, much like when a person’s blood cells become infected with the chicken pox 

virus, the red itchy skin welts are not representations of the chicken pox. Rather, the 

internal disease presents as itchy welts. The uniformity and sympathy of the cosmos 

meant signs of cosmic happenings could be read in the physical and also political realms. 

For example, when the Christian emperor Jovinian surrendered Nisibis to the Persians, 

St. Ephrem saw the failure of the city as the presenting symptom or sign of the paganism 

which had infected it under pagan emperor Julian. 
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operative theological metaphor, took on new creaturely valence. For well over two 

hundred years, humans have unwittingly abided narrations of a creature made by the 

good God as evil incarnate. The link between evil and creation shines through in 

Tyndall's 1877 reaction to the discovery of microbes as agents of disease.  

Consider all the ills that these floating particles have inflicted on mankind, in 

historic and prehistoric times . . . This destructive action is continuing today and 

continued for centuries. . . . We have been struck by invisible scourges, we have 

fallen into ambushes, and it is only today that the light of science is reaching those 

terrible oppressors.42  

  

As disease becomes a thing, an oppressor even, evil becomes a creature. Latour's analysis 

of Tyndall's cry about the terrors of microbes makes the link all the clearer. "Are they 

human or nonhuman? Nonhuman. What do they want? Evil. What do they do? Lie in 

wait. Since when? Since the beginning of time. What has happened? An event, they have 

become visible."43 

Quite under the radar, the gnostic problem re-emerges of a demi-god creating an 

evil creature and calling that God good. This problem is not exactly new, for prior to 

germ theory we also sought ways to account for monstrous creatures in the forms of 

demons, witches and even vermin. The problem is at least a semantic one: even 

McFarland who insists that evil is not a creature refers to it repeatedly as rot, something 

we now know is a creaturely activity, not a demonic one. 

In sum, with the discovery of the germ as an agent of disease, the doctrine of the 

Fall as theodicy has become treacherous. If before Christians could blame the pains and 

diseases of embodiment on a cosmos thrown out of order and into imbalance via the fall, 

 
42 Latour, The Pasteurization of France. 
43 Ibid., 10. 
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after the germ, we blame pain, disease and our death on a creature, on matter itself, 

making it a participant in the Fall. This becomes a terrible opening to take other creatures 

that are conceptually linked to germs and premature death (environmental disasters, 

beastly animals, black bodies) and demonize them.44  

3.2.2 Nosological consequences of Christian theology.  

 

Microbes matter for theology. Before there was a holobiont microbiology, there 

was germ theory of disease. As it entered the cultural imagination at the dawn of the 

twentieth century, it institutionalized a false ontological divide between humans and the 

environment. This radical separation between the human and the rest of creation is 

cultural and, as we have just learned, is nosological. But it is also theological, and not 

only the modern sort of theology. If germ theory institutionalizes a false separation and 

superiority, this means it solidifies what is already operative, and operative in Christian 

discourse.45 Thus, theology anticipates and paves the way for the rapid social embrace of 

 
44 Phenomenologist Richard Kearney’s work on society’s classic monster narratives maps 

on to this analysis. He argues that societies project their subconscious paranoia and 

anxiety about the self’s perversion and vulnerability onto the monster characters in 

classic narratives and that this othering of one’s own anxieties signals a fundamental 

insecurity of “the self” in a society. “As our ideas of self-identity alter so do our ideas of 

what menaces this identity.” The anthropology of the buffered self connects to the 

demonization of creatures that penetrate the skin. Richard Kearney, Strangers Gods and 

Monsters: Interpreting Otherness (New York, NY: Routledge, 2003), 4. 
45 This theological distortion, associated with anthropological separation, exceptionalism, 

creaturely denial, and fear of the other, is part of what I think not only drives Christian 

ecological apathy but also what I suspect will be ideological blockage or distaste for and 

disinterest in engaging the ethical, public health and ecclesial implications of the reality 

of the microbiome.  In other words parts of what this project attempts to do is create a 

theological clearing of anti-matter distortions (that are rooted in the Fall and reinforced 

through the germ-theory of disease) so that microbiological ecologists can wake humans 

to the cry of their symbionts, to their “missing microbes”  without having the church run 

the other way in disgust or shrug in apathy. See: Blaser, Missing Microbes: How the 

Overuse of Antibiotics Is Fueling Our Modern Plagues., Ed Yong, I Contain Multitudes: 

The Microbes within Us and a Grander View of Life (Random House, 2016)., Rob R. 
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germ theory.46  

No small amount of ink has been spilled by social historians on the phenomenon 

of germ theory's rapid reception. Bruno Latour, pondering the "pasteurization" of an 

entire nation, remarks, "In no other scientific or technological innovation has there been 

so short a route between fundamental research and its rapid, far-reaching application."47 

If there is a theological priming for germ theory, we can say that germ theory merely 

baptizes Christian theological distortions and heresies or fallen instincts that have 

plagued the discipline from the start. While signs of such distortions are visible across the 

broader systems of theology, I locate the origins of theological distortions which 

contribute to the production and rapid embrace of germ theory in the event and doctrine 

of the Fall. Germ theory, I claim, is a palimpsest of the Fall: it impresses upon, writes 

imperfectly over the still partially visible ancient doctrine of the drama of evil and sin. A 

Christian anthropology of the Fall should almost anticipate the antimicrobial way of 

being in the world—yet another reason the liturgical use of Purell warrants critical 

reflection. Exploring aspects of the history and content of the doctrine of the Fall as well 

as the effects of doing theology under the influence of the Fall can show that these 

 

Dunn, Never Home Alone: From Microbes to Millipedes, Camel Crickets, and 

Honeybees, the Natural History of Where We Live, First edition. ed. 
46 Bruno Latour, makes the rapid social embrace of germ theory the subject of his 

philosophical investigation into the reality of and resistance to accounting historically for 

the entire cast of actors (human and non-human) who contribute to the rapid social 

embrace of bacteriology. In some ways, this essay could be an appendix to Latour’s 

project in its attempt to account not only for the microbial influences (that’s Latour) but 

also the religious ones (that’s me) and how these two factors elide. While this sub-

argument deserves its own project, for now I can only signal future work that can 

contribute to the work of people like Michael Worboys, Nancy Tomes, Ed Cohen and 

others who investigate the sociopolitical factors influencing the production or 

construction or framing of “the germ.” Latour, The Pasteurization of France. 
47 Ibid., 8. 
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anticipate germ theory and are reinforced by it.48   

Aspects of early Christian Fall doctrine support the spirit/matter, human/animal, 

human/environment binaries that anticipate antimicrobial imaginaries. Origen’s doctrine 

of creation casts a long shadow over Christian cosmology. His Creation is also a fall, a 

falling into the diversity, disparity and density of the remedial bodies we all now wear. 

Following Origen, theologians do not entirely disentangle the Fall and Creation until 

Maximus’ reversal of aspects of Origen’s account. As such, aspects of creation (for 

example: digestive physiology and sexual diversity) are mere rehabilitative stop gaps or 

tools not eschatological ends. This narration of the creation, complicated by humanity’s 

sin becomes a seedbed for the binaries listed above, all of which sustain germ theory, a 

theory which to this moment acts back upon our theological and ecclesial imaginations. 

Moderns are primed to embrace germ theory because they are part of a religious tradition 

whose genealogy comes to define the rational human against the irrational beast. 

Furthermore, prior to Augustine, the attempt to view some aspect of human nature 

as a resource for rehabilitating the fallen human only reinforces a hierarchical human 

ontology that manifests in and even depends upon an animal/human binary. This is 

 
48 Although I don’t dwell on it in the upcoming chapters, some medieval conceptions of 

the devil as well as demonic spirits or influences function as "quasi-microbiological" or 

"proto-microbiological formulation of disease as an entity invading the body through its 

vulnerable apertures." This link between demonic spiritual forces who gain access to the 

body at the Fall and who continue to influence bodies up to the present is observable in 

the etymology of "the flu" with "influenza" linking directly to that medieval and ancient 

fear of the influence of evil. Immediately the conceptual link between illness and 

immorality/desire then can also be made. For our purposes, what is theologically 

generative about this link is that it begins to reveal the problems with blaming sin, 

suffering and death on a creature, even if it be an immaterial one like a fallen angel. 

Harris, Foreign Bodies and the Body Politic: Discourses of Social Pathology in Early 

Modern England, 27. 
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evident in Gregory of Nyssa’s anthropology where the rational soul rules over the animal 

body. This binary also manifests in the theology of someone like Pelagius, who argues 

that humanity’s knowledge of their exceptionalism and dominance over animals is a key 

resource for their salvation. With human superiority over animals functioning as a 

mechanism of human salvation, any attempts to cultivate Christian empathy via kinship 

arguments are put in jeopardy. 

Not only do early Christian narrations of the Fall that spare aspects of human 

personhood from its effects lead to the animal-human binary but so do ancient, medieval 

and modern narrations of the content of the Fall. Certain narrations also pave the way for 

the rapid embrace of germ theory and its concomitant anthropocentric, exceptionalist, 

antimicrobial ethos, an ethos that mirrors what I narrate as the content of the Fall. 

Furthermore, we can see signs of the Fall in historical narrations of the Fall—for example 

the Fall as a fall into animality. 

With this understanding of the Fall as creaturely or ecological denial, I suggest 

that a theological reading of the greed and instincts that came to support the 

pasteurian/germ theory/antimicrobial regime’s institutionalization of the human/nature 

distinction is patterned after the Fall. Just as Adam and Eve tried to sever the ties of 

dependence on creation and God, so too did land developers imagine the false 

possibilities of severing dependence on and shared fate with creation.  

This interpretation of doctrine of the Fall as creaturely denial though bears a 

weakness as far as its ability to address issues of mortality. Pathogenic microbes press the 

issue. What does it mean that we are dependent on creatures that are deadly? What does it 

mean that to be a creature is to be deteriorating, dying and yes, decaying? This 
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juxtaposition warrants further reflection and leads me to construct an interpretation of the 

Fall in Part Two as creaturely denial that pays attention not only to humanity’s rejection 

of divine gifts, but also creaturely ones.  

I have briefly here attempted to preview an intimate history between the microbe, 

in the concept of disease, and theology, showing that their main intersection occurs in the 

event of the Fall and doctrine of the Fall. Germs expose problems, theological 

quandaries, temptations, inconsistencies, signs of the Fall running through our theology. 

If the Fall is not a religious artifact of human production but an event49 of which the 

effects persist to this day, and if the pattern of the Fall is denial of ecological dependence, 

the witness of microbial entanglement can help us understand distorted theologies of the 

Fall. These distortions unintentionally support the diminishment and scapegoating of all 

sorts of marginalized bodies. 

That the holobiont challenges binaries makes it seem like an obvious tool for 

confronting Christian anti-environmentalism, so much so that we might be tempted to 

think even just secular holobiont anthropology or foregrounding our kinship with animals 

 
49 Facing multiple difficulties, the doctrine of the Fall has come under increasing 

scrutiny, and in some instances abandoned. Not least among such difficulties are those 

Darwinian evolution brings. How does a good creator make creation through suffering 

and death, especially if the human Fall is believed to usher in such suffering and death? 

This is not even to mention the quandary that without one primal hominid couple, the 

story of Adam’s original sin becomes less plausible. These problems fall out of the 

purview of this project. For more see: William T. Cavanaugh and James K. A. Smith, 

Evolution and the Fall (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmanns Publishing Co.).; Nicola Hoggard 

Creegan, Animal Suffering and the Problem of Evil, (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2013).; Christopher Southgate, The Groaning of Creation: God, Evolution, and the 

Problem of Evil, 1st ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008).; Chapter 1 in 

David Clough, On Animals, T&T Clark Theology (London ; New York: T & T Clark, 

2012).; and Sarah Coakley, "Sacrifice Regained: Evolution, Cooperation and God," in 

Gifford Lecture Series (University of Aberdeen 2012). 
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would be sufficient. However, holobiont anthropology is not the antidote to antimicrobial 

behaviors and the human-environment binary that funds them. The impulse to use 

scientific discovery (like the biology of the holobiont) as the answer on its own to how to 

motivate Christians towards ecological action, if it stops at the biology, is a theological 

failure of nerve. If all theologians have to offer in the face of Christian ecological apathy 

is biology, then we don’t really need theologians. If all we can do is shout "symbiosis" in 

a theologically impressive tone, then we don't need theologians. We just need good 

Christian biologists, or just good biologists. But the loss here would be that Christians 

responding to holobiont or environmental science wouldn’t know how to link their 

environmental ethics to their Christian faith. The two would seem at best to be amenable 

but at worst seem to be in tension, with history suggesting the latter is more likely. Take 

for example, the nineteenth century Victorian recoiling and condemnation of attempts to 

blend biblical views of the human with evolutionary ideas as "rank, unbending and 

degrading materialism', such attempts, geologist Adam Sedgwick claimed, 'nulled all 

distinction between [the] physical and moral." He reasons that if evolution of humans and 

animal ancestry is true, "religion is a lie, human law is a mass of folly, and a base 

injustice; morality is moonshine; our labours for black peoples of Africa were works of 

madmen; and man and woman are only better beasts."50 Christianity has a checkered past 

at best when it comes to engaging scientific discovery and a longstanding allergy to the 

blending of the material and the moral.  

If this matter-versus-morality dynamic continues to cycle through the history of 

 
50 Colin Russell, "Biological Science and Christian Thought," in The Blackwell 

Encyclopedia of Modern Christian Thought, ed. Alister E. McGrath (Cambridge, MA: 

Blackwell Publishers, 1993), 52. 
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Christian belief and practice, we need a theology that anticipates, or prepares us for the 

"affront" and the gift of the holobiont. We need a theology that turns the microscope back 

on us, asking, what can Christian tradition and scripture and the biome teach us about our 

perennial desire to separate and elevate ourselves over the rest of material creation, all the 

while offended by the shadow of our own mortality?
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Part II – Turning to the Wrong Tree: A Holobiont Theology of the Fall 
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    My greetings to all of you, Yeasts, 

        Bacteria, Viruses,… 

 

    I should like to think that I make 

        a not impossible world, 

    but an Eden it cannot be:… 

        If you were religious folk, 

    how would your dramas justify 

        unmerited suffering? 

 

    By what myths would your priests account… 

    when,… 

        whole cities are swept away 

    to perish in space, or the Flood 

        that scalds to death when I bathe? 

   W.H. Auden, after reading an article in the Scientific American by 

Mary J. Maples, January 19691    

                                  

 

4. Scapegoating Demons: Cosmology and Anthropology of the Germ 

 

The doctrine of the Fall secured the goodness of the Creator and creation while denying 

evil its own ontological reality. Evil was mere privative disease. Using this metaphor of 

disease, Christian theology further developed its doctrine of sin. But with the dawn of 

germ theory, disease became a creature, disrupting the metaphor, demonizing the microbe 

and reopening the challenge to the goodness of Creator and creature.  

4.1 Introduction: The holobiont disrupts and exposes the theological anthropology 

and cosmology of germ theory 

 

Anthropology shapes cosmology. What humans think about themselves 

influences what humans think about the world. What humans think about the world 

reveals what they think about themselves. Cosmology reveals anthropology.2 The event 

 
1 For a delightful recording of Auden reading this poem see: W.H. Auden, NYBooks, 

http://media.nybooks.com/auden-new-year-greeting.mp3.; The poem originally appears, I 

believe, in "A New Year Greeting," Indian Journal of Dermatology, Venereology, and 

Leprology 36, no. 1 (1970). Two years later it is published in ibid., which is no longer in 

print. The full poem can be viewed at Auden. 
2 Of course this goes the other way around but for my purposes I am interested in what 
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of the Fall misshapes both.  

Although theological anthropology does not emerge as its own discipline until the 

modern period, the project of understanding the human is as old as the race itself. 

Theologians across time link this project to God’s plan or economy for making human 

creatures more like God through the perennial project of showing humans who they are. 

We hear this from Irenaeus of Lyon in the second century. The whole arc of the divine 

economy is shaped so that “we should never mistake the true understanding of things as 

they are, that is, of God and the human being.”3 We hear it from John Calvin in the 

sixteenth century: “Without knowledge of self there is no knowledge of God…the 

knowledge of ourselves not only arouses us to seek God, but also, as it were, leads us by 

the hand to find him.”4 We hear it from Karl Barth in the twentieth century who explains 

that what makes a person a Christian is the assent to a proper anthropology that consists 

in “renouncing all claim to distinction” from other creatures.5 From these three we gather 

that proper theologies of the human, in its relation to God and others, matter in the 

economy of salvation. However, the event of Adam’s Fall jeopardizes proper theological 

anthropology. Cosmologies,6 not only the ones we espouse but especially those our 

 

cosmology reveals. 
3 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, 4 ed., 2 

vols., vol. 1 (Philadelphia, PA: Westminister Press, MCMLX), 5.2.3.; Irenaeus’ concern 

here is what John Behr calls Irenaeus’ phenomenological methodology whereby Irenaeus 

“repeatedly emphasizes that our goal is to see things as they are, that truth about God and 

the human being.” This sight is part of becoming truly human. John Behr, "Learning 

through Experience: The Pedagogy of Suffering and Death in Irenaeus," in Suffering and 

Evil in Early Christian Thought, ed. Nonna Verna Harrison and David G. Hunter (Grand 

Rapds, MI: Baker Academic, 2016), 35. 
4 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 1.1.1. 
5 Barth, Church Dogmatics 3/3, 240. 
6 I use cosmology to mean views of the other-than-human created world. While this does 

include immaterial creatures, these do not figure largely in my analysis except in 
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behaviors betray, show us who we think we are.  

Meanwhile holobiont science blends the two together. Cosmos and anthropos are 

becoming hard to distinguish. As the cosmos, historically viewed as separate, becomes 

part of what biologists say makes us human, holobiont theology creates tensions for these 

fallen theological anthropologies and cosmologies. Beyond religious spheres, holobiont 

and microbiome science are spurring self-reflective questions about why moderns were 

so quick to demonize microbes in their endorsement of the theory of the germ in the first 

place. In other words, reflecting on how we have viewed the microbial world 

(microcosmos) relates to how we have viewed ourselves (anthropos).7 The purposes of 

this chapter require that this relationship between anthropology and cosmology be kept 

mind as I toggle between ancient questions of theodicy and post-modern interrogation of 

the embrace of modern germ theory. 

In light of the microbiome, people are beginning to question the wisdom of some 

aspects of germ theory. The radical antimicrobial ethos, the rapid disappearance of 

beneficial microbes, the hyper sanitized lifestyle that we now know inhibits immune 

development—all these consequences of germ theory and more have come under 

scrutiny.8 In turn, historians have begun to wonder what it is about germ theory that made 

its discovery and embrace seem so inevitable. They have come to acknowledge and even 

 

instances where material creatures are demonized and thus potentially figured as 

immaterial demons. 
7 I might say, with Heather Paxson, that microbiopolitics reflects biopolitics. Or how we 

relate to the microbe relates to how we relate to “the other.” Paxson, "Post-Pasteurian 

Cultures: The Microbiopolitics of Raw‐Milk Cheese in the United States." 
8 Although the microbiome doesn’t become popularized until after 2014, late-modern 

critiques come earlier. For example, see: Joel L Swerdlow and Ari D Johnson, "Living 

with Microbes," The Wilson Quarterly (1976-) 26, no. 2 (2002). 
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repent of the “strong teleological odor”9 in their historical accounts of germ theory’s 

reception, despite the fact that modern medical history could have gone a different way. 

As medical historian Nancy Tomes reminds, it is not as if the theory had an “ontological 

life of its own.”10 Historians of disease theory (nosology) and cultural anthropologists 

now ask questions like: Why did we all but idolize germ theory? Why didn’t we 

interrogate the presumption that history couldn’t have gone another way? How did we, 

along with the better part of western society, latch on so eagerly to germ theory? Why so 

quick to believe, to go to war, to see our salvation in the eradication of the germ?  

The history of germ theory has something to say about the culture which offered it 

such a fulsome embrace. After all, 

“Disease” is an elusive entity. It is not simply a less than optimum physiological 

state. The reality is obviously a good deal more complex; disease is at once a 

biological event, a generation-specific repertoire of verbal constructs,… an 

occasion of and potential legitimation for public policy, an aspect of social role 

and individual—intrapsychic—identity, a sanction for cultural values,...In some 

ways disease does not exist until we have agreed that it does, by perceiving, 

naming, and responding to it.11 

 

This being the case, what sorts cultural traits provoke the construction of disease?  

Nancy Tomes’ primary investigations are not the laboratory methods and medical 

sciences that preceded germ theory’s revolution, but the cultures which were especially 

 
9 Nancy J Tomes and John Harley Warner, "Introduction to Special Issue on Rethinking 

the Reception of the Germ Theory of Disease: Comparative Perspectives," Journal of the 

history of medicine and allied sciences 52, no. 1 (1997): 10. 
10 Ibid., 9. 
11 SJ Peitzman, "Framing Disease: Studies in Cultural History. From Bright's Disease to 

End-Stage Renal Disease," Hospital practice (Office ed.) 27, no. 7 (1992): xiii.; Latour 

says something slightly different from Peitzman, that the social context of a science is 

rarely a context but an earlier science. I’m arguing otherwise, that there’s both something 

about the religious culture of some Christian traditions as well as an ontology rooted in 

the fall that should anticipate the success of Pasteurianism. Latour, The Pasteurization of 

France, 19. 
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receptive to the theory, for how their “cognitive, social and political processes”12 

influenced the assimilation and even iconification of the theory into something seemingly 

transcendent, if not salvific. Thinking of germ theory as an icon, she urges “tacking it up 

on the wall, standing back, and asking what it means to us.”13 

Not as a historian, but as a theologian reflecting in this chapter on the rapid and 

hardly inevitable embrace of germ theory, I turn to the anthropology and cosmology that 

germ theory reveals and reinforces, as if germ theory is but a microcosm of both a 

modern and ancient theology that is what I will call, for lack of a better word, “gnostic.”14 

In seeking to understand the cultural readiness to embrace germ theory, to demonize and 

scapegoat creatures, behavior that aligns better with what I’ll call a gnostic, pessimistic 

cosmology than with a Christian affirmation of creation’s goodness, I investigate the 

underbelly of this anti-cosmicism—an overly optimistic anthropology. Although 

optimism can be thought of in positive terms, in this context optimistic is meant to 

indicate overly or pridefully optimistic, in a way that bloats the status of the human an in 

turn diminishes the status of the cosmos. 

 

*  *  * 

The aim of this Part II is to develop a doctrine of the Fall as a religious resource 

for embracing a shift to holobiont anthropology despite its seeming contradictions with 

Christian theological anthropology. The task is easier in theory than practice. 

 
12 Tomes and Warner, "Introduction to Special Issue on Rethinking the Reception of the 

Germ Theory of Disease: Comparative Perspectives," 15. 
13 Ibid., 16. 
14 Below I will address both the issues with and what I mean by “gnostic” and 

“gnosticism.” 



 

 

 

96 

Accommodating holobiont anthropology to theological anthropology is an approachable 

conceptual task because in the end, they do not contradict; rather holobiont theology 

unveils where theological anthropology strays from its own tradition, or where it 

typically falls into heresy. Holobiont anthropology doesn’t cause conflict. It reveals 

heresy. That means accommodating holobiont anthropology to theological anthropology 

is harder in religious practice or on religious imaginations because it threatens the 

heresies or anomalies on which the western religious imagination has long run—

remembering Mary Douglas’ assertion in Jonathan Harris’ words that “a symbolic 

formation’s obsession with boundary transgressions…often evinces concealed anxieties 

about its internal systems of organization.”15 Whether it is science crossing into the 

boundaries of theology, or anxiety about the material non-human cosmos transgressing 

into the human, holobiont anthropology pokes at an internal disorganization or conflict 

within Christian anthropology itself.16  

Holobiont theology reveals a heresy found in modern pews whereby Christians 

use the doctrine of the Fall to claim for themselves a natural immortality, which promotes 

 
15 Harris, Foreign Bodies and the Body Politic: Discourses of Social Pathology in Early 

Modern England, 13. 
16 For a rich critique of both the animalization of African diasporic peoples and of 

abstraction of “the animal” as abject, see: Jackson, Becoming Human: Matter and 

Meaning in an Antiblack World, 18. Jackson argues that to merely elevate the status of 

these to “human” without challenging the universal human subject as always already 

dependent upon the animal-human binary is insufficient. Just this insight makes a case for 

holobiont theological anthropology to counter antiblack ones. Jackson argues for “the 

production of nonbinaristic models of human-animal relations, advancing theories of 

trans-species interdependency, observing trans-species precarity, and hypothesizing  

cross-species relationality in a manner that preserves alterity while undermining the 

nonhuman and animality’s abjection, an abjection that constantly rebounds on 

marginalized humans.” I holobiont theological anthropology could contribute to that 

work. 
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a demonization of the creation its tradition names as good. This conflict, for now called a 

gnostic heresy, is so tempting that I revise the doctrine of the Fall in Chapter Six to 

suggest that Christian proclivity towards this over estimation of the human mirrors Adam 

and Eve’s fall in the garden.17 This mirroring goes three layers deep. The reflection of the 

Fall can be seen in an unsatisfactory narration of the Adam’s fall (a fallen view of the 

Fall), which mirrors historical gnostic impulses, all the reflections of which can be seen 

in the embrace of germ theory.  

This chapter runs with an underlying presumption that wherever we spot an anti-

cosmic or anti-creation ethos, an immortalist anthropology lurks close behind, the very 

sort of anthropology Irenaeus associates with Adam’s fall. (While I detail what this 

means in Chapter Six, quite simply, an immortalist anthropology is one that clings to the 

idea that immortality is humanity’s ancient intrinsic dignity, not a super-added grace. 

Immortalist anthropology is presumptuous, believing that human creatures ought to be 

spared the instabilities of material creaturehood.)  In subsequent chapters I use the 

doctrine(s) of the Fall to try and make sense of these ancient and modern “gnostic” 

impulses. I explore aspects of early Christian accounts of the Fall that align with germ 

theory’s cosmology to come to an understanding of the subterranean anxieties and 

delusions threaded through the history of Christian anthropological thought. By the end 

of this Part II, I tease out those versions of the Fall that stand to either complicate or 

support holobiont science and theology.  

Here in Chapter Four, after introducing what I mean by gnostic cosmology and 

anthropology, I lay out four theological consequences of germ theory, exploring the 

 
17 I capitalize Fall when referring to the doctrine and use lowercase for the event. 
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perplexity of gnostic fallacies that flow out from its rapid embrace. It ends asking why, 

despite Christian repudiation of these gnostic aspects, do they nevertheless persist in the 

theological story of the germ? What is it about the modern Christian’s imagination about 

herself and the world that makes her especially receptive to germ theory? What makes 

her so “pasteurian?”18 What is her operative anthropology? Is it her theology or her living 

under the sway of Adam’s fall or both that contribute to over optimistic anthropology and 

her pessimistic cosmology? 

4.2 Why is gnosticism’s cosmology pessimistic? 

 

Given the complex and contested nature of the category of “gnosticism,” before 

outlining the ways that germ theory benefits from and further inculcates supposed gnostic 

impulses, I must briefly explain what I mean by gnosticism and how it operates in my 

framework. Most basically, I use “gnosticism” as a suitcase to carry a collection of 

ancient attitudes. The suitcase makes it easier to travel around my argument. It is not a 

historical artifact. This is to admit that what is meant by and included in “gnosticism” or 

in “gnostic” traditions is not agreed upon—partly due to methodological and 

historiographical issues that complicate any reference to the system. In recent decades, 

the category has come under increasing scrutiny, with arguments that it is entirely 

dubious and suggestions that it be abandoned for other, more specific language: 

“gnosticism of the Valentinian sort” or “demiurgical gnosticism,” for example. Warren 

Smith, while resisting the anachronism of a monolithic “Gnosticism,” admits a certain 

 
18 Following Heather Paxson’s terms, I use pasteurian to indicate a person or perspective 

that adheres to the principles of germ theory whereby public and personal health are 

achieved by isolating the human from the microbe, the land and most often killing the 

microbe. See: Paxson, "Post-Pasteurian Cultures: The Microbiopolitics of Raw‐Milk 

Cheese in the United States." 
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“family resemblance” to be found in shared general features that might warrant the more 

tentative language of “quasi-gnostic” or “gnosticesqe” or “gnostic tendencies.”19 I follow 

Smith here as well as Paul Blowers and others who while admitting the complexities, 

depend on the idea that: 

…whatever lack of diplomacy in cataloging and reproaching Gnostic traditions, it 

is a reasonable assumption of the historical theologian concerned with the shaping 

of a normative Christianity that these patristic respondents…had reasoned and 

tested grounds for their antipathy to the disturbing connections drawn by most 

Gnostics between the Creator Yahweh and the variously conceived demiurges. 

And they had valid reasons to oppose what they saw as accumulating unhealthy 

patterns of speculation about the origins of creation, its redeemability, and its role 

in the Creator’s eschatological purposes.20  

 
19 While the twentieth century scholar, Hans Jonas, affirmed the idea of a movement of 

gnosticism, with Christian gnosticism functioning as one instance of multiple streams, 

and while the 1966 Messina Definition developed broad characteristics to define whether 

and how texts were from gnostic communities or sects, over the past few decades, the 

project itself has come under question. Michael Williams in Rethinking Gnosticism: 

Arguments for Dismantling a Dubious Category, and Karen King in What is Gnosticism? 

challenge the usefulness of the term, given that even the Nag Hammadi Codices could 

not collectively meet the Messina Definition. Karen King argues that the generalization 

of the tradition is counterproductive, that gnostic findings say more about the 

historiographers and their contexts, about a modern term being forced into a diverse 

ancient context, and about the early Christian writers like Irenaeus who were trying to 

solidify a normative Christianity against the foil of gnostic heresy. On the other hand, 

while not disagreeing, Blowers claims that the term is more useful for defining the terms 

of religious traditions than for historical inquiry (Lewis, 3), King with Williams suggests 

abandoning the term in favor of more specific and narrower traditions like, Valentinian or 

Sethian or Marcionite. The “Yale School” perspective, while influenced by critics of the 

term still subscribe to the idea that there were people who identified themselves in the 

ancient world as having a special gnosis. David Brakke, of the Yale school, 

acknowledging the predicament of depending especially on the writings of Irenaeus even 

while rejecting his simplifications and constructions of a single-sourced Christianity and 

single-sourced gnosticism, finds abandoning the term more costly than not. His middle 

way forward suggests, “Even if we must not imagine religious communities as firmly 

bounded and integrated systems, there remains merit in attempting to explore the 

subcultures in which religious people found meaning.” David Brakke, The Gnostics: 

Myth, Ritual, and Diversity in Early Christianity (Harvard University Press, 2011), 27-

28. For more see Ch. 1 in ibid., Nicola Denzey Lewis, "Introduction to" Gnosticism": 

Ancient Voices, Christian Worlds,"  (2013).; Karen L King, What Is Gnosticism? 

(Harvard University Press, 2005).  
20 Blowers, Drama of the Divine Economy: Creator and Creation in Early Christian 
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What I mean by “gnosticism” is not meant to paper over a variegated and contested 

history but is a shorthand for a collection of attitudes that hang together and cycle around 

matters of theodicy, and later soteriology. 

Another of the many arguments leveled against the category is that those traits 

attributed to gnosticism can be found beyond what gets included in the tradition of 

gnosticism, even and especially in Christianities21 that sought to define themselves 

through polemics against the heresies of gnosticism. This critique only furthers the 

observation that “gnostic” traits resurface throughout the history of Christian thought and 

discourse even up to the present.22 Especially because these ideas are not contained to 

one sect or tradition, they warrant attention. Nevertheless, though the edges of any sort of 

movement cannot be squarely defined, and almost any stream or sect of a movement, 

whether Valentinian or Sethian, presents its own outlying elements that make it an odd 

fit, it is the case that in certain early Christian writings, like those of Irenaeus of Lyons, 

we can observe a need to respond to multiple instances and movements identified by a 

form of what I call overly pessimistic cosmological attitudes and overly optimistic 

anthropology. These attitudes are most of the found items in my “gnostic” suitcase. These 

aspects of the admittedly fraught idea of gnostic traditions are of particular importance to 

my analysis, and especially Irenaeus’ response to them, for the way they help me develop 

 

Theology and Piety. 
21 I pluralize Christianity to indicate that in the first few centuries, there was no single 

stream or tradition or community of Christian thought. Valentinus, Marcion and Irenaeus 

all viewed their teaching as Christian. 
22 Using the term here with a broad-brush, as evidence of the idea that gnosticism is 

operative and useful for modern analysis even in the twenty-first century, see: Cyril 

O'Regan, Gnostic Apocalypse: Jacob Boehme's Haunted Narrative (SUNY Press, 2012). 

and Gnostic Return in Modernity (SUNY Press, 2014). 



 

 

 

101 

the link between Christian narrations of the Fall and the modern embrace of germ theory.  

So what do I mean when I say gnosticism or gnostic impulses? Let’s unpack the 

luggage. At its most basic form, gnosticism as I use it implies a cosmic pessimism or 

“anticosmicism” connected to a demiurgical cosmology, like that viewed in the second 

century Sethian Apocryphon of John, for example. In this case, Sophia gives birth to 

demiurge, Ialdabaoth, who rebelliously creates a material world. This is creation narrated 

as tragedy. There are nuanced distinctions between, say, the radically dualistic 

anticosmicism of Marcion23 who associates the evil creator as Jehovah, the creating God 

of the Old Testament, and someone like Valentinus or Ptolemy whose demiurges are 

more neutral and who do not equate creation with evil. Nevertheless, they generally view 

the world, even where it has some productive value and hope, negatively. As Remi 

Brague puts it, “…Nuances aside, the fundamental tenor remains a devaluation of the 

physical universe,”24 rooted in a demiurgical cosmology.  

Physicality is key here. This disdain, denigration or devaluation of the cosmos is 

inextricably bound up with the status of matter itself, which is devalued, lamented and 

even feared for its instability or changeability, given its existence beyond the perfect 

realm of the divine.25 Irenaeus condemns such disdain: 

 
23 Granted, Marcion himself is not exactly as a gnostic but has his own particular form of 

Christian heresy. Nevertheless he shares in these traits I mention. 
24 Brague, The Wisdom of the World: The Human Experience of the Universe in Western 

Thought, 65. 
25 This is not to say that Plato demonized the material creation, which is hardly the case. 

Rather Plato’s craftsman uses the eternal unchanging and thus perfect intelligible forms 

to bring form and order to the pre-existing formless reality of sensible matter. This 

division between the intelligible and sensible, helps explain matter’s plight. With the 

introduction of change to the perfection of the intelligible forms, comes an inherent 

instability and “less-than-perfect” reality. Change and thus, pain and even death, are 

inherent realities of the sensible realm, which is brought into being.  
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People who do not appreciate the period of growth are completely unreasonable. 

At the outset they refuse to be what they were made: humans who share passions 

with animals. They override the law of nature; they already want to be like God 

the Creator before they even become human. Thus they are dumber than the dumb 

beasts. The beasts do not blame God for not making them human! We, however, 

complain that instead of being made gods from the beginning, we are first human 

and then divine.26 

 

Here, traces of a platonic philosophy can be seen wherein the immaterial ideal world is 

perfect, beautiful, stable, incorruptible and eternal. Contrarily, the created world, by 

nature of its coming to being, is less than the ideal. To be created is to be subject to the 

realm of change, to the fact of movement, decay and thus corruption.27 Angst about the 

finitude and thus frailty of the material, the fragility of matter, of cosmos, of flesh is part 

of what Norman Williams describes as gnosticism’s cosmic pessimism. “…The root-idea 

of gnosticism, underlying all its multitudinous shapes, is a cosmic pessimism, the 

conviction that evil is eternally and necessarily bound up with the existence of the 

universe of finite, relative, and material being.”28 Ian McFarland echoes this claim with 

his admitted generalization that gnostics share a conviction about the “ontologization of 

evil as intrinsic to the material order,”29 or as Patout Burns puts it, flesh and the material 

 
26 J. Patout Burns, Theological Anthropology, ed. William G. Rusch, Sources of Early 

Christian Thought (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1981). 
27 This is not to say that Plato demonized the world. His Timaeus is an attempt to account 

for the positive relationship between a good-willed eternal God and creation. Even while 

the material is lower for Plato, and the soul seeks its ultimate departure from the body, it 

is the material world wherein the soul benefits from the beauty of the world. Irenaeus 

says something similar in 4.38.1. “But created things must be inferior to Him who created 

them, from the very fact of the later origin.” What makes Irenaeus radically different 

from the gnostic cosmic pessimism he refutes is that he does not see creation as tragedy, 

despite its mortal nature, because he views cosmology through the hope of recapitulative 

Christology. 
28 Norman Powell Williams, The Ideas of the Fall and of Original Sin: A Historical and 

Critical Study (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1938), 183. 
29 McFarland, In Adam’s Fall: A Meditation on the Christian Doctrine of Original Sin, 

30. This is easier to say of Sethian tradition following the Apocryphon of John than, for 
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world are “the source of humanity’s difficulties.”30 

This is one of the most basic cosmological aspects of what I call gnostic, the sort 

of which Irenaeus wrote against. There is also the anthropological aspect of gnosticism, 

often characterized by a general body/flesh-angst, if not hatred. For a gnostic 

anthropology, the human’s genesis is also its fall from the realm of formal immateriality 

to the cage (or sometimes merciful remediation) of sensible embodiment. The body, 

because of matter’s inherent instability, is perceived as a prison and as a, if not the, 

source of human struggle. Salvation is the soul’s detachment and rescue from the body 

and the world of flesh. Salvation is a return, a restoration. The material body functions in 

this matrix more as part of the cosmos than as part of the essential human that seeks 

liberation. As Burns says, “Existence in this world makes no contribution to the eventual 

salvation of the human person.”31 Liberation is separation from the material aspects of 

human existence. The soul desperately cries, “Rescue us from the darkness of this world, 

into which we have been thrown.”32 This cosmic pessimism paired with anthropological 

tragedy, all stemming from a demiurgical beginning is how a general gnostic temptation, 

let’s say in the Sethian tradition, can be defined. The question is why? Or, what drives 

this sort of gnostic impulse? To answer this “why” is to begin to understand an under-

investigated cultural aspect of germ theory’s reception.  

Failing to ask why this cosmology and not another is to miss one of the most 

psychologically and religiously informative aspects of the variegated gnostic 

 

example, in Plato’s Timaeus.  
30 Burns, Theological Anthropology, 2. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Quoted in: Brague, The Wisdom of the World: The Human Experience of the Universe 

in Western Thought, 68. 
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phenomenon. Wherever, and however, this cosmic pessimism surfaces in antiquity and 

the present, gnostic or not, it is worth asking what drives reading the world as tragedy, as 

threat. The answer can be a resource for asking why microbes have been framed as they 

have. If the material order with all of its beauty, decay and demise is all the human 

species has ever known, why is the world and human existence as part of it not simply 

accepted as what it is?— unless there is some sense that it should not be as such. Why are 

death and decay problematized? Why gnosticism and not stoicism? Understanding the 

ancient and present inclination to demonize matter can help explain pasteurian 

microbiopolitics. 

4.2.1 Pessimistic cosmology functions as a countervailing theodicy for optimistic 

anthropology 

 

I propose, with others, that the cosmic pessimism of gnosticism emerges as the 

needed answer to a wild anthropological optimism. It is almost as Rémi Brague puts it 

that, to the gnostic mind, “man is not made for the world: man is too good for the world. 

The cosmological pessimism of the gnostic is balanced by a ‘dizzying anthropological 

optimism.’”33 This would work except cosmological pessimism is not so much balanced 

by the anthropology as explained by it. If it is a tragedy, an evil even, that human bodies 

as part of the material cosmos cause humans to suffer, perhaps it is because humans are 

offended by the deadwardness of material life in a fleshy cosmic world—they are 

offended by their mortality. If humans think they are essentially souls, and immortal ones 

at that,34 how do they account for the pain and death of material existence but to blame 

 
33 Ibid., 69. 
34 This is a heresy that sometimes sneaks in on the coattails of the doctrine of 

resurrection. See Farrow. 
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the gods or the material world itself, both of which gnostic cosmology does. Furthermore, 

it would make sense that humans who think of themselves as materially victimized 

eternal souls, should seek to separate themselves through spiritual practice if not 

ultimately through physical death, from the rest of the tragically material, created order.  

4.2.2 The Fall doctrine is a counter theodicy 

 

If we consider pessimistic cosmology as a way to account for the dissonance 

between an optimistic anthropology and the corruptible, painful, existential realities of 

human life, gnosticism is the intellectual outworking of humans in pain. Anti-cosmicism, 

demiurgical accounts—these are ancient fumblings towards a theodicy.35 This is why 

Irenaeus responsively develops a counter theodicy in his doctrine of the fall of Adam and 

Eve. If Irenaeus’ defense of Yahweh as good—and of creation as good, and of the human 

as good—is to have legs, he needs more than these affirmations. He needs what gnostics 

were after all along—theodicy. For this Irenaeus develops his anthropology of the Fall.36 

We see this in Williams’ account of the doctrine’s development; the Fall is a polemic 

against, or an alternative to gnostic theodicy. 

No serious student of human ideas will need to be reminded that the procession of 

visible external happenings, controversies, definitions, and the like, which makes 

up what is called the ‘history of dogma’ (Dogmengeschichte) in the text-book 

sense of the term, is but the epiphenomenon, the surface ebullition and agitation 

which both veils and symbolizes the play of mightier and more primary causes 

beneath, operating in the dim region of instinct and subconscious thought which 

must be assumed to lie at the base as well of a ‘group mind’ like that of the 

Christian Church, considered in respect of its corporate organic life, as of an 

individual mind. It is not difficult, in the present instance, to descend from the 

outer to the inner, and to lay bare the deeper causes to which, in the last resort, the 

 
35 This is not to say that theodicy is the only driving force behind aspects of the traditions 

against which Irenaeus wrote.  
36 Again, this is not to say that theodicy is the only or the main force behind Irenaeus 

doctrine of the Fall. His doctrine of the Fall is rather an integral component in his 

Christocentric and recapitulative anthropology and overarching economy of salvation. 



 

 

 

106 

seemingly sudden popularization of the Fall-doctrine which took place towards 

the end of the second century must be attributed. . . . [It was] part of the half-

conscious process whereby the still young and tender Church developed, as it 

were automatically, a hard, protective shell or armor, doctrinal and institutional, to 

safeguard the principle of its life against the vast, creeping, implacable menace of 

gnosticism.37 

 

Irenaeus’ strategy, in the form of the Fall doctrine, was a defensive, Orthodox 

countermove.38  

It might also be more than this. One could imagine that it was also a pastoral 

offering for those hounded by the existential dissonance of evil’s effects. For the gnostic 

Christian asking, “if the material world and its creator are so good, why does being a 

human feel so bad?” Irenaeus offers the Fall. As Williams suggests, the “. . . effect of the 

pressure of gnosticism upon the Church was to compel Christian thinkers to face the 

question of the ultimate origin of evil, and, we may reasonably surmise, to force them 

back upon a neglected element in St. Paul’s teaching, namely, the doctrine of the Fall.”39 

To link this progression, Williams avers that Irenaeus (in particular) develops the Pauline 

Fall doctrine in response to gnosticism, an ethos, or set of cosmological, anthropological, 

and theological claims that emerge from issues of theodicy.  

Later in Williams’ tracings of the Fall doctrine’s pre-Augustinian development, 

he makes the link between gnostic heresy and theodicy plain, suggesting that “the Fall-

 
37 Williams, The Ideas of the Fall and of Original Sin: A Historical and Critical Study, 

181-82. Williams next describes gnosticism as fungal, parasitic and entering the pores of 

the church. 
38 Again, to be clear, this countermove is part of Irenaeus’ larger theological commitment 

to a recapitulative strategy that allows him to defend the unity of God, scripture, creation 

and redemption.  
39 Williams, The Ideas of the Fall and of Original Sin: A Historical and Critical Study, 

184. 
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doctrine is fundamentally an exercise in theodicy-making.”40 In sum, gnostic impulses of 

cosmic pessimism can be partly explained as a reaction to the existential conflict of pain 

impinging on overly optimistic anthropology. Cosmic pessimism is theodicy, to which 

Irenaeus responds with a doctrine of the Fall. These are just the sort of gnostic aspects 

that surface in the theological story of germ-theory’s reception. 

Given the radical departure that both holobiont theology and holobiont disease 

models are from germ-based models, and given the overwhelming and rapid embrace of 

germ theory by modern Western society, despite what we now realize about its 

contingency, getting to the bottom of germ theory’s theological allure is important, both 

because it makes possible a friendship between microbiological science and theology and 

for what it indicates about modern Christian belief about the human and the world.  

4.3 Germ theory supports gnostic theology and Christian theology feeds germ 

theory anti-cosmic resources 

 

In what follows, I explore four consequences of germ theory in the North 

American Christian imaginary, indicating where these align with what I am narrating as 

gnostic impulses. These impulses do not hitchhike on the backs of Christian cosmology 

and anthropology so much as they do on both the doctrine and event of the Fall. 

However, to defend this, I must first turn to the theological out-workings of germ theory. 

These include: 1. The human/environment divide, 2. The ontologization of evil, 3. The 

externalization of sin, 4. The hope for immortality. Collectively these consequences are 

sympathetic to the gnostic attitudes described above.  

4.3.1. Germ theory separates the human from the environment 

 

 
40 Ibid., 265. 



 

 

 

108 

How humans think about disease (as well as suffering and death) is bound up with 

how they think about the body and the environment. To reflect on the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century shift from ecological to germ-based models of disease, is also to 

reflect on the changes to anthropological and environmental conceptions. Changes in 

disease theory relate to changes in anthropological and environmental thought. Critical 

and cultural historians of disease who pay attention to the construction of ideas about 

illness largely agree that the pivotal nineteenth century nosological shift relates to a 

concomitant anthropological one.41 If the pre-modern self was viewed as a permeable and 

porous phenomenon embedded in a sympathetic relationship with the surrounding 

environment, and if the modern self was enclosed or buffered, germ theory furthered the 

extraction of the human body from the environment, solidifying its boundaries, and 

sealing it off from the influence and fate of the rest of the world.42  

According to Charles Taylor’s chronology, by the time germ theories become 

popular, the process of securing the buffered and disenchanted self should already have 

been well-established. However, increasingly scholars like Justine Murison show that 

“Taylor’s definition of the buffered self . . . ignores, for the most part, the embodied 

nature of the ‘self.”43 In her essay on eighteenth century environmental disease and the 

 
41 Historical accounts of the colonial and racial dynamics of this shift were cursorily 

described in Chapter 3. 
42 Jonathan Gil Harris thinks that medieval beliefs about the influence of angelic and 

demonic spirits are proto-microbiological, priming the modern mind for germ-theory. It 

would still be naive to think that Western reception of germ theory completed the modern 

process of disenchantment. Rather, germs are just an enchantment of another kind. For 

more see: Latour, The Pasteurization of France. and Murison, "Obeah and Its Others: 

Buffered Selves in the Era of Tropical Medicine." For more on the public health tragedy 

of this delinking of body and land see: Swerdlow and Johnson, "Living with Microbes." 
43 Murison, "Obeah and Its Others: Buffered Selves in the Era of Tropical Medicine," 

150. 
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buffered self, Murison clarifies that as long as disease is understood to be climatological 

or environmental, “the hallmark of Western secularity is not so much a disenchanted 

subject, but a conflicted relation between a psychology defined by disenchantment and a 

theory of the body open to a world of invisible and untraceable forces.”44 In other words, 

people were coming to the belief that the world was secular, disenchanted and that the 

Cartesian self was free from the goblins of enchantment. However, the experience of the 

body was never as buffered in reality as it was in theory. In highlighting the importance 

of the “un-buffered body” as “a central concept in eighteenth-century medicine,” Murison 

inadvertently exposes the “gift” of germ theory’s anthropology to Victorians and early 

moderns. They were anxious to inhabit the liberating notion of the body apart from the 

instability and threat of the environment. They were living in a supposedly disenchanted, 

modernized world, meanwhile invisible forces in the forms of plague and disease 

suggested otherwise. Imagine the relief germ theory could bring to such dissonance. “I’m 

enclosed… except I’m not.” 

I am drawing out the conceptual link and associations between the modern self 

living amidst the tensions of a rather fanciful or optimistic anthropology (the cartesian 

self, free from enchantment) who is nevertheless vulnerable to environmental disease, 

and the second century gnostic living with the tension between another sort of optimistic 

anthropology (the immortal soulish self) and the realities of death and disease.45 Inherent 

in the analogy between the anthropology of the germ and the anthropology of the gnostic, 

is not just self-enclosure but separation. The human apart from the environment as it 

 
44 Ibid., 144. 
45 Still, I am not trying to make a linear historical progression from antique gnostic 

desires to escape the chains of embodiment and the threat of the cosmos, to germ theory. 
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relates to germ theory, and as narrated in the previous chapter, indicates another 

reflection between the gnostic self whose fate lies in her divisibility from the material 

cosmos and the modern settler self, relieved to discover the health of the land and the 

health of the body do not bear on one another. Ancient gnostic and modern sentiments 

find relief in thinking themselves separable from the world.  

The question becomes, how can we theologically understand what it is in both the 

modern person (including the modern Christian person and parts of the modern Church) 

and the late ancient gnostic who both find relief, comfort, hope or even empowerment in 

the idea of human independence from everything else? How can we think theologically 

about the thread that weaves through both the ancient gnostic who finds solace in the idea 

of a soul one day freed from pains of body, and the modern person newly discovering 

that her health and that of the environment are separate? For the moment I want to pocket 

this question, a question that expands as I turn to the other three aspects of germ theory’s 

embrace. 

4.3.2 Germ theory ontologizes disease and evil 

 

To show how germ theory ontologizes disease requires a number of moves. It 

would be easy to get lost in the weeds. Here is where we are headed: In early Christian 

theology, the Fall functions as theodicy to defend the goodness of God and material 

creation, despite creation’s natural inclination to non-being. Adam’s fall causes humanity 

to suffer non-ontological “evil,” processes of disintegration, disease, decay and death. 

These are all descriptions of the dissolutions of creation.  They are processes, not objects. 

These evils are activities, not agents. Pauline descriptions of sin further link these non-

ontological events of death, decay and infirmity. Then early Christians combine 
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conceptions about matter’s inherent instability with Pauline associations of sin, death and 

disease. These develop into what is a traditional descriptive and metaphorical association 

between the spiritual/immoral realities of evil/sin/the Fall, and the phenomena of 

disease/death/decay/decomposition. These phenomena were real occasions or events but 

no creature was associated with these privations. Up until the construction of a germ 

theory of disease, no creature was directly linked to this evil de-creation. The arrival of 

germ theory changes everything. Disease becomes a creature for the first time in recorded 

history.46 Germ theory ennobles an orientation running counter to a history of Christian 

thought on sin and repentance. 

4.3.2.1 Theologians made disease a metaphor because they thought it did not exist 

 

The spectrum of meanings, explanations and answers to the problem of evil in 

Jewish and Christian tradition is broad. The biblical language itself is ambiguous. Just 

within the wisdom literature, scholars draw out at least three distinct conceptions of 

evil.47 Sometimes evil is the personal consequence of humans failing to live according to 

the divinely created order. As the fruit of human disobedience, evil relates in some way 

to morality. At other times evil, as in the case of Job, seems to occur at God’s hand, 

 
46 It is not exactly this black and white. True no creature was specifically understood as 

disease itself but creatures have long been associated with disease. Rodents (as reservoirs 

of zoonotic disease) were understood even in antiquity to forecast impending disease and 

death. For example, the ancient Greek god who warded off disease, Apollo Smintheus, 

was also known as the god who kills mice. The biblical plague of the Philistines is 

described in 1 Samuel as a plague of mice and rats. Nevertheless, no one though the rat or 

mouse itself was getting inside the human as disease itself. For more see: Martin J Blaser, 

"Passover and Plague," Perspectives in biology and medicine 41, no. 2 (1998).; Leonard 

Fabian Hirst, "The Conquest of Plague. A Study of the Evolution of Epidemiology," The 

Conquest of Plague. A Study of the Evolution of Epidemiology.  (1953). 
47 For a detailed analysis of the three main wisdom traditions from Proverbs, Job and 

Ecclesiastes see: Chapter 5 in McFarland, From Nothing: A Theology of Creation. 
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although Ian McFarland is quick to point out that God is nevertheless not evil.48  Still 

other times evil seems inherent to the finite nature of creation.  

In his chapter on the problem of evil, Ian McFarland demonstrates that despite the 

variety in just this Jewish literature, in every instance evil is best understood within 

Christian tradition as privative, a lack. Lauren Winner calls this privation, damage.49 Evil 

is a weakness, but it is not exactly here. Evil’s presence is an absence. Evil is non-being, 

a surd, a nothing that has no reality. Evil is the undoing or the destruction of the life and 

the world that God makes. In this sense, both metaphorically and theologically, evil is 

closely personified and associated with death, dying and importantly for our purposes, 

disease.  

This immaterial, non-existent, anti-dualist definition of evil gets defined in the 

early Christian development of a counter narrative to the demiurgical, anti-cosmic and 

pessimistic cosmologies of the Valentinian and Marcionite sorts.50 If for these, evil’s 

 
48 Ibid., 125. 
49 Lauren F. Winner, The Dangers of Christian Practice: On Wayward Gifts, 

Characteristic Damage, and Sin (Yale University Press, 2018). It is fair to say that the all 

too common elision of privation privatio and perversion depravatio, while mostly 

innocuous, can cause confusion. Although theologians use these interchangeably to 

emphasize the non-substantial or non-ontological nature of evil, privation is more 

accurate in this case. Privation associates more closely to Alexandrian accounts of the 

Fall as a loss of righteousness and thus as a weakness. Depravity or damage associates 

more closely with Western accounts of the Fall as slightly more ontological, as in a quasi-

physical pollution, or a tainting with original sin, that which we see in Tertullian with his 

corporeity of the soul and a traducian view of the soul’s propagation whereby something 

seminal is at play. In this sense for Tertullian and Augustine, you might say Adam falls 

much further down. There are exceptions to this, and I find that the word corruption tends 

to be used in both sorts of evil (privation and depravity). Both Athanasius and Augustine 

use the language of corruption. 
50 Matter, in the sense that it is inherently unstable is problematic for the gnostic, for 

Plato and for Christians. The difference is for most of the Christian tradition this does not 

mean matter ends up taking the heat for suffering, pain and death. Pre-fall the provision 

for an unstable material existence is provided by the Creator in some form of what 
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association with the material order is the result of either a pre-existing substrate, its 

creation by lesser gods, by cosmic fall or by mistake, Irenaeus, offers a Christocentric (if 

not also trinitarian) alternative account of creation that affirms the goodness of all 

creation:  

The rule of truth which we hold is, that there is one God Almighty, who made all 

things by His Word, and fashioned and formed, out of that which had no 

existence, all things which exist. Thus saith the Scripture, to that effect “By the 

Word of the Lord were the heavens established, and all the might of them, by the 

spirit of His mouth.” And again, “all things were made by Him, and without Him 

was nothing made.” There is no deduction stated; but the Father made all things 

by Him…by his Word and Spirit, makes and disposes, and governs all things, and 

commands all things into existence, - He [who] is the God of Abraham, and the 

God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, above whom there is no other God, nor initial 

principle, nor power, nor pleroma, - He is the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, as 

we shall prove.51  

 

From just this passage we can see Irenaeus, arguing from the rule of faith, from Hebrew 

scripture and the New Testament for a doctrine of creation by God alone and ex nihilo.52 

Irenaeus’ doctrine of creation ex nihilo by God alone denies existence of ontological evil. 

The argument goes like this: If the Creator is also the Christ and Holy Spirit of the New 

Testament, identified in this passage as Word and Spirit, and elsewhere by Irenaeus as the 

Creator’s “two hands” and thus good, and if without exception God has made all that has 

being, then everything that exists must also be good. Everything is not evil. Nothing is 

evil. Evil can’t exist because nothing exists that hasn’t been made by God. God is not to 

blame for evil. Further, matter itself is not to blame. It is not the reason for evil even if its 

 

Warren Smith calls a “corruption inhibitor.” The point is that with the Christian solutions 

of both the Fall as theodicy and pre-fall in the form of relationship to God, both let matter 

in se off the hook. It is the site but not the cause of death. 
51 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 1.22.1. 
52 For more depth on Irenaeus’ defense of a trinitarian reading of the Genesis text see 

Chapter Two in M. C. Steenberg, Irenaeus on Creation:  The Cosmic Christ and the Saga 

of Redemption (Boston, MA: Brill Publishing, 2008). 
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instability requires divine intervention. For if God makes out of nothing, then nothing 

compels God nor overpowers God in what God makes. Cosmic matter cannot be blamed 

for evil because God would not freely create something evil.  

We can draw from this passage, as from many others, that what does exist is the 

materialization or enfleshment of God’s will. This being so, it begins to show why in 

early Christian tradition, disintegration, decay, disease and death are associated with evil. 

These are the undoing, the disappearance or the antithesis of God’s will. That matter is 

brought to being by God’s hands (Word and Spirit) implies that only something that does 

not have being could be evil, and that in some manner, the activity of diminishing being 

is the very project of evil, but not as a person or as agent, rather as event. This evil, not 

having being, also does not have agency. The event of creation being undone, decaying, 

succumbing to disease and dying does not imply agency, but at most, activity.  

Considering the awkward, somewhat undefinable, lexically and conceptually 

contradictory way of speaking about an existential reality that does not exist, it is no 

surprise that theologians often turn to the activity of death and thus by association, 

disease and decay to narrate this privative nothingness. It makes sense, remembering that 

death, infirmity and decay, up until the late nineteenth century do not have ontological 

existence. They are merely descriptions of the process of God’s creation disappearing, 

ceasing to be and, thus, succumbing to “evil”—to nothing.53  

Death, decay and disease as privations of creation are also associated, especially 

in early Christian literature, with corruption. Death and corruption are often a pair. In On 

 
53 To be clear, death for Irenaeus, is also a mercy, as it limits death’s own power in the 

life of sinners. See: Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.20.1. 
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Incarnation, arguing against similar foes, in this case the Epicureans, Plato and the 

Greeks, Athanasius further develops the tradition of ex nihilo, often drawing on the same 

scriptures (John 1.3) as Irenaeus.54 The connection of the doctrine of ex nihilo and the 

nature of evil that Athanasius teaches two centuries later clarifies what is meant by the 

nothingness of evil. As one might expect by now, Athanasius’ doctrine of evil emerges 

from his cosmology and anthropology. Following Irenaeus, he identifies the Creator as 

the Father of Christ and argues against accidental, spontaneous55 or forced creation of the 

material world. Rather, “God is not weak, but from nothing and having absolutely no 

existence God brought the universe into being through the Word.”56 Athanasius’ 

cosmology in the sense of its goodness, is optimistic. This is a win for the cosmos.  

Irenaeus’ anthropology is where makes the clearest link between evil, corruption 

and non-being. While Adam and Eve are created in unstable material and thus mortal 

bodies as well as with the graces and laws of paradise to keep them from corruption and 

death by participation, Athanasius explains: 

…when humans despised and overturned the comprehension of God, devising and 

contriving evil for themselves, . . .then they received the previously threatened 

condition of death, and thereafter no longer remained as they had been created, 

but were corrupted as they had contrived; and, seizing them, death reigned.57 

 

Adam and Eve’s fall sets off the cascade of events that result in corruption, decay 

and death of God’s good creation. Matter’s inherent instability is not an inherent curse, 

rather Adam and Eve’s fall is a contingent (if not also inevitable) curse that removes the 

 
54 Athanasius, On the Incarnation, trans. John Behr (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s 

Seminary Press, 2011), 50. 
55 This claim is exactly why the medieval theory of spontaneous generation of things like 

maggots and flies is so theologically distressing.  
56 Athanasius, On the Incarnation, 51. 
57 Ibid., 53. 
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gracious stopgaps intended to keep mortals from dying. Lest someone think that God’s 

threat of death was something God would bestow upon Adam and Eve, making God the 

agent of death, Athanasius links the doctrine of ex nihilo and the mortal nature of 

creatureliness to the consequences of Adam and Eve’s fall, which: 

. . . returned them to the natural state, so that, just as they, not being, came to be so 

also they might rightly endure in time the corruption unto non-being. For if, 

having a nature that did not once exist, they were called into existence by the 

Word’s advent [parousia] and love for human beings, it followed that when 

human beings were bereft of the knowledge of God and had turned to things 

which exist not—evil is non-being, the good is being, since it has come into being 

from the existing God—then they were bereft also of eternal being. But this, 

being decomposed, is to remain in death and corruption. For the human being is 

by nature mortal having come into being from nothing.58 

 

Athanasius’ anthropology, in this sense, is less optimistic (in a good way) than 

that of his opponents. Humans, coming from nothing, owe their being to a connection, a 

participation, an intimate knowing of the only uncreated and thus independent, eternal 

one, God. Without the graces provided (whether in the form of the tree of life, or the 

image of God, or the Word) humans, by their own disobedience, move away from God 

towards their nature, which is non-being. Life sits on one end, and because of the fall, 

through the activities of corruption, decomposition and decay comes suffering and death.  

Irenaeus’ and Athanasius’ affirmations of the goodness of the Creator and of the 

creation despite creation’s imperfections or immaturity (in the case of Irenaeus) and its 

mortal nature (in the case of Athanasius) indicate what has become orthodox Christian 

thought on not just the goodness of all creation but traditional thought on what Christian 

theologians mean when they speak about evil. If all creation is made by God in Christ 

(John 1.3) and refuting any Manichaean notion of warring good and evil deities, whatever 

 
58 Ibid. 
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evil is, in the end it cannot really be any thing at all. Evil is nothing—not something, but 

no-thing. It is privation of good. It is the activity or event or process of the fading into 

non-being described by theologians with words like corruption, decomposition, decay, 

rot, disease and finally death. Note, all of these are verbs. 

The conceptual link between the Fall, decomposition, decay and death further 

elides with the link between disease/infirmity, death and sin. Both Irenaeus and 

Athanasius draw upon Romans 8 for the scriptural support on this subject. Romans 8.2 

links sin and death with the common refrain of “the law of sin and death.” In Romans 

8.21, Paul expands the consequences of human sin to the entire cosmos, which he 

describes as suffering under “bondage to decay;” just as humans are suffering under 

“bondage to sin.” Paul links sin, death and decay. Irenaeus follows suit. In a tight 

summary of the divine economy, Irenaeus links sin, disease, mortality and corruptibility. 

For the Uncreated is perfect, that is, God. Now it was necessary that man should 

in the first instance be created; and having been created, should receive growth; 

and having received growth, should be strengthened; and having been 

strengthened, should abound; and having abounded, should recover [from the 

disease of sin] and having recovered, should be glorified; and being glorified, 

should see his Lord. For God is He who is yet to be seen, and the beholding of 

God is productive of immortality, but immortality renders one nigh unto God. 

Irrational, therefore, in every respect, are they who await not the time of increase, 

but ascribe to God the infirmity of their nature.59 

 

In some ways it’s hard to distinguish whether disease here functions as a 

metaphor for sin and/or as the real product of it, or even as an agent of the Fall, as the 

privative activity early theologians define as evil. Either way, disease becomes associated 

with the Fall. Even admitting that for Irenaeus, the Fall functions pedagogically to 

educate immature humanity as to both “the kindness of His free gift, and our 

 
59 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 4.38.4.; italics mine. 
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weakness...,”60 it is nevertheless the case that on the zigzagging journey of God’s 

economy of redemption, the disease of sin and death is counted as movement away from 

seeing God, something from which humans must recover before drawing near enough to 

God, that “what is mortal should be conquered and swallowed up by immortality, and the 

corruptible by incorruptibility....”61 God’s nature eats the disease. Death and disease, as 

the activity of diminishment, stand in the way of drawing near to God and God’s 

incorruptibility. Death, and by association disease, are the enemy of God’s economy, that 

from which humanity will be liberated. It is in Irenaeus’ schema, the last effect of the 

devil’s beguiling. And when the devil is defeated, “the last enemy, death, is destroyed.”62 

Building on ancient Greek conceptions of eternity, time and creation, that 

anything created moves and in moving naturally corrupts and decomposes, gnostics, but 

also early Christians, combine conceptions about matter’s inherent instability with 

Pauline associations of sin, death and disease. These develop into what is a traditional 

descriptive and metaphorical association between the spiritual/immoral realities of 

evil/sin/the Fall, and the phenomena of disease/death/decay/decomposition. 

What must be understood in all of these descriptions of evil, as results of the Fall, 

which in itself is a doctrine meant to exonerate the Creator and creation from the evils of 

suffering and death, is that up until the construction of a germ theory of disease, no 

creature was directly linked to this evil de-creation. Rot, decay, decomposition and 

disease were the physiological descriptions of what happened to dying flesh. They were 

verbs, not nouns. They were phenomena but they were not things.  The ancients had no 

 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid.; italics mine. 
62 Ibid., 3.23.7. 
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germs to absorb the blame for evil.  Evil was mere activity, or further, a reduction of 

activity, a taking activity away.  No agent was associated with disease or decomposition 

or death (save for the devil and his legions), rather these were the consequence of evil 

diminishing the world not by the Creator’s hand but by Adam and Eve’s turning from 

God, from the Fall.63  

In the medieval period, up through at least the seventeenth century, even 

parasites, what microbiologists now certainly think of as a creaturely being, were thought 

of in the Galenic tradition not exactly as creatures with their own ontological standing. 

Rather, they were byproducts of purification of decaying or morbid flesh. In the 

thirteenth century, physician Gilbert the Englishman explains, “Worms of various shapes 

are engendered in a man’s guts…because of the diversity of matter [think humors] that 

they are made from.” Albertus Magnus, in the thirteenth century, explains that the louse 

is “a vermin which is generated from the putrescence at the edge of a person’s pores or 

which is amassed from it as it is warmed by the person’s heat in the folds of his 

 
63 I’ve said this too strongly and now need to make a qualification. Williams counters that 

up through the first century of the post-apostolic period, Paul’s account of Adam’s fall as 

an origin for evil and death was not front and center of theological or popular 

imaginaries. Rather “the hypothesis of a multitude of personal demons attacking the soul 

from without possessed much more vivid reality for the earliest Christians, as the 

explanation….The demon-theory bulked more largely in the imagination of the ordinary 

Christian.” Williams, The Ideas of the Fall and of Original Sin: A Historical and Critical 

Study, xvii-xviii. In part these demon theories are a proto-gnostic anti-cosmicism in their 

ontologization of evil. In demon theories, evil is a creature, but an immaterial one. It 

might be fair to say that microbes function in the modern period like the demon-theory, 

as an ontological explanation of an agent of disease and death. Jonathan Gil Harris says 

something similar, that demons function as proto-microbial disease. For more on the 

transference between demons, witches, vermin and microbes see: Lucinda Cole, "Rats, 

Witches, Miasma, and Early Modern Theories of Contagion," in Imperfect Creatures: 

Vermin, Literature, and the Sciences of Life, 1600-1740 (Ann Arbor, MI: University of 

Michigan Press, 2016).; Schwartz, Worm Work: Recasting Romanticism.; Harris, Foreign 

Bodies and the Body Politic: Discourses of Social Pathology in Early Modern England. 
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clothing.”64 When people living in the pre-modern theological world faced disease and 

death, or even just the rotting of food, of decay, these pointed to the mysterious and 

tormenting consequences of the Fall, to the unleashing of sinful and evil activity. Activity, 

not agent. Even worms and lice are evil events, but not creatures.65 

4.3.2.2 Germ theory makes disease a creature 

 

The arrival of germ theory marks a pivotal shift. The modern etiological turn to 

the germ as the agent of disease complicates this longstanding theological metaphor of 

disease as an agent of the Fall, as well as the fact of evil as privative activity rather than 

ontological agent. Disease, previously conceived of as physiological, as a collection of 

symptoms, or as eco-social effects, or as a response to imbalances in the constitution 

between the divine, the human and the cosmos, became ontological, a thing. Prior to 

germ theory, “A fundamental feature of the humoral theory [physiological], and the 

variants of it that survive into the nineteenth century, is that there was no such thing as a 

specific disease.”66 Except now there was. Disease, previously perceived as a dynamic, as 

 
64 Katherine Harvey, "Medieval Parasites," Aeon  (2019). Note, this claim creates no 

small amount of theological consternation in the medieval and early modern periods as 

microscopes reveal agents of rot to be real ontological creatures. Magnus’ classical 

Galenic approach to parasites, combined with the discovery of microbes, leads to the 

theory of microbes’ spontaneous generation, challenging the omnipotence of the creator 

and opening the door to more Manichean perspectives on the origin of created matter. For 

more see: Shirley Roe, "John Tuberville Needham and the Generation of Living 

Organisms," The University of Chicago Press Journals 74, no. 2 (1983).; Worboys, 

Spreading Germs:  Disease Theories and Medical Practice in Britain, 1865-1900.; 

Vivian Nutton, From Democedes to Harvey: Studies in the History of Medicine, vol. 277 

(Variorum Publishing, 1988).; Waller, The Discovery of the Germ: Twenty Years That 

Transformed the Way We Think About Disease. 
65 I take up this issue of spontaneous generation in subsequent chapters. That said, the 

anomaly was troubling enough to be treated by multiple theologians, including Origen, 

St. Augustine, John Calvin and Thomas Aquinas.  
66 Waller, The Discovery of the Germ: Twenty Years That Transformed the Way We 

Think About Disease, 12. 
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an event, a process or experience or activity was now agent. Disease for the first time in 

recorded history became a creature. 

With the strong theological links between disease, sin, corruption, death, evil and 

the Fall, the ontologizing of disease challenges the non-ontological nature of evil upon 

which the entire structure of Irenaeus’ and Athanasius’ refusal of gnostic pessimism and a 

demiurgical creator turns. For the first time in the history of Christian thought, disease, 

bound up in Christian as well as pagan understandings of evil and its origins, became 

something visible.  

The translation of evil disease to evil microbes becomes visible almost 

immediately. The fluency between disease, microbes, and evil manifests in sanitation and 

medical literature at the turn of the twentieth century. In 1896, Captain describes 

microbes as “the great deliverers of death.”67 Almost as soon as germ theory links 

microbes to disease, the “antibacterial age”68 ensues whereby demonization and 

antimicrobials went hand in hand. “By the end of the 19th century, demonization of germs 

fueled sales of products such as Microbe Killer….”69 Microbes were sometimes known to 

be called “germ assassins.”70  Bruno Latour even links the misunderstood activity of 

microbes, prior to their association with disease, to the frustrating late Victorian 

sanitationist attempts to convince the public that hygiene would curb disease. Because of 

microbial unpredictability, invisible creatures thwarted efforts to prove that careful 

 
67 Latour, The Pasteurization of France, 37. To be fair, Captain also argues that society 

cannot exist without microbes. Still this quote shows the link between microbes, disease 

and death. This also indicates the willingness to “forget” the positive contributions of 

microbes. 
68 Swerdlow and Johnson, "Living with Microbes," 46. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
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sanitation routines would stave off death and rot. Sometimes they did, but not always. 

Latour resorts to the Pauline language of sin. 

A salesman sends a perfectly clear beer to a customer—it arrives corrupted. A 

doctor assists a woman to give birth to a fine eight-pound baby—it dies shortly 

afterward. A mother gives perfectly pure milk to an infant—it dies of typhoid 

fever. . . We always think we are doing the right thing, but our actions never turn 

out as we expected and are slightly diverted from their aim…. This displacement 

of the best-intentioned actions is truly discouraging: “For what I do is not the 

good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing” (Rom. 

7:19).”71  

 

Latour is speaking about the Victorian experience of microbial activity in terms of 

sin and evil. Prior to germ theory’s reception, even Victorians associated the havoc of 

microbes with evil. Latour’s turn to the language of evil and sin to describe the frustrating 

effects of microbes should be no surprise. Disease, as corruption, is as I have said above 

one, if not the, significant metaphor to which theologians have turned to expound upon 

the effects of the Fall.  

4.3.2.3 Medieval theology contributes to germ theory 

 

The writings of Thomas Aquinas, furthering a theological tradition that links 

disease, corruption and sin, are a theological site of influence on germ theory itself. 

Throughout his reflection on the cause of sin among humans, as it relates to original sin, 

Thomas uses not just the language of transmission but also the language of infection. 

Infection in his time did not indicate an ontological agent of disease. “Infectio” in Latin 

has nothing to do with germ theory. But it’s also not even directly about disease. First of 

all, it is not a noun but a verb that indicates more of a transfer of properties, for example 

the way blood can stain a river or colored glass is mixed to make a stained-glass window. 

 
71 Latour, The Pasteurization of France, 32.; italics mine. 
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It can mean to taint or corrupt. Metaphors for infect might be stain or poison.72 It could 

indicate sickness or disorder that is passed from one person to another, but it doesn’t have 

to.  

In Question 81Thomas records the view whereby some liken the mechanism by 

which the guilt of original sin passes from one generation to the next to the way leprosy 

or gout passes from parent to child—through semen.73 For them, original sin moves the 

way disease moves. While Thomas finds this view insufficient for the reason that such 

transmission does not confer guilt because the child does not voluntarily participate in the 

transmission and thus what is conferred is not properly called guilt, we see an example of 

how disease transmission or infection are some of the more significant metaphors among 

theologians for thinking about guilt, sin and thus suffering and death.74 Disease is used, 

as Stanley Hauerwas notes, to describe the metaphorical and literal effects of sin. The 

descendants of Adam are “sinsick.”75  

It’s important though to note that Thomas is careful not to associate original guilt 

 
72 David Penistan Simpson, Cassell's Latin-English, English-Latin Dictionary 

(Bloomsbury Publishing, 1968). 
73 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica English Dominican Fathers Translation, 5 vols. 

(New York: Benzinger, 1948), I-II, q. 81, art. 1.(I answer) Never-minding that this is not 

how what we would call leprosy today is passed from one host to another. 
74 The other two metaphors are those of inheritance and compensation or wage. 

Transmission does not have to be etiological, but it typically swings in that direction. 
75 For a full reflection on the lexical window of “sin-sickness” to the relationship between 

physical suffering, death and human sin see Stanley Hauerwas, "Sinsick," in Sin, Death, 

and the Devil, ed. Robert Jenson and Carl Braaten (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, 2000). While in general I am opposed to modern linking of the 

language of sin and disease, sin-sickness might be the exception. Typically, we speak of 

getting sick, feeling sick, which is slightly more physiological, as opposed to disease 

which lends itself better to the idea of ontological disease. That said, the problem is still 

there. When moderns think of getting sick, they might think of catching a “flu bug,” 

which in their minds equates to a critter, a creature, a germ. 
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with the will or the body or even a part of a body of a person.76 Rather, for Thomas, it is 

Adam’s disordered and guilty nature that is received via the semen of the father. The 

semen is the vehicle, not the sickness. Further, what is passed (like a disease) from one 

human to the next is not a creature per se but rather, negative effects on a nature. 

“Although the guilt is not actually in the semen, yet human nature is there virtually, 

accompanied by that guilt.”77 We might guess that this distinction is made possible by 

what would have been Thomas’ more humoral understanding of disease, wherein disease 

is the result of disorders and imbalances rather than agents. Thomas can record, entertain, 

and reject metaphors of disease only because they are disorders and imbalances of 

humors rather than agents. They work because—as Thomas insists—disease is not an 

ontological thing. 

Notwithstanding medieval theology’s more Galenic or physiological approach to 

sin as disease, it nevertheless contributes to the modern ease with which newly 

discovered germs were cast as evil enemies. If disease has often served as a metaphorical 

resource for theologians seeking ways to explain the transmission of Adam’s sin and 

death, theologians have been able to return the favor to disease theorists seeking 

metaphors to explain the transmission of illness, let’s say syphilis, for example. This 

theological provision, which I am about to detail, makes the history of linking something 

like a “germ” or an agent of disease to sin as old as the concept of the germ itself. 

Understanding this relationship between theological language for sin and germ theory’s 

 
76 This is because it doesn’t get the job done. Thomas needs to find a way to pass along 

not sin but guilt, and guilt, if passed via semen to a child, would not be guilt for it did not 

happen by the child’s will. Aquinas, Summa Theologica English Dominican Fathers 

Translation, I-II, q. 81, art. 1, co. 
77 Ibid., I-II, q. 81, art. 1. 
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inception throws light on how germ theory, a “secular science,” inculcates the 

ontologization of evil, a “religious belief.” 

In the mid-sixteenth century, two hundred years before Van Leuwenhoek first 

glimpsed microbes through the microscope, and three hundred years before germ theories 

began to take hold, Veronese poet and physician, Girolamo Fracastoro (1478-1553) 

published his theory of contagion, De contagione, contagiosis morbis et eorum curatione 

libri III,78 suggesting that “seeds of disease,” as actual substantial agents, were the cause 

of disease, specifically syphilis.79 Historians of disease point to Fracastoro’s 

“seeds”/semen as the prototype for germs.80 Previous theories of contagion did afford that 

illness could pass through contact or through the air.81 What is notable about Fracastoro’s 

 
78 A translation of Fracastoro’s Contagion, Contagious Diseases and their Treatment 

(1546) is available. Unfortunately Brock’s translation obscures the very etymology that is 

fruitful for this study. Girolama Fracastoro, "Contagion, Contagious Diseases and Their 

Treatment," in Milestones in Microbiology, ed. Thomas Brock (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 

Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1961). 
79 The history of Fracastoro’s theory is credited to only a few research initiatives. In 1917 

Charles and Dorothea Singer published the first article dedicated entirely to Fracastoro’s 

seeds. Over half a century later, historian Vivian Nutton’s work draws on the Singer 

history but in the end has a different analysis of Fracastoro’s reception. Nutton views his 

reception as far more widespread. 
80 The theological tradition also says disease can pass through seed (semen). But this is 

different. It is not talking about a thing but again the transmission or inheriting of 

physiological symptoms of disease. Another difference is that when Augustine and 

Aquinas say semen, they mean the human seed of the father which comes from within. 

Fracastoro also says semen, but he means other, non-human seeds that come from 

without. So the difference with Fracastoro is that he’s blaming it on non-human others. 

He’s right, of course, but the tendency to blame others is also connected with sin: Adam 

blames Eve (Gen. 3:12) and Eve blames the snake (3:13). But now I am getting ahead of 

myself. Thanks belongs to Gene Rogers for helping me think about the distinction 

between ontological seeds from without and physiological seeds from within. 
81 The word “contagion” causes all sorts of trouble for modern readings of ancient disease 

models. Contagion, used in pre-modern periods to describe disease, was not used in an 

ontological way as it is now. Contagion, while referring to the transmission of disease, 

did not indicate a transmission of an ontological creature, but of disease as it was known 

in its time, as a collection of symptoms. This in part is why modern nosologies are 
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theory of contagion is his proposal of disease as an actual substance that passed through 

indirect contact mediated by what today are known as fomites,82 or intermediary objects, 

a doorknob or garment, for example. Fracastoro suggested that ontological agents of 

disease lingered on intermediary buckets and dress hems and then moved on to a new 

victim. This meant contagion no longer merely indicated that illness spread, rather, 

contagion itself was a thing.  

The substances passed along were what Fracastoro called “seeds of disease.”83 

His technical term for these proto-germs was fomes. Fomes was a “seedlet” or “first 

principle” or “semen” of disease that penetrated the body to “initiate putrefaction, the 

rotting and dissolution of the parts.”84 The activity of disease has not changed. It is still 

corruption, degeneration and decay, which means theologians, even today, can keep on 

working the metaphor. The problem is that the activity now has an agent, fomes.  

Aside from etiologists, this word, fomes might only ring a bell for scholars of 

Latin or of Thomas Aquinas, who uses the word fomes to identify the external cause of 

 

mistakenly read onto pre-modern texts. I show how this works by way of example in the 

upcoming chapter on Calvin’s use of contagion in his writings on sin and disease. 
82 Disease transference through fomites means that a germ is left, for example, on a 

doorknob by a person who is ill. A second person touches the doorknob and the germ 

passes from the first person to the second. The object carrying the germ is called the 

fomite. “Fomites” is the plural of the Latin word “fomes,” which means tinder, something 

that starts a fire. In the Reformation, Luther and the Catholic magisterium argued whether 

the tinder of sin (fomes peccati) was itself sin, or not. Luther argued that it was; Catholics 

that it was not. (Thanks to Gene Rogers for pointing out the additional Reformation uses.) 
83 Although this term is used both in Galen and Lucretius, Nutton explains that the term 

did not refer to a disease or contagion itself but rather to a “seedbed” or a source for 

disease. In which case, these earliest references are anticipations of miasmic theory, 

which emphasizes geographies that foster and fester with putrescence, but not germ 

theory. Nutton, "The Reception of Fracastoro’s Theory of Contagion:  The Seed That Fell 

among Thorns?," 203. 
84 Ibid., 201. 
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sin in the life of all humans. In medieval theology, the sinful aspect that even the grace of 

baptism cannot abate is fomes. Against the claim that those who are baptized cannot pass 

along original sin to their children because “no one gives what he has not himself,”85 

Thomas argues that while the grace of baptism does take away the guilt of original sin “in 

so far as the soul recovers grace as regards the mind,” the effect of original sin in the 

body is another story altogether. “Nevertheless original sin remains in its effect as regards 

the ‘fomes,’ which is the disorder86 of the lower parts of the soul and of the body itself, in 

respect of which, and not of the mind, man exercises his power of generation.”87 

Concupiscence, fomes, in the narrower sense of lust, is the act (actus) of sin that doesn’t 

go away. For Thomas, fomes is the physical and appetitive effect (deranged desires) of 

Adam’s fall that get transmitted to other bodies through disordered (passionate) 

intercourse. Fomes is Thomas’ venereal sin and the prototype for disease that even the 

grace of baptism cannot cure.88 Nutton explains, “This choice word was a technical term 

in theology for the minute portion of original sin left behind after baptism, which might, 

at any moment, burst into fire of concupiscence when presented with a suitably desirable 

object.”89 The English Dominican translators of the Summa say that fomes “signifies 

 
85 Aquinas, Summa Theologica English Dominican Fathers Translation, I-II, q. 83, Art. 

3. 
86 A blend of proto-germ theory and more galenic approaches to sickness in the form of 

imbalance can be observed here. 
87 Aquinas, Summa Theologica English Dominican Fathers Translation, I-II, q. 81, Art. 

3. 
88 It seems that part of Thomas’ concern here is like that of Augustine who works to fight 

off any Pelagian notion that Christ’s sacrifice is wasted on some humans who do not need 

the grace of the cross because they have already received the grace of baptism. Thus 

baptism accomplishes the removal of guilt of sin but not the effects (disordered desires), 

which in the end are death. This distinction between guilt and effect is the linchpin of 

Augustine’s defense. 
89Nutton, "The Reception of Fracastoro’s Theory of Contagion:  The Seed That Fell 
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literally fuel, and metaphorically, incentives. As used by theologians, it denotes the quasi-

material element and effect of original sin, and sometimes goes under the name of 

concupiscence,…”90 Fomes is associated with bodily, lustful, deranged, passionate sin. 

When Fracastoro developed his theory of how syphilis passed from person to 

person via a substantial or material agent of disease, he turned to the theological word 

used to explain how original sin (or the effects of sin) passed from person to person.91 If 

Thomas with his humoral metaphor was careful to keep the language of the effects of the 

Fall non-ontological, Fracastoro’s appropriation began the process of ontologizing an 

agent of the Fall.  

Germ theory eventually results in a conceptual ontologization of theological evil 

because disease is a metaphor for sin and because sin is causally linked to disease. The 

linguistic and etiological connections between sin, evil and disease are so thick that 

Fracastoro’s germ theory takes its name from the mechanical language used to describe 

original sin’s transmission and persistence, even beyond baptism.  

Although we most often think of Pasteur, Koch or Lister for their “discovery” of 

agents of disease, Fracastoro’s influence both in the nosological imaginary but also in the 

theological one, should not be underestimated. His writings were hardly obscure. 

 

among Thorns?," 203. Nutton’s explanation is good, but “portion” is not quite right. I 

would say fomes is the catalyst for sin.  
90 Aquinas, Summa Theologica English Dominican Fathers Translation, I-II, q. 82, Art. 

3. Similarly, “fuel” in the translator’s explanation is good but fomes is more like kindling 

or modern lighter fluid. It’s the spark that gets sin going, not the wood to keep sin 

burning.  
91 While I have not made as much of it here as one could, it shouldn’t be missed that 

Syphilis is a venereal disease, and that Fracastoro and Thomas both use seminal 

language, imagery, if not also actual semen, to consider the transmission of either original 

sin or disease. 
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Contrary to earlier arguments that Fracastoro was a “man before his time,” whose 

idiosyncratic theory failed to move the needle on more Galenic and miasmic etiologies, 

Nutton explains, “far from being neglected, his ideas on the causes of epidemic disease 

were widely known.”92 That his name somewhat disappears from the literature is not a 

sign of his failure, but his ubiquity. “His views ceased to be cited specifically, not because 

they were too adventurous or too advanced, but because they became part of the common 

stock of medical knowledge and lost whatever novelty they once possessed.”93 

Fracastoro’s protological germ theory, linguistically tied to insidious sin, was not 

anomalous, it was a household idea amidst the medical community.  

What I have attempted to show is a reciprocal exchange between nosology and 

theology and that moves the Christian imaginary towards the ontologization of evil. It 

goes like this. Christians, from their earliest days, questioned as with Job the why and the 

whence of suffering and death, a question rooted in cosmic pessimism and corresponding 

anthropological optimism. The doctrine of the Fall, of the Irenaean and Athanasian sort, 

offers a theodicy in response to the material realities of disease and death, and heresies 

thereof, exonerating creation, whilst knocking the human down a couple of notches. For 

both theologians, disease, metaphorically or otherwise, is not the cause of a tragic cosmos 

but the effect of disordered humans. Then Augustine, and thus Thomas, developing the 

doctrine of the Fall, less as theodicy than as a defense of Christological soteriology, 

borrow from Galenic nosology (it was all they knew) to consider the nature of transmitted 

guilt. Thomas’ doctrine of the Fall and its effects, among others, lends disease theorists a 

 
92 Nutton, "The Reception of Fracastoro’s Theory of Contagion:  The Seed That Fell 

among Thorns?," 198. 
93 Ibid. 
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theological framework, further linking death and disease with sin and the Fall. At the last 

minute, in the modern moment, germ theorists, inheriting Fracastoro’s concepts, 

materialize the link. The age-old web of sin, disease and death migrates to the 

microscopic body of the germ. It is no small blow for the cosmos.  

If for the late ancient gnostic, matter, because of its inherent instability, causes the 

suffering and death of humans, and if in classic Christian thought, matter functions as the 

site or victim of the Fall’s consequences, disease theory does more than materialize evil 

in general, which already complicates Christian discourse on the goodness of creation 

and its Creator. Disease theory also ontologizes that evil into one collective of creatures. 

Microbes. It concentrates the evil; reinstating a modern pessimism and antagonism 

toward certain creatures, an antagonism that reopens the door not only for the 

demonization of some members of creation but also to the lie that but for such demons, 

human might live indefinitely. It is to this demonization and hope that I now turn before 

moving on to a proper analysis and construction of a microbially-informed doctrine of the 

Fall, wherein such demonizing and striving for immortality are endemic to Adam and 

Eve’s fall from Eden. 

4.3.3 Germ theory externalizes disease and externalizes sin 

 

The analogy between ailments of the spiritual body and organic body bear not 

only on one another, but on anthropology and cosmology as well. With the shift to 

ontological models of disease comes an ontologization of evil. The story of disease and 

sin/evil are tied. What happens to one, because of their metaphorical and conceptual 

linkage, happens to the other. Still two more theological consequences of germ theory 

remain: the externalization of sin, and a hope for the end of death based on scapegoating 
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creation.  

While Galenic, physiological pre-modern disease was mainly categorized as 

endogenous, as internally generated, modern germ theory made disease primarily 

exogenous, externally generated. Just in the word “seed” or semen alone the shift is 

visible. Seed, semen, in Latin can mean that of an animal or a plant. A venereal disease, 

prior to ontological conceptions of disease, was understood as a disease transmitted 

through semen, the semen was part of the human body. When Augustine and Thomas 

think about semen they typically mean human semen, which is endogenous. When 

Fracastoro writes about venereal disease as semen, he means to say both that disease is an 

actual ontological thing and that it is not human. It is seed that comes from beyond the 

human. 

I am going to argue the thesis that externalizing disease lends itself to 

externalizing sin, by way of analogy. 94  The nosological shift to germ theory made it 

possible to think about the externalization of social illness. Germ theory made available 

the idea that societal ills could come from outside society. This observable externalization 

of political threat mirrors not just the externalization of disease but also the 

externalization of sin and suffering, and thus of blame. Eric Meyer and Jonathan Gil 

Harris show what might otherwise be invisible, the seemingly natural scapegoating of the 

effects of the Fall, sin and death, on the cosmos. Germ theory makes the scapegoating 

visible. It has become normal to name the “cause of death” as something like sepsis, or 

 
94 It also leads to externalization of sin lexically. Before Fracastoro used the word 

“semen,” which in Latin means “seed,” to describe the proto-germ, or disease that 

originates outside the body, Augustine and Aquinas both use “semen” as a metaphor or 

literally as it refers to human semen—which is internally sourced.  
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Covid-19. It has become abnormal, cruel or psychotic to name ourselves, participating in 

Adam’s Fall, as agents of our demise or death. Not so long ago it was the other way 

around. Disease was endogenous as was the sin of the Fall. 

Germ theory somewhat exonerates the self in its suffering while blaming the 

external material world. This complication resembles gnostic impulses that Irenaeus 

writes against. Disease theory gives oxygen to old cosmological pessimism and 

anthropological optimism that persist in Christian discourse and practice even today. The 

externalizing aspect of disease theory thickens the case that the demonization of the 

cosmos, and thus of matter reflects and protects an overly optimistic anthropology, an 

overly optimistic anthropology Irenaeus interprets through the event of the Fall itself. 

Irenaeus writes of Adam’s fall as tied to his erroneous, overly optimistic belief in his own 

immortality. “For, having been beguiled by another under the pretext 

of immortality,…”95 Adam is the one who is “unmindful of his own lot.”96  

4.3.3.1 Germ theory disrupts metaphors of social illness  

 

It is not new to suggest that the production of what a society identifies as human 

and as threats to the human serves political, economic and social purposes. It is also not 

new to say that an ideological anthropology can be used to maintain equilibrium and 

power structures in a society. In Inner Animalities, Eric Meyer draws on the biopolitics of 

Georgio Agamben, Louis Althusser and Judith Butler to describe what he calls the sin of 

Western participation in an “ideological apparatus or anthropological machine.”97 This 

 
95 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 5.23.5. I explore this in detail in Chapter Six. 
96 Ibid., 3.20. 
97 Meyer, Inner Animalities: Theology and the End of the Human, 119. 

https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07687a.htm
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machine “produces a concept of humanity by means of contrast with human animals.”98 

Meyer describes how one claims and maintains the status of one’s humanity through 

overcoming one’s own animality as well as by pressing animals into an alterity whose 

threat and deficiency help normalize humanity’s exceptionality.99 In other words, 

pessimism about some kinds of cosmos (in this case animals, and humans deemed as 

animals) affords anthropological optimism. Cosmic pessimism and anthropological 

optimism go together. The ancient inverse relationship persists. Maintaining this 

ideological and optimistic anthropology via subordination and externalization of animals 

and animality runs on a double tactic—externalize and amplify the threat of an enemy 

while at the same time blurring and obscuring the anxiety and struggle against some sort 

of internal disorder.100 For Meyer, social organization against threat of the animal (or 

those humans who are pressed into animality) secretes personal and social nervousness 

about the “disordered” animalities of human nature—scapegoating as distraction.  

Meyer’s anthropological analysis resembles Jonathan Gil Harris’ political 

descriptions of the medieval and modern strategy of threat management. Exploring the 

deployment of biopolitical analogies of the organic body and political body, Harris notes 

“how the elaboration of an external threat has frequently been complicit with the erasure 

of domestic conflict.”101 These tactics benefit from the shift from Galenic humoral 

 
98 Ibid. 
99 For a full outworking of how Meyer reinterprets a mythology of the Fall through this 

anthropological apparatus, see Chapter 5 in: ibid. 
100 This tactic plays out not just along lines of species but of course also along those of 

sexuality, gender and race—the more gender non-conforming, or the more feminine or 

dark a person is, the less they count as human. 
101 Harris, Foreign Bodies and the Body Politic: Discourses of Social Pathology in Early 

Modern England, 13. 



 

 

 

134 

etiologies to modern microbiological ones. This makes sense—Galenic illness is 

endogenous—it comes from disruption within, from imbalanced humors. Modern illness 

is exogenous—it is a foreign enemy from without. The former requires inner attention, 

self-maintenance and sometimes repentance. The latter necessitates differentiation, 

fortified borders, vigilance and self-defense. Thus, Harris explains that especially when 

internal social disruptions are at their height, anxious heads of political bodies turn 

political attention outward, distracting from disruptive internal struggle.102  

Harris, in conversation with Mary Douglas, notes that anxiety about “boundary 

transgressions . . . evinces concealed anxieties about . . . internal systems of 

organization.”103 Harris concludes his study of foreign bodies and the body politic with 

 
102 This play is visible in the xenophobic border policies of former President Trump who, 

while ignoring the sizable increase in domestic terrorism in the form of white supremacy 

and police brutality, obsesses over and overstates the breaching of U.S. borders by 

“foreigners” whom he demonizes. In so doing, he exaggerates external “disease” to 

distract from internal disorders.  This is equally true for Trump’s biopolitical Covid 

response wherein for the first months of the Covid pandemic he downplayed and even 

denied the biosocial and bioeconomic struggles of the disease whilst suggesting that 

China spread Covid intentionally.  

Another aspect to this is how anthropologists and social scientists interpret the 

functioning of society. For my purposes I do not go into this, but it is worth noting that 

functionalist anthropologists interpret a society through the analogy of the biological 

organism whose “life is conceived as the functioning of its structure.” This approach 

understands the repetitive functioning of a society as beneficial to its maintenance, such 

that even those aspects that one might suspect are negative to a society (take crime for 

example) actually contribute to the homeostasis or purpose of that society. To varying 

degrees this methodology is found in the social analysis of A.R. Radcliffe-Brown, 

Clifford Geertz and Emile Durkheim. Given the shift in immunological theory, where the 

immune system no longer is thought to eradicate foreign genetic material as threat but 

rather to mediate the relationships of friendly and “enemy” microbes, it might be time to 

rethink the analogy, which lets the analogy run more smoothly. See: ibid., 5.; Scott F. 

Gilbert, "A Symbiotic View of Life: we Have Never Been Individuals".; Cohen, A Body 

Worth Defending: Immunity, Biopolitics, and the Apotheosis of the Modern Body. 
103 Harris, Foreign Bodies and the Body Politic: Discourses of Social Pathology in Early 

Modern England, 13. 
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two pertinent points for our study on the impact of nosology on theological 

anthropology.104 First, as already noted, he observes, “…that the social body’s illnesses 

originate in foreign bodies received an undoubted boost during the nineteenth century 

from the new science of microbiology; Louis Pasteur’s germ theory provided the 

metaphorical template for the exogenous paradigms of social pathology.”105 The second 

is that “new ontological models of disease…made it difficult to figure social ills other 

than as invasive foreign bodies.”106 In other words, germ theory made it possible to think 

of social disease as exogenous while germ theory made it harder to think of social disease 

as endogenous. This bears repeating. As endogenous theories of disease waned, so did the 

supply of metaphors and language to describe the realities of internal social ills. Harris 

provides the example of Hobbes, who in writing the Leviathan “does not have a live 

humoral vocabulary with which he might image the commonwealth’s ‘internal 

disease.’”107 Hobbes’ lexical predicament is evident: “To what Disease in the Natural 

Body of man, I may exactly compare this irregularity of a Common-wealth, I know 

not.”108 The metaphor of social disease fails Hobbes because the nature of disease 

changed right under his feet. The political imaginary, with its metaphors of society as 

organism seems intimately bound up with the available nosological language. It’s hard to 

let go of a metaphor the sorts of which disease provides once we’ve gotten used to it. 

 
104 Although the two I draw out are not his only conclusions. 
105 Harris, Foreign Bodies and the Body Politic: Discourses of Social Pathology in Early 

Modern England, 143. Note, Donald Trump is a self-proclaimed germaphobe, and this 

was long prior to the 2020 pandemic. 
106 Ibid. 
107 Ibid.  
108 Ibid. Admittedly Hobbes writes prior to microbiology’s dawn, but Harris notes in 

earlier chapters that the proto-microbial pathology of figures like Fracastoro have already 

devolved Galenic humoral theory. 
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Even in writing this paragraph I struggled to come up with a replacement for social 

illness that did not refer to sickness or disease or ailment—threat or disruption perhaps, 

but these are not exact replacements.  

4.3.3.2 Germ theory disrupts metaphors of spiritual illness 

 

Could it be that something similar has happened to the spiritual or moral or 

religious imaginary, with its own organic metaphors? If personal spiritual “disease” 

works like social “disease” then a fundamental change to what disease is disrupts the 

metaphor. Germ theory’s impact on the management of social internal threat paves a way 

to consider germ theory’s impact on the management and framing of personal moral 

internal threat and eventual death. What if Louis Pasteur’s germ theory provided the 

metaphorical template for the exogenous paradigms of spiritual pathology?109 What if 

new ontological models of disease have made it difficult to figure spiritual ills as 

anything other than invasive foreign bodies?110 If Christians no longer have language 

available to think of an internal spiritual disease, does that predispose them to blame 

others for their own sin-sickness? What if individual humans, bred on germ theories, 

manage their anxieties about their own internal disorganization the way Western societies 

have?111 What if part of the attraction of germ theory, especially to Christian traditions, is 

its making possible the externalization of human suffering and sin?   

What if finally being faced with an ontologically real cause of disease makes the 

fact of and responsibility for human mortality occult? What happens when humans no 

 
109 Ibid., 143. Note, this is Harris’ syntax that I have altered. 
110 Ibid.Note, this is Harris’ syntax that I have altered. 
111 Remembering that internal disorganization of body and soul are how Augustine, 

Aquinas talk and later Pope John Paul II talk about the state of Original Sin. 
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longer have to turn to lapsarian mythologies to account for their pain, suffering and 

death? I suggest that germ theory paves the way for a subtle blame-shifting or 

scapegoating of human sin, suffering and even in some cases the weight of human 

mortality onto an externalized other. In Chapter Six, I argue this scapegoating of  

mortality is the content of the Adam and Eve’s fall. 

Christian discourse places the weight of suffering, disease and death on some 

shared matrix of the devil, Adam and his human inheritors. In Irenaeus we see both 

demonic and human responsibility for suffering. The devil “beguiles” Adam, “entailing 

death upon him.”112 In this case, the devil is the subject of death. At the same time, 

Irenaeus acknowledges that it is “by one man’s disobedience” that “sin entered.”113 In this 

case the subject is Adam. Irenaeus suggests it is not only the devil who beguiles, but 

Adam who is beguilable;114 lustful for that which belonged only to God, natural 

immortality.115 The responsibility for death, according to Irenaeus, lies in the hands of the 

agent of the Fall, that agent being both the devil but also Adam. With Augustine’s 

expansion of the doctrine, all of Adam’s race shares this burden. Christian theology, in 

affirming the goodness of the cosmos and of the Creator, makes humans carry a great 

weight.116 

 
112 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.23.1. 
113 Ibid., 3.21.10. 
114 It is true that for Irenaeus, Adam’s Fall is a gentle one, blame going to Adam and 

Eve’s youthfulness. At the same time, sometimes Irenaeus speaks of this vulnerability not 

as an incompletion but as “infirmity.” Ibid., 4.33.4. Of course, if infirmity is read by 

moderns, it could suggest a quasi-material evil, rather than Adam and Eve’s lack of 

maturity. This would not be a gentle fall. But Irenaeus reads disease in the only way 

ancients did, as symptomatic not ontological. In the upcoming excursus, I show how this 

works out in Calvin’s Fall doctrine. 
115 Ibid., 3.20.1. 
116 This is even if, as Irenaeus also repeatedly argues, the Fall and the ensuing death is in 
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Germ theory lightens the load. Something about having a visible explanation for 

the history of plagues, pandemics, infant deaths, as well as eventual solutions in the form 

of vaccines and antimicrobials, takes some of the pressure off humans for the 

responsibility and offense of human mortality. It breaks up the inverse relation between 

the goodness of creation and of the human. If cosmic pessimism emerges from anthropic 

optimism, and the solution is an anthropic pessimism (i.e.- the human is sinful and death 

is her fault), germs slip in, taking even the name of sin’s effects, fomes, relieving the 

human, and damning the cosmos, or at least a microscopic part of it. The self who once 

had only herself or the “sin” that resides inside her to blame for the evil and death in 

which she participates (Romans 7.14-25), now can point to something outside herself to 

take blame for corruption, suffering and death. Perhaps especially for Christians raised up 

with the conviction that the wage of sin is death, the discovery that death comes by 

invasion of a foreign creature and not via the moral mismanagement of the ecology of 

one’s relations might bring great moral relief, if not a great sense of liberation or 

vindication. Germ theory, as opposed to Galenic humoral theories, makes the germ the 

subject of disease and death, not the human or her body. The enemy becomes newly 

visible, and it’s out there. 

Evidence of exactly this is visible in the non-medical writings of colonial 

America’s theologian, Jonathan Edwards. Writing on the fall’s effects on the entirety of 

the human race, Edwards resorts to the language of the humoral disease of consumption, 

arguing,  

 

more ways than one, a mercy.  Ibid., 4.38.1. (The Fall for Irenaeus, like Jonah and the 

whale, teaches humanity of its mortal natural and God’s eternal nature. The Fall also puts 

an end to endless sin that would not stop were it not for human death.) 
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if there were a particular family, which, from generation to generation, and 

through every remove to innumerable different countries and places of abode, all 

died of a consumption…it would be as much of an evidence of the tendency of 

something in the nature or constitution of that race, as it would be of the tendency 

of the something in the nature or state of the individual.117  

 

In Galenic theory, the problem of disease is a human one, whether individual or 

generational. Neither sin nor disease could be easily pinned on an “other.” In germ 

theory, the problem is the disease, not the human; the seed, not the soil. Germ theory 

primes humans to shift the problems of suffering and death to a non-human external 

cause, problems theology previously linked to humanity’s depraved nature. Germ theory 

ennobles an orientation that aligns with ancient gnostic impulses and runs counter to a 

history of Christian thought on sin and repentance. 

From Augustine’s development of the doctrine of original sin moving forward, 

Western Christian thought begins with the human living under the condition of sin. 

McFarland describes original sin as the ontological state in which all humans exist.118 

While this inheritance or participation in Adam’s Fall might strike some as an external or 

foreign threat that gets internalized in subsequent generations, after all it is described as 

congenital bondage, this is not how inherited sin works for Augustine. For his argument 

that Christ is the sole savior of all to work, he must prove that humans acting out of this 

state of sin are morally responsible for their behavior, that their disordered nature is their 

own. Thus, Augustine locates original sin in disordered desire, desire turned away from 

 
117 John Edwin Smith, Harry S Stout, and Kenneth P Minkema, A Jonathan Edwards 

Reader (Yale University Press, 1995), 229. I think Edwards is leaning towards a genetic 

inheritance, but without mendelian genetics, all he can think is that disease moves like 

total depravity, through generations. 
118 Granted a more Catholic understanding of the nature of original sin is not a positive 

derangement as much as the loss of an original grace. 
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God, what Augustine calls concupiscence (remembering that concupiscence is the name 

Fracastoro gives to his agents of disease). Although human desires are disordered by the 

inheritance of original sin, because the human will remains free, humans are responsible 

for their willful turning from God as the will follows disordered desire.119  

I do not aim here to suggest that with the onset of germ theory people 

immediately divested themselves of responsibility for their sinful behaviors. Nor am I 

suggesting that we see visible signs of germ theory in theological discourse on 

hamartiology.120 I am saying that I can imagine that in a world where the story of the Fall, 

sin, and concupiscence have held such thick conceptual ties to suffering, disease and 

death, in a world where the doctrine of the Fall began as a theodicy but migrated to 

soteriology, there might have been some existential and religious relief in the idea that 

one’s suffering and that of one’s family is not in any immediate way related to the story 

of humanity’s fall and inherited sin. I am saying I can imagine that when germ theory 

emerged, in some ways it couldn’t help but offer itself as a welcome scapegoat.  

How can one not be sympathetic? As vexing, sorrowful and even deadly the 

Covid pandemic may be, it is hard to imagine the psychological trauma of previous 

plagues when no ontological external agent was indicated as the cause, when the answers 

were some combination of moral failure, the demonic, cosmic retribution, and either 

 
119 I will explain further in Chapter Five how humoral theories of disease blended well 

with ancient theories of cosmic sympathy wherein disordered relations with the divine 

might be reflected in the stars, in the cosmos, and in bodies. Humoral theory lent itself to 

the contagion of concupiscence. One’s moral imprudence flowing from disordered desire, 

whether from gluttony, idleness or drunkenness, resulted in physiological diseases of 

consumption, palsy, pestilence, disproportion or frenzy. For a concise outline of the 

classic eight afflictions in the medieval period, see: Harris, Foreign Bodies and the Body 

Politic: Discourses of Social Pathology in Early Modern England, 35. 
120 It might exist. That research belongs to subsequent projects. 
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divine retribution, indifference or ineptitude. Of course people were hungry for an 

enemy: not only does an external enemy shift attention from anxiety about “sin and 

wickedness which implies their utter and eternal ruin,”121 not only is it a distraction from 

one’s depravity, it opens the possibility that maybe humans are not as depraved as they 

have been taught to believe, that maybe humans are a little better, and the world is a little 

worse than previously thought.  

Christianity, having long run its theology of sin, suffering and death on metaphors 

of disease, had a radical change in nosology without ever changing the way the 

metaphors worked. Not only did germ theory ontologize disease, and thus evil, it also 

externalized disease, rendering the language of personal sin and death as the wage of sin 

less intelligible. It also opened the tradition to a gnostic bass note. According to germ 

theory, disease and death might have less connection to the moral history of humanity, 

and less relation to each human’s sin than it does to a material, external “other,” one that 

is all too quickly demonized, according to Lynn Margulis, Bruno Latour and a host of 

other historians of disease. Having now investigated three religious consequences of 

germ theory for Christian tradition—the institutionalization of the human environment 

divide, the ontologization of evil and the externalization of sin—I turn to one final 

implication, that like the former three, echoes ancient gnostic impulses.  

4.3.4 Germ theory renews hope for immortality 

 

What of the wages of sin? At the start of this chapter I made the claim that 

anthropology and cosmology move together. With the separation of the human from the 

environment, the ontologization of evil, and the externalization of disease, sin and death, 

 
121 Smith, Stout, and Minkema, A Jonathan Edwards Reader, 227. 
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germ theory returns the world to a more pessimistic cosmology. The world is filled with 

invisible enemies lying in wait. Avatars of death, evil creatures no less, are what have 

been rotting a housewife’s ham, making lovers sick and killing tragic numbers of 

children. With this pessimistic cosmology, one that bears resemblance to anti-cosmic and 

demiurgic heretical impulses, returns the possibilities of an overly optimistic 

anthropology, one which finds new reason to hope that death might be staved off, if not 

avoided altogether, one that might return humans to their rightful place as more or less 

imperfect angels.122 With bacteriological discoveries about the microbes to blame for 

diphtheria as well as the possibilities of an anti-diphtheria serum, came claims of a 

magnificent “victory over death by science.”123 Pasteur was accused by a critical Robert 

Koch to have “given himself up to the most ambitious hopes. With utter confidence 

[Pasteur] announced a forthcoming triumph in the struggle against infectious diseases.”124 

Humanity’s prospects were looking up. 

With Alexander Fleming’s 1928 discovery of penicillin as an antibiotic, a whole 

new level of health empowerment and immortalist hope emerged. Antibiotics and 

vaccinations led experts post-World War II to claim that infectious disease was nearing its 

end.125 In 1969 the U.S. Surgeon general argued it was “time to close the book”126 on the 

matter of infectious disease and the developer of the predominant immune system theory, 

McFarlane Burnett, declared in 1972 that “The future of infectious disease would be very 

 
122 I suggested in the chapter “Why Microbes?” that much modern theological 

anthropology operated with this para-angelic self. Only now am I able to begin to answer, 

“Why microbes?”  
123 Latour, The Pasteurization of France, 43. 
124 Ibid., 30. 
125 Swerdlow and Johnson, "Living with Microbes," 47. 
126 Ibid. 
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dull.”127  

Latour, noting that Pasteur envisioned and claimed a method that was “about to 

eliminate all diseases,”128 explains the “immense trust in Pasteur” as deriving not only 

from his laboratory discoveries but from all manner of social pressures and needs on the 

part of sanitationists and hygienists who needed a “general law and a principle of 

indefinite extension of the networks that they were going to command.”129 Simply put, 

sanitationists needed a way to draw the public into the belief that if they practiced the 

recommended hygiene, they could escape from death-wielding diseases that had taken 

three of five of Pasteur’s own children. The hope for rescue from the jowls of death 

amplified not just in the science but in the souls of people desperate to believe that their 

fate was not the quotidian succumbing to “spontaneous morbidity” after all.  

Latour and others puzzle over why Pasteurian discovery took on a power and 

scope that the science did not yet warrant in and of itself. I am suggesting that in 

Pasteur’s and society’s hope for the defeat of death, germ theory grants renewed 

permission to an immortalist impulse to dream that soon and very soon, spontaneous 

death might be a thing of the past. To some degree, in a period where communicable 

disease far outpaced non-communicable disease, germ theory and the antibacterial regime 

did inculcate a sense that to keep germs at bay was to keep death at bay.  

Admittedly, I am collapsing a complicated history. For some, and especially 

clergy, the Pasteurian-Listerian germ theory did not present as a hope but was in fact 

more terrible than what had come before it. For with germ theory also came the older 

 
127 Ibid. 
128 Latour, The Pasteurization of France, 30. 
129 Ibid. 
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theory of spontaneous generation of life. “This raised the stakes a great deal, for if living 

organisms (or their germs) were involved in sepsis, then something quite profound was 

happening in putrid wounds, namely, the spontaneous generation of life.”130 This caused 

no small amount of controversy and angst amongst physicians. Some feared that if Lister 

and Pasteur’s germ theories were correct, it would result in an Armageddon where “the 

life of the universe would come to consist of germs alone” and that germ theory 

threatened to take medicine “back to the ante-medieval, if not the Deluge; for as it is that 

these germs are entities, so the products—the diseases—must also be entities—

manifestly a retrograde step in science.”131 Beyond the apocalyptic fears, the theological 

worries here were that if germs were agents of death spontaneously generating 

themselves, then either God was not the only one creating, or God was creating according 

to a different providence than theologians had previously thought. Or thegerms bore a 

power that placed them at the level of the Creator, making them, you guessed it, like a 

demiurge, tragically creating death itself in the spontaneous creation of death-wielding 

matter. 

In sum, if you look at the religious outworking of germ theory in the Christian 

tradition, there is a separation of the self from the environment, the ontologization of evil, 

the externalization of disease and sin, and a renewed hope for immortality, all of which 

run cross-grain to orthodox Christian discourse and which bear greater similarity to a 

gnostic impulse against which theologians like Irenaeus, Athanasius and Augustine wrote. 

With these out-workings in mind, we have begun to answer the question, what is the 

 
130 Worboys, Spreading Germs:  Disease Theories and Medical Practice in Britain, 

1865-1900, 86. 
131Ibid., 85-86. 
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symbolic load microbes bear?  

In some senses, microbes, in their almost immediate association as “the enemies 

of man” offer up an alternative to the Christian theodicy of the Fall. Microbes have 

become those creatures whom we love to hate, maybe even need to hate, for they are at 

the same time both the creatures that for a few decades dangled in front of us a hope for 

immortality, and the ones that now strip us of such false hope, even while somehow 

microbes also are to blame for our death. So long as they bear the weight of human death, 

somewhere in the back of our skulls, humans, up until the discovery of our dependence 

on microbes, and the complications of antibiotics, have been able to fancy a day when 

microbes, and thus death itself might lose its sting. 

Here we have to ask the same question that we asked about those early Christians 

nursing gnostic, overly optimistic anthropologies. Why, if humans have only ever known 

a life that bears suffering and death, do we seek answers to what theoretically is not a 

problem?132 In Chapter Six I look to two narrations of Christian doctrine of the Fall to try 

and make the Fall available for understanding the persistence of the gnostic impulses to 

which germ theory merely provides fresh oxygen. 

Given the radical departure that both holobiont theology and holobiont disease 

models are from germ-based models, and given the overwhelming and rapid embrace of 

germ theory by modern Western society, despite what we now realize about its 

 
132 This is not to say anything of the pastoral problem of suffering. There have always 

been two sorts of theodicies. One is pastoral in its attempts to comfort. Among these, 

Jurgen Moltmann is a good example. The other is pastoral in its attempts to solve the 

trilemma of evil with which this dissertation began. Irenaeus is a good example of this. 

For more see: Kenneth Surin, "The Problem of Evil " in The Blackwell Encyclopedia of 

Modern Christian Thought, ed. Alister E. Mcgrath (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell 

Publishers, 1993). 
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contingency, getting to the bottom of germ theory’s theological allure is important, not 

only because it makes possible a friendship between microbiological science and 

theology but all the more for what it teaches about modern Christian belief about 

ourselves a worthwhile project according to Irenaeus, Thomas and Barth. 

Before moving on, I think it best to slow down and allow ourselves as readers of 

texts to be “read.” Up until this point I have attempted to draw out the intimate 

connection between theologies of sin, death and the Fall with disease and death, arguing 

that shifts in disease theory bear theological consequence. I want to show by way of 

example just one of those places where I think modern theologians have unknowingly 

imposed their own modern theory of disease onto their medieval counterparts, yielding 

distorted interpretations of their metaphorical and conceptual references to disease, 

especially as they relate to a doctrine of sin. In the following chapter I will demonstrate 

both the problems of reading modern germ theory onto John Calvin’s theology of 

suffering and sin, and how reading these same passages through a Galenic humoral 

nosology becomes a key to Calvin’s theology of sin, and divine healing. In the process, 

the reader might note how hard it is to observe one’s own nosological habituations.
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5. John Calvin’s Nosology Unlocks His Theodicy of Sin and Death 

 

 

Misreading disease leads to misreading the cure. Modern interpreters, presuming a germ 

theory of disease, are left to read John Calvin’s remedy of the Christian’s cross of 

suffering through a punitive theory of atonement where suffering, as therapy, seems like 

adding divine insult to injury. However, the totality and pervasive nature of sin is more 

consistent with the pervasive nature of humoral and miasmic theories of disease. Further, 

while germ theory of disease makes sin more substantial, Calvin’s humoral approach 

nuances Paul’s doctrine of sin. With this we can anticipate that Calvin’s remedy of the 

cross is not punishment, but therapeutic for humans made sick from over-indulgence on 

praises meant for God.  

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

Sometimes a shift in scientific thinking exposes the places where theology 

unwittingly depends on cultural, scientific or anthropological paradigms to support 

modern theological ones. In the case of the early modern theologian John Calvin, it is his 

contemporary readers who are exposed by the light of this postmodern science. This 

chapter demonstrates how our understanding of the writings of sixteenth century writer 

John Calvin changes when we foreground what would have been Calvin’s more late-

medieval and thus physiological understanding of disease. I begin by presenting just a 

few texts in which Calvin references disease to show how Calvin’s physiological 

conception of disease displays in his writings. Along the way, I show how modern 

importation of germ theory, which itself reflects a modern buffered anthropology, 

obscures Calvin’s doctrines of epistemology, suffering and sin, and underestimates the 

importance of the intelligibility of the cosmos. Reading Calvin through a humoral lens of 

disease becomes a hermeneutical key for understanding such doctrines. This is not a 

comprehensive reworking of his doctrine but a new angle from which to view Calvin’s 

work. It is also an experiment to test my sense that attending to shifts in nosology is a 
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fruitful tool for the field of historical theology.  

5.2 Medieval nosology: a summary of humoral disease 

 

In Calvin’s sixteenth century world, doctors did not attribute disease to germs but 

was largely associated with physiological symptoms related to an imbalance in bodily 

humors. Origins of humoral theory are found in Empedocles (444-441 BCE) in which the 

four bodily humors (blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile) correspond to the four 

earthly elements (earth, air, fire, and water). Development can be traced through Plato’s 

Timaeus, to the writings of Hippocratic physicians, and was adopted by Galen in the late 

second century, at which point humoral theory became the dominant nosology for over 

fifteen centuries until miasmic theories began to blend with humoral ones.1 The cause of 

humoral imbalances related both to the general constitution of a person (what disease 

theorists called “the soil”) but especially to their comportment in relation to the world; for 

example, whether a person drank, ate, rested or worked too little or too much. Illness was 

a matter of personal ways of being and a matter of relating to a world that contained 

toxic, poisonous vapors, foul cesspools, toxic people and demons with whom relating too 

closely could also cause illness. The noxious fluids and vapors of the world, known as 

miasmas2 were understood, to varying degree, to be the result of either natural causes or 

some sort of disharmony in the cosmos that was reflected in the diseased bodies of 

humans who were exposed. This is a more classical Greek and early Christian 

perspective.3  

 
1 Ferngren, Medicine and Health Care in Early Christianity, 18.  
2 These were not yet known as miasmas. Nevertheless miasmic theory was in play and 

had been at least from the time of Greek physician, Hippocrates (c. 460-377 B.C.E.) who 

saw bad or putrid air as a source of disease. 
3 For more on the sympathetic relationship between human bodies and the cosmos see 
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The association of demons with illness was also common, even for physicians 

who likely considered evil powers to be creaturely, and not mini-gods or supernatural. 

Demons, some presumed, “caused illness by manipulating physical processes that took 

place within the body. Demonic illnesses were, in a sense, natural. Only God could 

perform actions that were truly supernatural.”4 Thus even the demon-caused illness was 

not an ontological entity per se but the physiological result of rebellious creation living 

out of sync with God’s ordained order.5  

While the proximal causes of disease were elusive and fluid, on the whole, 

disease was conceived as the physical accounting of disharmony in the body and world 

that resulted when creatures moved improperly, whether eating, or sleeping or relating or 

worshiping, in the cosmos.6 Integral to this indiscrete disease conception is an indiscrete 

 

both: Brague, The Wisdom of the World: The Human Experience of the Universe in 

Western Thought. and Chin, "Cosmos." 
4 Nutton, "The Reception of Fracastoro’s Theory of Contagion:  The Seed That Fell 

among Thorns?." 
5 On the other hand, even for sixteenth century Girolamo Fracastoro and physicians in his 

period, who thought seeds of disease were the cause of syphilis, it was presumed that 

these seeds were somehow generated in the divine realm. Evil could be creaturely and 

sickness could be supernatural. 
6 Calvin’s conceptions of disease necessarily flow out of his Aristotelian and pre-modern 

conceptions of the cosmos and of the self, and out of an early Platonic but also 

Aristotelian conception of the cosmos as that of a thing of order. Notions of cosmic 

sympathy in which the status of the heavens are reflected in the earth and likewise in the 

lives of creatures are also displayed in early and medieval conceptions of disease. Calvin 

lived in the historical pivot between a classical understanding of the ordered world 

displaying meaning, to which humans are subject and a modern one in which humans are 

the knowing subjects that impose meaning onto the world. Because of this, pinning down 

Calvin’s cosmological understanding can be tricky. His affirmation of cosmic sympathy 

is evident when it comes to epistemology—creation communicating glory—but his 

negation of cosmic sympathy is also evident when it comes to his doctrine of God in 

which the freedom of God means that God’s absolute power outmaneuvers God’s 

ordering of the natural ways of the created world. Calvin’s God has his cake and eats it 

too. For more on this transition see: Louis Dupre, Passage to Modernity: An Essay in the 

Hermeneutics of Nature and Culture (New Haven: CT: Yale University Press, 1993). 
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pre-modern picture of the porous self that is dynamic and constantly in flux due to its 

exchanges with the life-world around it.7 In sum, disease was less of a thing in the world 

and more a set of physiological presentations that arose in the world and in bodies due to 

derangement, degeneration or distortion in the created order, whether at the cosmic, 

societal or human individual level. Disease was not ontological. Disease was 

physiological. Increasingly in the late medieval ages, as plagues became linked to the 

vapors and liquids that flowed and blew through towns (miasma), notions that disease 

was contagious emerged. However, before Fracastoro,8 such contagion still did not 

indicate that disease was an ontological thing in and of itself. That disease could be 

communicated did not mean it existed as such. Rather, compromising the balance and 

order in the cosmos and in the body led to the genesis of disease. This understanding of 

disease is visible in the writings of John Calvin.  

5.3 Physiological disease in John Calvin’s writing 

 

In Chapter Eight entitled “Bearing the Cross, a Part of Self-Denial,” Calvin moves 

through a number of pastoral reasons and recommendations for why and how suffering in 

this world produces the needed spiritual conditions for faithful life in God, especially so 

that whether by plague or disease, if the Christian “sees his house reduced to solitude by 

the removal of his kinfolk, he will not indeed then cease to bless the Lord.”9 Like it or 

 
7 In pre-modern Europe, this picture of the self as open and permeable corresponds to a 

world shot through with visible and invisible forces that operated inside and outside of 

the human. Charles Taylor writes, “By definition for the porous self, the source of its 

most powerful and important emotions are outside the ‘mind’: or better put, the very 

notion that there is a clear boundary, allowing us to define an inner base area, grounded 

in which we can disengage from the rest, has no sense.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 38. 
8 For more on Fracastoro, see section 4.3.2.3. 
9 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 3.7.10. 
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not, suffering can be spiritually therapeutic in Calvin’s framework. After suggesting in 

the first part of the chapter that the cross of suffering can lead to trust in the power of 

God, to the experience of faith and hope, to patience and obedience, Calvin makes an 

already difficult pill even harder to swallow. He insists that in light of the obvious reality 

“that a man is truly submitted to God’s yoke only when he yielded his hand and back to 

His rod….We must surely not refuse to have him accustom us in every way to render 

obedience to him.”10 Immediately following, as if sensing the resistance of those who 

might wonder what kind of God would call for so harsh a cross even if such suffering 

produces these fruits, Calvin goes on the defense. In “The Cross as Medicine” he begins 

to build his case.  “Still we do not see how necessary this obedience is to us unless we 

consider at the same time how great is the wanton impulse of our flesh to shake off God’s 

yoke if we even for a moment softly and indulgently treat that impulse.”11 Something 

about embodied humanity needs this medicine. Bear in mind, in this instance, Calvin is 

not speaking about Christ’s death on the cross as medicine, but rather the Christian’s 

cross. As he continues to defend a medicinal cross, signs of a humoral theory of disease 

are clear. Note that in what follows disease is not a germ that invades but a set of 

symptoms (especially bloating, swelling, distention and delusion) that emerge through 

unhealthy ways of being in the world. I have italicized the pertinent phrases so they are 

easy to spot. 

For the same thing happens to it [human flesh] that happens to mettlesome horses. 

If they are fattened in idleness for some days, they cannot afterward be tamed for 

their high spirits; nor do they recognize their rider [delusion], whose command 

they previously obeyed. And what God complains of in the Israelites is 

continually in us: fattened and made flabby, we kick against him who has fed and 

 
10 Ibid., 5.8.4. 
11 Ibid., 5.8.5. 
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nourished us [Deut. 32:15]…. Thus, lest in the unmeasured abundance of our 

riches we go wild; lest, puffed up with honors, we become proud; lest, swollen 

with other good things- either of the soul or of the body, or of fortune-we grow 

haughty, the Lord himself, according as he sees it expedient, confronts us and 

subjects and restrains our unrestrained flesh with the remedy of the cross.12 

 

Calvin describes bodily behaviors associated with illness like “idleness” and 

“going wild amidst unmeasured abundance” and then links these to physiological 

symptoms like being “fattened” and “flabby” and “puffed up” and “swollen” either in 

soul or body. These metaphorical descriptions are rooted in the medieval conception of 

disease caused by overindulgence. With overindulgence, humors get clogged and backed 

up, causing fattening and bloating and swelling, all classic humoral ailments. These 

physical symptoms also seem related to psychosocial illness in which people (or horses) 

misbehave. The illness Calvin identifies here has little to do with a foreign agent infecting 

but with a root of “ill will” that has led to an improper way of being with regards to 

activity, eating and relation to one’s master. Whatever Calvin means by “remedy of the 

cross” it will likely relate to his conception of the nature of the disease. It remains to be 

shown how viewing this paragraph through a humoral lens impacts the nature of the 

remedy. 

This entire paragraph of Calvin’s is strange because he has already explained in 

the four preceding sections of Chapter Eight that the cross in the form of suffering and 

self-denial offers a formation towards humility, trust in Christ and “God’s faithfulness,” 

“hope for the future,” and “patience and obedience.”13 How else could the cross be 

medicine if it is not about the ways that suffering forms the Christian? Is that not what it 

 
12 Ibid., 3.8.5.; italics mine. 
13 Ibid., 3.8.1-4. 
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means to bear a cross? To suffer? Whatever “medicine” the cross offers, it is something 

more than these formations already mentioned. When read through a humoral and 

physiological nosology, we can see Calvin’s concern about a vulnerability that humans 

have as fleshed creatures who receive gifts of God that ought not be to their own credit; 

they have an ill will that makes them particularly vulnerable to overindulge and to being 

“corrupted by his indulgence.” His mention that going wild in the face of such abundance 

can cause swelling (yes, metaphorically in the soul) but also “of the body”14 suggests that 

humans need, to varying degrees, a medicine that cleanses, drains or bleeds them of their 

“puffed up” and “swollen” state so that, given their constitution (that of the fallen will), 

they can be restored through the treatment of the cross to live rightly and sanely in the 

world. In this sense, the cross of Christ itself was then both literally but also 

metaphorically a sort of a giant blood-let (a common treatment to extract fouled humors 

and bring the body’s elements back into balance).15  

The question remains, what exactly is “the remedy of the cross” and why would it 

count as medicine, as opposed to discipline or punishment?16 In germ theory, healing 

comes through removal of the sickness or through attacking the pathogen, but humoral 

disease is treated not according to the disease (a relative impossibility as the 

 
14 Ibid., 3.8.5. 
15 So far as I can tell, little has been made of the innuendoes of the healing of bloodletting 

and Christ’s spilling of blood for the healing of the world’s sins. Someone interested in 

developing this would do well to begin with: Eugene Rogers, Blood Theology: Seeing 

Red in Body- and God-Talk (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021). 
16 Though not for this work, it’s worth asking whether there’s room in Calvin’s punitive 

view of atonement to bring a medicinal view alongside. Calvin writes, “the Mediator 

never was promised without blood [from which] we infer that he was appointed by God’s 

eternal plan to purge the uncleanness of men; for shedding of blood is a sign of 

expiation.” This is humoral language. Calvin 2.7.4 
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categorization and naming of specific diseases was in its infancy) but according to the 

individual’s symptoms and behaviors.17 While treatment plans varied according to the 

patient’s situation, they typically included a combination of two treatments: cleansing and 

lifestyle modification. Physicians administered standard cleansing treatments to restore 

balance via elimination in the form of bloodletting, induced vomiting, enemas, laxatives 

and fasting. The attending medical practitioner would also likely suggest the patient alter 

his levels of work/rest, food/drink intake, and adjust exposure to the elements of the 

world. When asked about the cause of the disease, physicians could only vaguely point to 

the unfortunate reality of the patient’s weak inner constitution that made him more 

vulnerable to both internal imbalance and external miasmic forces. It is also helpful to 

remember that historians suggest it was generally believed that the morbid or potentially 

morbid, material was present in the body even in health. However, the healthy body was 

capable of rendering such material harmless and expelling it. This was the function of the 

normal process of expulsion—the aim of medical intervention was to facilitate this 

process of expulsion.18 Thus it is not surprising to see that “the remedy of the cross” is 

not a disease-specific treatment, but one tailored to the needs and habits of the patient.  

Similarly, Calvin explains that God administers the “remedy of the cross” not 

uniformly so as to attack a universal and ontological enemy, but rather according to what 

would bring each individual back into balance and health: 

This [God] does in various ways in accordance with what is healthful for each 

man. For not all of us suffer in equal degree from the same diseases or, on that 

account, need the same harsh cure. From this it is to be seen that some are tried by 

one kind of cross, others by another. But since the heavenly physician treats some 

 
17 Robert Weston, "French Medical Consultations by Mail, 1600-1800," in The Routledge 

History of Disease, ed. Mark Jackson (NewYork, NY: Routledge, 2017). 
18 Ibid.  
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more gently but cleanses others by harsher remedies, while he wills to provide for 

the health of all, he yet leaves no one free and untouched, because he knows that 

all, to a man, are diseased.19 

 

Read through the lens of humoral theory, the remedy of the cross is a sort of cleansing or 

denial for the sake of healing. Read through the lens of germ theory this passage makes 

God sound cruel. Humans are already stricken with various diseases, all of them, “to a 

man,” and because of this God decides to give them a further cross of suffering as 

medicine? How could that be? To avoid such an interpretation, the other option seems to 

be to make the entire passage metaphorical in which disease is simply a metaphor for sin, 

which is hardly better. Yes, all are sinful, but must a cure be so harsh?  

A humoral lens provides an opening to read the sufferings of this cross 

therapeutically or medicinally. In which case, the cross here is administered not because 

it is a suffering, as if Calvin’s is a god that thirsts for sacrifice, but because it is 

technically the treatment for what ails. While a cross of denial or cleansing would not 

likely be viewed as medicine for pathogen-based disease, in the galenic tradition, the 

removal of abundance, of honors, of “good things,” until a person is brought back to their 

senses and able to manage themselves with discipline could be viewed as a kindness, a 

mercy and a treatment essential to one’s restoration. Read this way, the mechanism in 

play is cleansing not suffering—and the harsher the cleansing, the better.  

If all humans are diseased because of a compromised “fallen” constitution in the 

form of a depraved will, then all humans need to be cleansed, “bled,” flushed and brought 

physically, psychologically and spiritually back into alignment so that living in a world of 

such abundance does not lead to humanity’s demise. When he is read through the lens of 

 
19 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 3.8.5. 
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humoral disease theory, Calvin’s God is a good physician.  

Just this insight, that the cross of denial, of diminished riches (whether spiritual or 

physical) is a fitting remedy from a divine physician and not the addition of injury to 

insult by a vengeful god, is the kind of hermeneutical benefit reading Calvin through a 

lens of physiological disease provides. What is more, reading this section with a 

physiological nosology in mind foregrounds Calvin’s wholistic anthropology in which 

the life of the human is truly one of body and soul, the formation of which involves the 

Christian’s relationship to and ways of living with the material offerings of creation.  

How might a humoral reading shape the final line in the passage above, “that all, 

to a man, are diseased”?20 As mentioned, a modern reader might be inclined to 

spiritualize this disease as a commentary on the inheritance of Adam’s original sin. This 

inheritance is certainly a point of concern for Calvin. However, a medieval reader would 

also likely connect this statement to the Hippocratic-Galenic conception of disease that 

held to the notion that all bodies, by nature of being bodies, contained the very stuff of 

illness (humors) in them. Thus, if the normal channels of expulsion were overwhelmed or 

the internal organs weakened, such matter could accumulate as morbid matter in the body 

and cause ill health. If it was too long confined, this matter might change its character, 

perhaps becoming more acrid or injurious.21 The point being that all humans carry this 

potentially diseased matter within. If Calvin’s statement of the universality of disease is 

 
20 Ibid. 
21 Robert Weston, "French Medical Consultations by Mail, 1600-1800," in The Routledge 

History of Disease, ed. Mark Jackson (New York, NY: Routledge, 2017), 513. Quote by 

Malcolm Nicholson M. Nicholson, ‘The Metastatic Theory of Pathogenesis and the 

Professional Interests of the Eighteenth-Century Physician’, Medical History, 32, 1988, 

pp 227-300, p 280. 
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intended to suggest humanity’s universal fallen inheritance, it might also reflect the more 

corporeal reality for Calvin and his contemporaries that to be a body is to bear the 

responsibility for tending the delicate balance of humors through wise living in the 

world.22  

Only two pages earlier, Calvin mentions, “Various diseases repeatedly trouble us: 

now plague rages…wife, parents, children, neighbors, are snatched away by death….” 

Given the prevalence of disease, is it possible to imagine that the spiritual overtones of 

inherited sin might have been subsumed as physical disease. It is also not out of the 

question that inherited sin was read through a more corporeal and ethical key that 

acknowledged the inherent vulnerability of and responsibility to balanced bodily life. 

Linda Nash argues that existing scholarship often misses how the shift from physiological 

to ontological models of disease, along with their corresponding ecological rather than 

bounded concepts of the body, impacts cultural understanding of human relationship with 

the environment. This lacuna leads scholars, not excluding theologians and historians of 

religion, to write histories of the human apart from her environment, as well as to 

separate the history of the human from the environment.23 Nash claims “The history of 

disease, because it lies at the nexus of the human and the nonhuman, offers a useful 

means for rethinking these divisions and for reconsidering how we divide and write our 

histories—environmental, social, or otherwise.”24 This argument can extend to the way 

we read historical theology. The history of disease exposes the division between spiritual 

and corporeal diseases that moderns read all too easily read onto texts. Prior to germ 

 
22 This approach might be a model for thinking about being a holobiont body. 
23 Nash, Inescapable Ecologies: A History of Environment, Disease, and Knowledge, 13. 
24 Ibid., 8. 



 

 

 

158 

theory, disease and disobedient life in the body went hand in hand. Disease had to do 

with human bodies (the soil), not non-human pathogens (the seeds).25 Thus, before germ 

theory, a person was not likely to think about disease without thinking about the human’s 

body and its comportment in the world. 

This interpretation illuminates another passage in Calvin’s Institutes wherein he 

opines that life without a sense of God’s providential care would simply be 

“unbearable.”26 Calvin prefaces a litany of the dangers of bodied life, suggesting: 

We need not go beyond ourselves: since our body is the receptacle of a thousand 

diseases—in fact holds within itself and fosters the causes of diseases—a man 

cannot go about unburdened by many forms of his own destruction, and without 

drawing out a life enveloped, as it were, with death. For what else would you call 

it, when he neither freezes nor sweats without danger?. . . Your field, since it is 

exposed to hail, frost, drought, and other calamities, threatens you with 

barrenness, and hence, famine.27  

 

Here the land almost seems to be an extension of the body. Fates entwined, the seed and 

soil go together. 

The modern reader who presumes a germ-based theory of disease upon Calvin, in 

which diseases are ontological entities and separate from their human hosts, has little 

option but to spiritualize a text like this, for certainly humans are not the cause of 

influenza or E. coli—fallen humans might be the cause of their own demise, but not of 

 
25 Theologians might want to make a different contrast here. Prior to germ theory disease 

was like an internal seed (the semen of Adam) and with germ theory, disease is thought 

of as external seeds (semines, pathogens). However, I highlight the soil and seed 

metaphor because of its prominence in Victorian and early modern medical literature. 

The point being that for pre-germ theories health and disease pertained to the body yet 

with germ theory, disease has to do with the microbe. (This is all the more evident in the 

next Calvin passage.) 
26 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 1.17.10. 
27 Ibid. 
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plagues.28 When read through the lens of humoral disease theory, this passage sounds 

very different. It’s not condemning. It’s empathetic and pastoral. It reinforces the 

vulnerability of living in a dynamic body wherein proper material exchanges with the 

world are of great consequence. This passage, read first as a plain commentary on the 

realities of bodily humoral existence, does a strange thing for the theologian so intent on 

highlighting the providence of God. It suggests that illness is not only nor first something 

God strikes the human with to curb arrogance (something Calvin does say in the chapter 

we previously analyzed) but is a phenomenon of bodily existence. It is part of the 

material realities of creaturehood.29 

Now that we have some practice reading Calvin through the right nosological lens 

we can turn to more difficult questions. For Calvin, if and what do illness and disease in 

the human body mean? Do seemingly “natural” diseases and events reveal or reflect 

divine mood or an imbalanced human-divine relation? Do these human sufferings relate 

to the sufferings of non-human creation? What about the suffering that non-human 

creation inflicts? How might things like drought and thus famine fit into a more 

physiological or ecological framework of disease or a more ecological framework of sin 

and redemption? To answer these and further questions I now turn to explore some of the 

 
28 On the other hand, some plagues and pandemics are brought on by human behavior. 

Agroecologists point to the exploitation of peoples and industrially invasive practices of 

food and oil and agricultural industries that accelerate the emergence of zoonotic 

outbreaks. Zoonotic diseases are those shared by humans and animals, like West Nile 

Virus, emerging corona viruses, Rabies and Lyme disease. For more on the 

intersectionality of exploitative agri-food globalized systems in their relationship to viral 

spillovers and racial capitalism see: Maywa Montenegro de Wit, "What Grows from a 

Pandemic? Toward an Abolitionist Agroecology," The Journal of Peasant Studies 48, no. 

1 (2021). 
29 In Chapter 6, I look at this from the other side. Germ theory makes it easier to deny, 

resist, or resent the creaturely vulnerabilities  of material creaturehood. 
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implications of reading Calvin’s theology of the Fall, sin and evil through a physiological 

model of disease, with the aim of answering the question of how the sufferings of 

creation and humanity relate and what this means for Calvin’s doctrine of sin. 

5.4 Cosmic epistemology 

 

To see the significance of the relationship between disease, physical suffering and 

sin, in the way Calvin might have seen it, it helps to look at we Calvin’s cosmic corporeal 

epistemology, in other words, his positive view of the significance of the human physical 

senses and the sensible cosmos prior to the fall. I look at the cosmos and the human 

together because Calvin thinks they are made for each other, like hand and glove. One 

need look no further than Book One at his treatment of knowledge of God the Creator to 

see that Calvin still lives in the world of classic medieval cosmology. In such a world, 

God has structured creation and fashioned the bodied human so that through her senses 

she perceives the glory and presence of the Creator in creation, moving her desire and 

intellect towards the divine. In his Genesis commentary, Calvin writes: 

With the eyes we see the world, with the feet we walk the earth, with the hands 

we touch God’s works in uncounted forms, we breathe in the sweet and pleasant 

odor of grasses and flowers, we enjoy a multitude of good things; but in all these 

things of which we obtain knowledge, lies an infinity of divine power, goodness, 

wisdom, an infinity through which all our perceptions are devoured.30  

 

Creation and created mind move in tandem, and the sensual exchange seems 

almost symbiotic. The human, feels, smells, tastes, takes in, knows God in creation—and 

creation takes in and eats, her knowing. They feed each other. Thus God is sought and 

 
30 Cornelis Van Der Kooi, As in a Mirror: John Calvin and Karl Barth on Knowing God : 

A Diptych (Boston: MA: Brill Academic Publishers, 2005), 76. For more on a medieval 

perspective of this “mind-world” epistemology see: Fergus Kerr, After Aquinas: Versions 

of Thomism (MA: Blackwell Publishing Limited, 2002), 30-32. 
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known through the corporeal senses and corresponding corporeal world. Knowing God in 

these ways seemingly requires a right, open relationship to the other-than-human world, 

an attentiveness to the vulnerable blessings of exchange. Humanity in good working 

order is made such that the structure of the mind and its capacity for God, which Calvin 

describes as the “seed of religion,” corresponds to the structure of the universe wherein 

God “daily discloses himself in the whole workmanship” of it.31  

God implants and secures a way for the human to meet God but this seed is more 

like a matrix of the world and the embodied human mind that moves in tandem to draw 

the human to God. This “seed of religion” or semen religionis is what “God himself has 

implanted in all men….” It is “a certain understanding of his divine majesty,”32 an 

implanting none can entirely dig out. So profound is this “deep-seated conviction that 

there is a God”33 that just when humans think they are rid of it, “willy-nilly’ they from 

time to time feel an inkling of what they desire not to believe.”34 This is one of the few 

places where Calvin casts parasites (microbes!) in a positive light. Calvin refers to these 

seeds of religion as the “worm of conscience” that “gnaws away from within.”35 For a 

moment, that creature that makes a human, human and not just in a biological sense, but 

especially a religious one, is a hookworm, a microbe.36 The microbe here figures as the 

 
31 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 1.5.1. 
32 Ibid., 1.3.1. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid., 1.3.2 
35 Ibid., 1.3.3 Calvin is not the only theologian to flirt with vermi-culture reflecting the 

divine nature (see note below). Origin, Basil and Augustine also do. We might call this 

vermi-natural theology. This might stem from the mystery/miracle/horror of worms 

spontaneously generating and from Christ’s self-reference on the cross to Psalm 22, a 

psalm where the writer cries in 22:6, “I am a worm and not a man.” 
36 I’m of course taking liberties. I don’t know what kind of parasitic worm Calvin refers 

to. I doubt that he knew. However, I have no reason why I shouldn’t assume for my 
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image of God. Of course at the same time, it is this holy worm that gnaws at a woman 

until she worships, that Calvin says separates her from the beasts—the animal binary 

persists and scrambles all at once. She needs the divine-animal to help her evade 

animality and become human.37 But in this case, as with Nyssa and others, the creatures 

are also meant to draw the world to God.  

Lest we think that Calvin’s hierarchy of humans over beasts means that the bestial 

nature is bereft of meaning, Calvin, almost contradicting himself, indicates that beasts 

seem to have this seed of religion too. God “… not only sowed in men’s minds that seed 

of religion of which we have spoken but revealed himself and daily discloses himself in 

the whole workmanship of the universe.”38 What do these paired engravings, insignia or 

seeds (or parasites) between the human and the bestial world mean? Calvin, referring to 

 

purposes that this was a tapeworm, the very creatures that Jamie Lorimer and other 

scientists increasingly claim, with Calvin but for different reasons, make humans human. 

See Lorimer’s brilliant article on the co-evolution of Necatur americanus. The tapeworm 

represents not only the immunological contributions of microbes upon which the humans 

species depends, but also the image of God, the seed of religion, that grace that God gifts 

to us so that we can know God in creation and in our knowing be consumed. This move 

also anticipates the final section of Chapter Six on the Fall where I suggest that either 

rejecting the creaturely graces that God gives to us to keep us human or, with Kathryn 

Tanner, presuming those graces are intrinsic, mirrors the movement of the fall. That said, 

Tanner only notes the divine grace of the Image of God, but here Calvin, by likening the 

image of God to a parasite, reminds us that our dependence runs up towards the 

uncreated but also down towards the created. Lorimer, "Hookworms Make Us Human: 

The Microbiome, Eco-Immunology, and a Probiotic Turn in Western Health Care.." For 

another helpful introduction to Necatur americanus see: Rob Dunn, The Wild Life of Our 

Bodies: Predators, Parasites, and Partners That Shape Who We Are Today (Harper 

Collins, 2011), 45-60., M Velasquez-Manoff, "The Parasite Underground," The New York 

Times Magazine  (2016).  
37 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 1.3.3. Eric Daryl Myer along with the 

contributors to the following taught me to look for this pattern: Stephen D Moore and 

Laurel Kearns, Divinanimality: Animal Theory, Creaturely Theology (Fordham 

University Press, 2014). Meyer, Inner Animalities: Theology and the End of the Human. 
38 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 1.5.1. 
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Hebrews 11:3, says that, “…this skillful ordering of the universe is for us a sort of mirror 

in which we can contemplate God, who is otherwise invisible.”39 Augustine says 

something similar when he confesses confusion over the reason for the creation of worms 

and vermin unless they reflect and “are identical with the unchanging and eternal 

sublimity of God.”40 Unexpectedly, Augustine’s instinct is to look at those things that he 

considers most vile and wretched and conclude the reason for these creatures’ being 

stems from their likeness to God. Who would have thought Augustine would lead the 

charge towards divine animality? Thomas similarly suggests that such wild diversities are 

made to reflect the manifold greatness of God. Accordingly, through the senses and 

through contemplative observation, the way the world works reveals the glory and power 

of God. Calvin even mentions Galen’s medical observations along with astronomers and 

natural scientists whose observations on the order and operations of the world are, for 

Calvin, reflective of God’s activity and presence.41  

This reflectivity is rooted in ancient conceptions that the divine mind and activity 

 
39 Ibid. This chapter is the basis of what Calvinists have come to call God’s general 

revelation. Based on Romans 1:19-20, it leaves all humans without excuse regarding 

knowledge of God’s power and divinity. Ford Battles, translator, notes Calvin’s classical 

reference to Cicero’s Nature of the Gods “where the view that contemplation of the 

heavens proves them to be governed by a supreme intelligence is taken as hardly 

requiring argument.” Ibid., 1.5.2 n.5. 
40 Saint Augustine, On Genesis: Two Books on Genesis against the Manichees and on the 

Literal Interpretation of Genesis: An Unfinished Book, vol. 84 (CUA Press, 2001), 1.26, 

76. Aquinas, Summa Theologica English Dominican Fathers Translation, 1.47.1. All 

these—Calvin, Augustine, and Thomas—hint at what I will expand upon in a future 

essay on Holobiont Soteriology—that non-humans are also a microcosm of the world and 

image of God.  
41 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 1.5.2. If we needed any direct proof that 

humoral theory of disease bore theological significance for Calvin, here we have it. For 

Calvin, Galen’s scientific observations of both the way the body worked in the world and 

the way it suffered in the world offered an account of God and God’s world. Calvin is not 

the exception but the example of how disease theory informs theological vision. 
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of God bears a cosmic sympathy through which creatures, the cosmos and the heavens, 

function harmoniously, all reflecting to one another, each in their own given way, the 

glory or activity of the divine.42 Calvin displays this epistemology in the opening lines of 

the Institutes, “Without knowledge of the self, there is no knowledge of God,”43 and in 

his resourcing of the classical anthropological trope of the human as a microcosm.44 He 

explains that just as “insignia whereby he shows his glory to us”45 are to be found 

wherever in the universe “we cast our gaze,”46 because of the symmetry or shared order 

between creation (macrocosm) and humans (microcosm), “there is no need to go outside 

ourselves to comprehend God.”47 To summarize, the world and humans are made to live 

and participate in the knowledge of God in synchronized harmony by means of the 

structuring presence of the glory of God. Humans are fashioned to interpret this harmony 

in creation as a way of knowing God as Creator and themselves as creatures. All of this 

cosmic, sympathetic reflecting and knowing of the corporeal cosmos happens in the body, 

through the senses, and via human relationship with the cosmos, a dynamic that ideally 

yields a healthy, free flow of praise. 

5.5 Calvin and the Fall 

 

This being so, what happens to cosmic epistemology when the whole cosmos gets 

thrown off kilter, gets sick (and in the humoral sense)? How does Adam’s fall impact 

 
42 Fergus Kerr and Gene Rogers are the ones helped me understand the relationship of 

this medieval cosmology, epistemology and creation. For a deeper dive, see Chapter 2 

“Overcoming Epistemology” in Kerr, After Aquinas: Versions of Thomism. 
43 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 1.1.1. 
44 Ibid., 1.5.3. 
45 The insignia is the exact replica or image left in wax by a stamp. Here God’s insignia 

should call to mind God’s image…everywhere in the universe, even in parasites. 
46 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 1.5.1. 
47 Ibid., 1.5.3. 
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Adam’s seed or worm of religion, the otherwise invisible, cosmic image of God? And 

how does the fall affect the cosmos and its communication of its wormy insignia or 

image of the divine? Calvin is pessimistic. He laments the loss of “the primal and simple 

knowledge to which the very order of nature would have led us if Adam had remained 

upright.”48 His translators are no less despairing.  

The controlling thought of I.ii-v, which is the locus classicus for a discussion of 

“natural theology” in Calvin, is contained in this phrase. The revelation of God in 

creation, for Calvin, would have been the basis of a sound natural theology…. 

Because of sin no sound theology of this type is possible. Scripture is the only 

medium of knowing the Creator, and of apprehending his revelation in creation.49 

 

So much for the seeds and the worms. With the spiritual life of Adam severed and 

disordered from God, Calvin presumes Adam has “consigned his race to ruin” because he 

has “perverted the whole order of nature in heaven and on earth.” “All creatures,’ says 

Paul, ‘are groaning’ [Rom. 8:22].”50  

Would-be natural theology becomes Calvin’s theodicy, his explanation for the 

treacheries of the cosmos that cause such suffering in the human sphere. The drought and 

hail in the fields, and the barrenness and ensuing famine mentioned in the litany above, 

these are the reflections of the derangement of the cosmos. This derangement and 

defilement then become the source of putrid winds or miasmic threats that cause illness in 

the lives of God’s children, especially in those whose compromised constitution makes 

them susceptible. The derangement in humans is even worse than in the heavens. Humans 

“indulge their own fleshly intemperance”51 (sinful human behavior and humorally 

 
48 Ibid., 1.2.1. 
49 Ibid., I.4 ff.  
50 Ibid., 1.2.5. 
51 Ibid., 1.4.4. my italics 
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unwise) and “fatness envelops their hearts”52 (a humoral symptom). Humans consciously 

turning from God with “habitual sinning” defile God, or at least their view of him. “…In 

despoiling [humoral language] him of his judgment and providence, they shut him up idle 

(like holy constipation) in heaven.”53 What once revealed the Creator now condemns 

creatures to a life of suffering. 

Does God intend for the disordered and frustrated creation to continue to be a 

formational, intelligible tool in the life of the human? Does no “sound” natural theology 

mean no natural theology at all? Calvin’s translators think not. The insignia are not gone. 

True, humans can no longer read them and they are also distorted. Think of the fate of the 

insignia like humanity’s own insignia (imago dei). Total depravity does not mean nothing 

is left of the image of God in humans, only that it cannot save. So too for creation.  

Especially for Calvin, who fiercely sought to protect the freedom of the electing 

God, it is no surprise that Calvin insists that God is free from the previously ordained 

providential governance of his creation. But does this render his tainted creation 

meaningless, as in, unreadable? If God is free to make creation move how God chooses, 

especially following Adam’s sin, would not the nature of creation be too erratic to read? 

In Calvin’s section 1.17.1 on how to apply the doctrine of God’s providence, Calvin, 

describes God’s treatment of sinsick humans, (again with entirely humoral undertones). 

He “tames their lust” and subjugates them to “self-denial” to “arouse them from 

sluggishness” to “bring low the proud.” How does God do this? Calvin admits it seems 

“as if God were making sport of men by throwing them about like balls” that God is ike a 

 
52 Ibid., 1.4.2. my italics 
53 Ibid. Italics mine. Idleness and spoiling is an action and correlated symptom, common 

in the humoral grab bag of illness. 
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However, Calvin, never denying that God causes justly all things, responds: 

When dense clouds darken the sky, and violent tempest arises, because a gloomy 

mist is cast over our eyes, thunder strikes our ears and all our senses are 

benumbed with fright, everything seems to us to be confused and mixed up; but 

all the while a constant quiet and serenity ever remain in heaven.54 

 

Here it seems that cosmos and human senses are sympathetically raging. It also indicates 

that human senses are disoriented, that misty eyes and frightened senses don’t read God’s 

providence in creation very well, especially when raging storms do not reflect divine 

calm.  

But, turning to Calvin’s Genesis commentary on the flood, he suggests that God’s 

intimate and reactive involvement in the activities of the waters does not negate the fact 

that God intends the waters of creation55 to inform and even reform rebellious humans, 

that humans are to continue, even after the Fall, to read creation: 

And the rain was upon the earth. Although the Lord burst open the floodgates of 

the waters, yet he does not allow them to break forth in a moment, so as 

immediately to overwhelm the earth, but causes the rain to continue forty days; 

partly, that Noah, by long meditation, might more deeply fix in his memory what 

he had previously learned, by instruction, through the word; partly, that the 

wicked, even before their death, might feel that those warnings which they had 

held in derision, were not empty threats. For they who had so long scorned the 

patience of God, deserved to feel that they were gradually perishing under that 

righteous judgment of his, which, during a hundred years, they had treated as a 

fable. And the Lord frequently so tempers his judgments, that men may have 

leisure to consider with more advantage those judgments which, by their sudden 

eruption, might overcome them with astonishment. But the wonderful depravity 

of our nature shows itself in this, that if the anger of God is suddenly poured forth, 

we become stupefied and senseless; but if it advances with measured pace, we 

become so accustomed to it as to despise it; because we do not willingly 

acknowledge the hand of God without miracles; and because we are easily 

hardened, by a kind of superinduced insensibility, at the sight of God’s works.56 

 
54 Ibid., 1.17.1. 
55 In the forthcoming Section II in a chapter on Holobiont Salvation, I expand on God’s 

use of the waters of River Jordan as a priest to humanity. I suggest that not only is the 

human creation’s priest but also the other way around.  
56 John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries on the Book of Genesis, trans. John King (Grand 
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In what is admittedly a terrible text, one whose terror is no less so for whatever I 

will say, Calvin seems to believe that God in God’s anger still accommodates to humans, 

even in their bent and deranged state. Through deeply visceral means, Calvin suggests 

that God demonstrates, reflects, enacts, makes material the state of God’s broken 

relationship to creation through creation’s state itself. This torrential wave of judgment, 

Calvin says, is knowable, readable through the senses and in the bodies of the even 

“insensible” humans.57 From this I take it that Calvin views the corporeal experience of 

bodily sufferings at the hand of creaturely threats (whether illness, flood or famine) as 

events that can, despite the human’s depravity, still be perceived as intelligible, sensible 

communication about the state of the divine relation to the cosmos.58  

This being the case, we might infer that disease, even with Calvin’s strong 

doctrine of God’s freedom and providence, was a sign of disordered relation at some 

place and time in the cosmos, whether outside and/or inside the individual human body. 

Disease could be read literately as dis-ease in the body, a symptom and sign of relational 

disorientation or dis-ease in the world and in the life of the individual. 

I will flag yet one more passage where Calvin performs a form of theological 

gymnastics. He indicates that God does strange things to communicate to humans, this 

 

Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2003), 271. 
57 In this flood we also can see a rebalancing of the humors of the world, a reset, a 

treatment of a physiologically diseased creation, as if creation received its own “medicine 

of the cross.” 
58 Furthermore, while Calvin staunchly rejects any notion of fate or chance and upholds 

the idea that all cosmic and creaturely events are ordered by God’s hand, he also 

acknowledges that what such governance looks like from the human perspective is 

exactly random fortune or natural events. Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 

1.16.2. 
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time not with waters but with words. He is defending the scriptural language of “God’s 

repentance” (for example, repenting of making humans, or of putting Saul in charge, or 

God’s decision to destroy Nineveh).59 These examples of God seem to curb God’s 

providence in response to evil. God acts, regrets, changes course. Are these moments 

analogous to storms? Are storms like God’s cosmological moods? Do they reveal a lack 

of providence after all and more of a divine storminess? Calvin’s explanation 

is…fascinating.  

Calvin has to ask in 1.17.13, “What, therefore, does the word ‘repentance’ mean?” 

just as we must ask what do Calvin’s storms and deluges mean? However Calvin 

interprets God’s repentance, this too is how he wants readers to interpret tsunamis, 

terrifying and terrible as this may be. Calvin says as much. “Surely its meaning is like 

that of all other modes of speaking that describe God for us in human terms.” He goes on, 

“For because our weakness does not attain to his exalted state, the description of him that 

is given to us must be accommodated to our capacity so that we may understand it.” This 

sounds somewhat like God accommodating the pace and timing of Noah’s flood to its 

victims. “Now the mode of accommodation is for him to represent himself to us not as he 

is in himself, but as he seems to us.”  

If we are confused, I wonder if that’s not the point. It sounds like Calvin is saying 

God can only communicate God’s self to creatures on a radically other plane of existence 

by presenting God in what humans can see and experience and know. “Although he is 

beyond all disturbance of mind, yet he testifies that he is angry toward sinners.” 

Apparently, though God isn’t emotionally roused in the least, God says God is angry 

 
59 Ibid., 1.17.13. 
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because this is language humans understand. Calvin goes on to explain that to 

accommodate the story of God’s relationship in God’s providence to creatures, fallen 

ones no less, God uses human language and experience, although these analogies in the 

end cannot yield understanding. We can know something has happened; we cannot know 

what the something means except to know that “Meanwhile neither God’s plan nor his 

will is reversed, nor his volition altered….however sudden the variation may appear in 

men’s eyes.”60 If one were to hold this passage alongside the Noahic passage above, 

Calvin seems to think that God accommodates to communicate, using words or using 

waters. He seems to think that though words and waters are creaturely, by analogy, they 

communicate something of God, although what exactly, without scripture, without 

restored seeds of religion (and perhaps without Calvin’s Institutes), we ought not presume 

to know. 

What can also be taken from the flood passage, and as we will see in Calvin’s 

account of the Fall, is that sin, evil and suffering are most certainly not the result of living 

in a spiritually dualist world amidst warring evil and good spirits.61 Even Satan, Calvin 

insists, cannot act without permission.62 Disease and cosmic calamity are creaturely, not 

demiurgical, because they are in time and space, because they are events. Still, disease 

and flood, though creaturely, are not exactly creatures, not things, not ontological realities 

but physiological symptoms and signs of a world that is out of sync with its creator.63  

 
60 Ibid. 
61 Here we have an example of how the humoral lens does not challenge standard 

interpretations of Calvin but supports them and makes them difficult to discount. 
62 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 1.18.2. 
63 This distinction is important given that modern theologians writing on the nature of 

evil, David Bentley Hart for example, have been known to assign evil to the ontological 

category of creature and identify natural things like tsunamis as evil. Even some of the 
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Moving from disease and cosmic tragedy to sin itself, a humoral or ecological 

semiotic model of disease and disaster, which fits a humoral cosmology, becomes a 

useful tool to unlock Calvin’s theology of sin as privation, not as substantial reality or 

power. The word “disease” in French literally meant privation or ‘a lack.’ Keeping in 

mind Calvin’s humoral and sympathetic perspective and what that means for a readable 

cosmos, makes it easier to interpret Calvin’s view of sin as a non-thing, as nothing. The 

wave, the biblical words of divine repentance, even the devil, are creaturely phenomena, 

events, not things but symptoms or processes of a sympathetic, fallen cosmos. This 

cosmos rests nevertheless in God’s hand, whose muddled image, tarnished beyond 

recognition, is still in creation, human and otherwise. The pain, the sorrow, the death, and 

even the devil are signs, symptoms, ailments of the humoral sort, not foreign enemies 

with their own power or agency to destroy. 

This should be no surprise. While modern readers are set up to anachronistically 

read their substantive model of disease and cosmology into earlier texts, once a reader 

gets into the mindset of a humoral way of knowing, it’s hard not to see sin as a sign of a 

world gone awry, rather than as a creature infecting the world. To demonstrate this I 

return once more to Calvin’s account of the Fall, using physiological and humoral disease 

as a hermeneutical key to Calvin’s theology of sin. 

Remember that in a humoral theory of disease, acting counter to the natural order 

 

most ecologically minded theologians, Ian McFarland for example, are apt to classify 

creaturely life (like rot for example) as evil, even though this is what they both write 

against. To be fair, in McFarland’s case, I think he’s using old science when he calls rot 

evil. Rot is a creature but I don’t think McFarland means it to be. See: David Bentley 

Hart, The Doors of the Sea: Where Was God in the Tsunami? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2005).; McFarland, From Nothing: A Theology of Creation. 
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and limits of creation would be reflected in the humors of the body. For example, 

overconsumption and gluttony were common behaviors linked to disease. Swelling, 

bloating, puffiness and pain were only a few of the symptoms related to the immoderate, 

excessive and unwise response to the bounty in the world. To be clear, illness could 

emerge because of over-consumption of beneficial nourishment, or the exposure to and 

taking in of fouled substances or those things which ought never to have been touched or 

ingested. The eventual foul odors related to these symptoms were a sign of internal 

putrefaction and rot of humors and extraneous, superfluous material that were trapped in 

the body. Putrefaction is a hallmark activity of disease in Galenic theories of illness.64  

Preparing now to move through Calvin’s account of the Fall, and having provided 

the basics of humoral theory, readers should be able to spot the language that they 

previously may not have linked to the metaphor of disease. Once the reader sees it, this is 

a clue or an interpretive guide because now they know what sort of disease metaphor 

Calvin is using, one in which when too much of the right and wrong sorts of things get 

drawn into the body, they rot and foul up the patient.  

Calvin’s narration of the Fall sits in Book One “Knowledge of God the Redeemer 

in Christ…” in Chapter One, “By the Fall and Revolt of Adam the Whole Human Race 

was Delivered to the Curse and Degenerated from Its Original Condition; the Doctrine of 

Original Sin.” Calvin asserts that the tree of good and evil (a creature) was placed and 

named in the garden to keep Adam from becoming “puffed up with wicked lust” and to 

let him practice his faith.65 Notice the humoral language. Any time I read “puffed up” in 

 
64 For more, see: Nutton, "The Reception of Fracastoro’s Theory of Contagion:  The Seed 

That Fell among Thorns?." 
65 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 2.1.4. In Chapter Six, I suggest the tree 
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Calvin, I suspect that such swelling is the result of a human taking and enjoying the gifts 

of God as if they were their own and to their own credit. Without releasing praise and 

gratitude, the enjoyment of these gifts causes bloating and putrefaction. Putrefaction is a 

hallmark activity of disease in Galenic theories of illness. Calvin describes Adam’s 

partaking of this tree as the act of “seeking more than was granted him” in a way that 

“spurned God’s great bounty, which had been lavished upon him.”66 Adam is taking in 

something he should not have (God’s knowledge) and Adam taking prideful pleasure in 

what was not his.  

The bounty that Adam spurns is not in the form of proverbial apples but a 

relationship to God in the form of a “yoke” that was given when God made humans “in 

the likeness of God.” According to Calvin, this likeness of God, which he calls elsewhere 

“our original nobility”67 is that seed of divinity,68 an inclination to worship,69 a tapeworm 

planted so deep that we cannot be rid of it, that makes humans what they are, that 

separates them from other brute creatures. Thus, when Adam decides to throw off this 

bountiful yoke, he is denying his human and creaturely dependence on God and taking 

more credit than deserved whilst seeing himself more as a god than a creature. It’s as 

much a turning from as a turning to. To fail to acknowledge, worship and offer gratitude 

to the God that offers a yoke of relationship that makes humans what they are, and thus to 

pridefully break relationship and estrange oneself from God describes Adam’s original 

 

of life is the same thing—and more.  
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid., 1.5. 
69 Ibid., 1.3.1. 
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sin.70 Adam fills himself with the wrong things and starves himself of the right ones. To 

relate improperly to God and to creation (the tree was not evil, it was meant to be read 

not eaten) were the behaviors that led to a terrible set of imbalances, symptoms in the life 

of Adam and of the cosmos.  

Calvin describes this original sin as a “disease” (the verb or event kind of disease, 

or even the disease of lacking something) that is “transmitted from the first man to all his 

posterity” such that “all of us, who have descended from impure seed, are born infected 

(infecit meaning to corrupt, imbue, dye, stain, color or spoil and thus not a noun but a 

verb) with the “contagion (contagio, meaning not a thing but a contact or touch or social 

change or influence) of sin.”71 Elsewhere Calvin comments that Adam “so corrupted 

himself that infection spread to all his descendants.”72 But are we to read contagion here 

as an ontological disease, as an actual substantial thing in the world? Did I not just insist 

that for Calvin, sin, disease, evil and the devil have no being? Read through our modern 

lens of germ-theory disease, it would be easy to think of the sinful effects of the fall as 

having being, especially when words like contagion are used. But reading with a 

physiological model73 suggests otherwise. 

While people in Calvin’s time knew that diseases were spread, they had not 

worked out the mechanism for such contagion and still associated diseases with a 

collection of symptoms, not as actual entities passed from one person to the next. 

Contagion pre germ-theory did not mean a substance. It meant a communicable set of 

 
70 Ibid., 2.1.5. 
71 Ibid. – Remembering that this seed/semen comes from within.  
72 Ibid., 2.1.6. 
73 Remember that physiological models are more galenic or humoral, they emphasize 

symptoms. Ontological models make diseases actual entities with being.  
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symptoms. The most that could have passed from one person were symptoms, a growing 

weakness of constitution, a habitual inclination, a lack or loss of faculty or balance or 

relationship, but not a substance. Adam could not have caught the disease of sin; he only 

was able, by his ill comportment in the world, to derange the orders of relationship in the 

world such that his life became imbalanced and out of joint, which led to the eventual 

perversion and loss of his original nature—a depravity and twisting and lack. Calvin is 

quick to describe this sin as a corruption that Adam’s ancestors inherit. He clarifies that 

“sin” is “the depravation of a nature previously good and pure.”74 It is a twisting 

(pravus); if it is a disease, it is not a microbial disease but a scoliosis. Calvin describes it 

as a “derangement” of human nature.75 Privation. He explains that this guilt comes from 

within the human’s own flesh (remember the source of morbidity in humoral theory 

comes from within) because humans have “degenerated from our original condition.”76 

How? By taking in and keeping what was not our own and thus swollen and puffed up. 

This is the nature of disease. It is not a substantial entity in and of itself but a disorder in 

creation that inflicts a “wound” on the world that continues to “vitiate” the cosmos.77 And 

so, as with the suffering at the hand of the disordered cosmos, the wounding of the 

disordered human nature, named as sin, is not a thing, is not an ontological disease. It 

doesn’t exist. But it is real. Real as feeling dizzy, or hungry or bloated. Sin is an event or 

way of being, that indeed spreads like a contagion, but only like a medieval one, for 

Calvin knew of no other sort. 

 
74 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 2.1.5. 
75 Ibid., 2.1.10. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid., 2.1.11. 
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If we return once more to Calvin’s descriptions of the totalizing depravity of the 

contagion of sin, it is not hard to see the phenomenological signs of medieval humoral 

disease throughout John Calvin’s account. In fact it is hard not to. In Book One, Calvin 

asserts that the proper way to relate to the gift of humanity’s unique yoking to God’s self 

is to “break forth into praises” and offer gratitude for the grace of “the storehouse 

overflowing with inestimable riches” within their own bodies.78 Diseased and sinful 

humans claim this credit and praise for themselves and deny that God is in their bodies, 

even while they keep his praise, which ought to naturally flow out, hidden inside their 

skins. They thus become “puffed up and swollen with all the more pride.”79 Calvin is 

describing the classic physio-spiritual symptoms of spiritual mis-consumption and 

misbehavior in the world; and these symptoms are the disease called sin. This sin wafts 

throughout the whole of cosmic history, as miasmas are apt to do. This corruption “which 

is not from nature as created”80 is “diffused” into all parts of the human.81 It is a 

contagion that “has spread to all”/ All, have “been enveloped in original sin and defiled 

by its stains.”82 It “ceaselessly bubbles up.”83 It “penetrates”84 and “defile[s] and cram[s] 

itself in.”85 It “occupies,” “the whole man is overwhelmed—as by a deluge—from head 

to foot, so that no part is immune from sin and all that proceeds from him is to be 

 
78 Ibid., 1.5.4. 
79 Fascinatingly, Calvin describes this as “bury[ing] in the earth that which enlightens 

their minds to see God clearly,” and then suggests that this continues to correspond to the 

earth “sustain[ing] many monstrous spirits.” This is perhaps another evidence of the way 

human sin presents sympathetically in the cosmos. Ibid. 
80 Ibid., 2.1.8. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid. 
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imputed to sin.”86 The totality and pervasive nature of sin is consistent with the pervasive 

nature of humoral and miasmic theories of disease.  

What might we call this totally pervasive humoral-esque sin? How might we 

signal this “physio-spiritual” disease? Not as a thing but the symptoms of a spiritually 

broken reality. How might this shift our modern sense of total depravity? It spreads 

everywhere, reflecting the chaos and distorted order in the cosmos, that indeed groans in 

expectation and longing for the restoration of the world. It waits for healing that comes 

not through an antidote that kills an ontological creature called sin, for no such thing 

exists, but through Christ’s restoration of humanity’s relationship to God and God’s 

world. Depravity is healed first through the purification of the cross, and now through the 

revelation of God. Such revelation draws out grateful praises to burst forth from the 

mouths of humans, reflecting and releasing the pent up praises of all creation. Spiritual 

bloodletting. 

Reading Calvin through the lens of physiological disease does not make him 

easier. It does not develop divergent readings. It illumines and opens up classical 

interpretations of Calvin’s account of suffering and sin as more physiological than 

ontological and as flowing from the providential kindness of a God. This God will not be 

thwarted in communicating and healing through the corporeal and epistemological 

reflections of creation, as well as through the humorally-informed therapies of the cross 

of suffering. If such kindness has at times been veiled by modern nosological 

 
86 Ibid., 2.1.9. Here is an invitation to read the deluge of sin the way we read the deluge 

of Noah—both are the result of a readable cosmos gone haywire. What can be read now 

is that things are not the way they should be, and that God is present, communicating 

what feels like wrath, although we cannot trust our reading except to know that it is God 

who speaks. 
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impositions, which lead to the view of a more capricious and blood-thirsty God, the lens 

of medieval nosology suggests this may have more to do with modern conceptions of 

disease than with Calvin’s own theological perspective. The wounds and treatments 

Calvin’s God dispenses, though terrible, are curative. Given the current seismic paradigm 

shifts in the field of disease and the way it is provoking new anthropological 

understanding with regards to our embedded and symbiotic relationship with the cosmos, 

attending to shifts in nosology can be a fruitful tool for the field of historical theology. 
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6. Turning to the Wrong Tree: Towards a Holobiont Theology of the Fall 

 

 

Germ theory makes humanity’s natural mortality occult. So does humanity’s fall. With 

these humans eat the lie that humanity is immortal. The antidote is to recenter the Tree of 

Life in Adam’s story. It makes mortality natural and immortality a supernatural grace. 

God mediates the grace of immortality through what is above the human (God) and what 

is beside the human (a tree). By this we see symbiosis extends beyond matters of biology 

to matters of grace. A microbially-informed doctrine of the Fall as “turning to the wrong 

tree” paves the way for an embrace of holobiont theology.  

 

 

6.1 Introduction: Jesus is the truth, microbes are the lie 

 

Both early gnostic Christian heresies and the eager modern reception of germ 

theory can be understood through a contemporary ecological construction of the Fall as 

humanity’s “turning to the wrong tree.” This construction can provide one way to 

understand theodicies that demonize and scapegoat other material creatures as the cause 

of human suffering and death, especially when death and mortality elide. Put another 

way, the Fall as a turning to the wrong tree is meant to shed light on the pairing of 

inflated views of the self with denigrated views of the cosmos. I construct this view of the 

Fall after analyzing two divergent traditions of interpreting the Fall; the Fall as sinking 

too low and the Fall as reaching too high. The burden of this chapter is to develop a way 

of narrating the Fall that makes sense both of errant Fall doctrines and the radical 

embrace of germ theory despite its gnostic outworkings. This construction will make it 

possible to read the effects of the Fall and lopsided interpretations of the Fall as a 

theological and historical source of an immortalist anthropology running through 

Christian thought. An immortalist anthropology presumes immortality is natural to 
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prelapsarian humanity. Not only does this presumption negatively impact views of the 

cosmos, it can also dampen the grace of resurrection. Douglas Farrow elaborates, “So 

runs the argument. Either immortality of the soul or Resurrection of the dead; both cannot 

be true together. ‘Resurrection: that is the grave burst open….Immortality: that is the 

grave denied.”1 

The doctrine of the Fall, as Barth treats it, is God’s truth to us. It is what God is 

trying to tell us about our place in the cosmos and about our attempt to get above it, to 

grasp too soon what God always wanted to bestow as gift. If this is true, the pattern and 

shape and content of Adam’s fall should be visible even in the history and human 

roductions of Fall-doctrines. Adam’s fall conditions the history of the Fall-doctrine itself. 

To see this conditioning, I want to divide the doctrine’s history in a less traditional way. 

The history of the doctrine of the Fall can be divided in any number of artificial ways. 

We can divide the history of the doctrine into its pre- and post-Augustinian iterations. We 

can splice it according to the orientation of failure—the Fall as transcendent and the Fall 

as immanent. We can parse the doctrine according to how theologians narrate its causes 

or its effects. I divide the history of the Fall’s interpretation into an A-Type Fall and B-

Type Fall according to the substance or content of the primaeval couple’s failure. What 

did Adam and Eve do wrong? For clarity, before introducing the shape of this chapter, I 

preview these two traditions of Fall interpretation followed by my own revision. 

1. The A-Type tradition reads humanity’s fall as a “sinking too low.” Through 

Adam’s lustful desires for things below human stature, Adam falls down into a nature 

 
1 Douglas Farrow, "Resurrection and Immortality," in The Oxford Handbook of 

Systematic Theology (Oxford University Press Oxford, 2007), 106. 
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lower than his original state. I loosely associate gnostic affection for optimistic 

anthropology (presuming an original immortality) with pessimistic cosmology 

(scapegoating the cosmos for our mortality). I also associate this reading with traditions 

that emphasize holiness or moral rectitude. A-type readings of the fall tend to run with a 

hierarchy that depends on a human-animal binary whereby the further Adam falls, the 

more animal he becomes; and whereby recovery from the fall entails shedding those 

lower aspects into which Adam fell. Recovery means looking back up. 

2. The B-Type tradition reads humanity’s fall as a “reaching too high.” In his 

desire for things above, Adam sins, pretending he does not have original aspects of his 

nature that he shares with non-human creatures. His fall involves a rejection of what is 

below and a grasping for what is above, all the while denying dependence on God. I 

loosely associate this reading with traditions that emphasize those aspects of humanity 

that we shared with other creatures as well as humanity’s solidarity with the cosmos. This 

fall tends towards a more tempered or pessimistic anthropology and more hopeful or 

optimistic cosmology. Recovery from this fall entails affirming the animal and 

environmental vulnerabilities of being human. Recovery means looking back down. 

3. My C-Type reading of humanity’s fall as a “turning to the wrong tree” expands 

on B-Types to suggest Adam’s sin is not only a refusal to depend on what is above (on 

God) but on what is beside (on creatures). Presuming immortality, Adam turns his back 

on the very creatures God intended for Adam’s education. Recovery means looking up 

and down. With these three types, we can analyze the histories of the Fall and of germ 

theory and open up a way for microbes to function in God’s economy of salvation.  

It should be noted that my divisions of the Fall are artificial. While I associate 
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historical figures with one reading of the Fall or the other, the dividing line is entirely 

permeable. Nothing is clean or exact about this categorization. I am making sweeping 

generalizations on purpose. For each aspect of these Fall Types there are exceptions. The 

categories are only meant to help us look at the fall in a different way for the sake of a 

twenty-first Century ecological intervention. Sometimes I align a theologian with a type 

based more on how they have been read (or misread) rather than on the latest consensus 

of their theology. Jeffrey Stout has said,  

We have, then at least two clusters of topics that might motivate interest in 

something called ‘the meaning of a text.’ One pertains to the various kinds of 

things that might be termed an author’s intention, the other to equally various 

kinds of contextual significance.2  

 

For my purposes I resource the life these traditions and figures have rightly or wrongly 

taken on and their significance in light of present context. Finally, as I move through 

three types of Fall readings, the astute reader may discern that A-Type and B-Type are 

almost two sides of the same coin.3 The difference between the readings is in their 

orientation, their divergent remediations and in where they fixate. It is my observation 

that people in the pews are far better acquainted with the first type of reading. In light of 

the microbial times, a reading that calls attention to symbiosis and to human refusals of 

creaturely grace (how God uses creatures) is prudent, even at the risk of the pendulum 

swinging too far for a moment—I trust gravity’s desire will eventually bring back 

balance.  

“Fallen” anthropologies of the Fall mirror anthropologies of germ theory.  You 

 
2 Jeffrey Stout, "What Is the Meaning of a Text?," New Literary History 14, no. 1 (1982): 

3-4. 
3 I am grateful to my teacher, Warren Smith, for gently bringing me to see this and for his 

mercy elsewhere when my stubbornness gets in the way. 



 

 

 

183 

might wonder which of the two theologies of the Fall I think of as “fallen.” A-type, "the 

Fall as sinking too low,” or B-Type, "the Fall as reaching too high”? Leaning heavily on 

Irenaeus’ account of the Fall, I amplify the latter to develop a third typology, a C-Type, 

“the Fall as turning to the wrong tree.” My development of the Fall as  “turning to the 

wrong tree” provides a conceptual frame to understand the temptations of germ theory. 

It might help at this point to acknowledge there are at least two ways to use a 

doctrine to understand Christian behavior. One is to look at how belief in a doctrine, read 

rightly or wrongly, effects human behavior. The other is to take the doctrine as a true 

description of human inclinations, which can shed light on behaviors, including the 

behaviors of interpreting Fall-doctrine. For example, not only do we see signs of the Fall 

in the historical framing of microbes as germs but also in historical interpretations of the 

doctrine of the Fall itself, so much so that theologies of the Fall, under the influence of 

the fall, anticipate the rapid embrace of germ theory. “Fallen” theologies of the Fall are 

germ theory’s theological genealogy, a genealogy bound to foster resistance to the 

concept of the human as holobiont. 

Bear in mind, not all aspects of germ-theory are “sinful.” Not at all. Pasteur was 

not sinister. Antibiotics and even Purell are not evil. Be that as it may, some of these 

therapies emerge from, as well as reinforce, anthropologies patterned after the fall not to 

mention the unintended biological consequences these pasteurian tactics have wrought. 

While this essay does not offer preferred therapeutics based on emerging disease theory, 

it is motivated in part by the growing research suggesting aspects of the antimicrobial 

ethos, of pasteurian microbiopolitics are counterproductive for the shared fates of humans 

and their symbionts. I interpret the pessimistic view of the germ (that most microbes 
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threaten human life) through the bloated anthropology of the Fall. This narration makes 

sense of the attraction to germ theory even as it recenters other-than-human creation, 

including the microbe and the Tree of Life (and all they stand for), in the economy of 

God.  

The reader may ask why all this talk of the Fall and germ theory’s past if this 

project is supposed to be a positive development of the future theology of the holobiont? 

This essay that suggests, without an amendment to the reading of Fall as a sinking too 

low and without understanding the links between cosmological demonization and 

anthropological optimism, and without the therapy of “the tree of life,” Christians are 

prone to resist emerging holobiont nosologies4 of the human as dependent upon 

beneficial symbionts (and pathogenic ones). A microbially informed doctrine of the Fall 

as “turning to the wrong tree” paves the way for a Christian embrace of holobiont 

theology.  

Still, some people might think all of this is too much of a leap. Do people in the 

twenty-first century really use religion and ancient Christian doctrine to make their public 

health decisions? Can the doctrine of the Fall really have said or say anything to 

microbiology or vice versa? Were not medicine and religion disentangled at the dawn of 

germ theory if not sooner? Even if Fracastoro in the middle ages let religious imagination 

cloud his disease theory and even if theology and nosology co-informed each other in 

germ theory’s advent, aren’t we well past all that? What does the pulpit have to do with 

the petri dish? I offer but one piece of twenty-first century evidence to suggest that we are 

anything but past the fusion of religion, medicine and theories of the body. In March of 

 
4 Nosology means theories of disease.  
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2020, amidst the covid-19 pandemic, Orthodox priest Stylianos Karpathiou insisted that 

Jesus’ blood in the Eucharist could not pass along the virus as, “Jesus Christ does not 

carry microbes.” In late November of 2020, the head of the Orthodox Church of Greece, 

Archbishop Ieronymos, was hospitalized with covid-19 even while the Orthodox Church 

in Greece continued to give Communion via a common spoon, and this despite scientific 

reports that the virus spread through saliva.5 For Archbishop Ieronymos, Jesus is the way, 

the life and the truth. Microbes are the way of death and lies. The two can never be 

present in the same place. Jesus and microbes do not mix.6 

This chapter runs on an opposite claim. Microbes, however they are constructed, 

reveal things as they are, and in that sense, contribute to the economy that Irenaeus 

believed was fashioned just so that we would see the truth of being human. The burden of 

this chapter is two-fold. It aims to use the doctrine of the Fall to understand the rapid 

embrace of germ theory. It also aims to use my analysis of the historical theology of germ 

theory from Chapter Four to explore the event of the fall, making plain how even 

pathogenic microbes help us see ourselves as we really are. 

I proceed in four parts. First, I introduce how I situate myself as a theologian in 

relationship to the Fall, as one who looks at the Fall, testing its viability by presuming its 

“truth.” Second, I go in search of a typology or motif of the Fall that helps us understand 

the allures or products of germ theory. Third, I construct a new way to read the Fall by 

drawing attention to the relations between humans and non-humans in Fall doctrine. 

Finally, I gesture towards the ways this framing of the Fall not only helps us understand 

 
5 Adam Taylor, "Head of Greek Orthodox Church Hospitalized with Covid-19 as Debate 

About Communion Continues," The Washington Post, 11/18/2020 2020. 
6 My intervention to this claim is the substance of Chapter Seven. 



 

 

 

186 

the modern allure of blaming and demonizing creatures for human mortality but how this 

framing positions holobiont theology to become part of the therapy. 

6.2 The Revelation of the Fall is God’s attempt to tell humans the truth in the face of 

their lie  

 

Thus far, I have written about Christian thought and discourse as someone who is 

both part of the Christian tradition and as one who wants to critique it. I have made 

claims about authors and history but not truth claims about the order of the world, which 

is easy enough to avoid when writing about anthropology. No one doubts that humans 

exist and that their religious experiences and traditions can be theorized. When it comes 

to the doctrine of the Fall, the task is more fraught, not only because of the natural 

historical complications that challenge the plausibility of an original hominid couple who 

initiate suffering and death, and not only because of the moral and ethical complexities of 

holding individuals responsible for actions while at the same time truncating freedom. 

The doctrine of the Fall, to the extent that it portrays something true about human beings 

(that they are morally compromised), also suggests that the possibilities of humans 

knowing and doing and speaking such truth is mitigated. On the other hand Reinhold 

Niebuhr has famously said, original sin is “The Only Empirically Verifiable Doctrine of 

the Christian Faith.” As to the natural-historical complications, it is beyond the scope of 

this dissertation to address the natural-historical plausibility of the Fall. Better scholars 

work on the question of the moral-ethical objections to the Fall.7 This chapter is 

 
7 To the first issue, I have already provided resources to those working on the natural-

historical viability of the doctrine. To the second, Ian McFarland offers an alternative 

anthropology, wherein the human will is not the seat of human identity. Rather the 

human’s identity is eccentrically defined and maintained by God. He explains, “In 

Adam’s fall / We sinned all” - not because we all somehow pre-exist in Adam (as in 
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concerned with the question of the content of Adam and Eve’s Fall (as in what they did) 

and how varying narrations of the nature of Adam and Eve’s sin forms (for better and 

worse) how Christians imagine a proper relationship to non-human creatures. However, I 

go one step further than discussing how the doctrine shapes Christian anthropological 

thought and ethics—I presume that in some sense the event of the Fall itself is also true. I 

do not mean anything to do with literalism, or that snakes spoke, or that Eve took, but 

rather that the doctrine of the Fall is real revelation about human beings that accurately 

portrays humans living underneath the ontological and pervasive fact of Adam’s Fall.8 

This is what I take Barth to mean when he says, “We are known by God in Adam,…We 

have simply to recognize ourselves and humankind and the whole history of humanity. 

Adam is not a fate which God has suspended over us. Adam is the truth concerning us as 

it is known to God and told to us.”9 Taking the Fall as God’s revelation to humans and 

with an Augustinian tradition of total depravity, I presume in this chapter that there is no 

 

realism), or because God has predetermined that Adam will stand for the whole human 

race (as in federalism), but simply because we are all one with Adam, and thus we share 

with him - and with each other - the same nature, marked by the damaged wills that turn 

us all invariably and catastrophically away from God.” McFarland, In Adam’s Fall: A 

Meditation on the Christian Doctrine of Original Sin, 160. 
8 In that light I’ve taken my que from Calvin, who does not actually believe that God gets 

angry or changes his mind but that God accommodates to human language and concepts 

so as to reveal truth. For more see the second half of Chapter Five.  
9 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics Iv/1, trans. G.W. Bromiley and Ehrlich (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson Publishers, 1965), 541. I have changed Barth’s language to make it gender 

inclusive. Celia Deane-Drummond offers yet another apt observation about the relevance 

of the doctrine, despite what she sees as solvable evolutionary complications. “… Rather 

than considering Augustine as a crypto-sociobiologist, perhaps instead the myth of the 

Fall and the appearance of evil has, after all, found its way to become subliminal and 

secularized even in supposedly rational sociobiology. Celia Deane-Drummond, "The 

Birth of Morality and the Fall of Adam through an Evolutionary Inter-Species Lens," 

Theology Today 72, no. 2 (2015): 5. 
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aspect of human life and culture that is not tainted by sin in some way. As such, however, 

I define the nature of the Fall, I presume that we should see signs of the Fall even in the 

human product called Christian dogma concerning the Fall. As I continue to ask how 

some churched North Americans walked in lockstep with the Western embrace of germ 

theory despite its anti-Christian or gnostic aspects, I point to the fall as ontological fact to 

interpret this history. But not any reading of the Fall will do.  

6.3 A-Type Fall: Humanity sinks too low 

 

In Chapter Four, I observed a dynamic—some early gnostic Christians with 

overly optimistic or even immortalist anthropologies account for the pains of life through 

a pessimistic cosmology and demiurgical creator. As a counter theodicy, Irenaeus’s 

doctrine of the Fall reverses this dynamic—neither God nor material creation have caused 

human suffering; rather humanity’s fall in Adam has led to suffering and death. But there 

are as many versions of the Fall as we have theologians, especially up through the 

Augustine-Pelagian controversy. Though doctrines of the Fall prior to Augustine are 

generally meant to exonerate the material cosmos/human embodiment and the Creator, 

without the benefit of other Fall traditions, the approach becomes lopsided, which can in 

this present context unintentionally further a disconnection from and denigration of non-

human creation.  

A-Type readings characterize Adam’s fall as his lustful succumbing to desires for 

things below that leads to his sinking down into a nature lower than humanity’s original 

state. The most identifiable aspect of A-Type readings of the Fall is the downward nature 

of Adam’s fall and the upward nature or ascent which marks Adam’s recovery. In these 

sorts of readings Adam gets either distracted, weary or dragged down. Adam lusts. He 
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turns his face from God. Desire gets the better of him. The Fall is an irrational, passionate 

lusting or succumbing to those basest potentials in Adam’s nature. Adam’s fall is a 

vertical one. He falls down into a nature lower than humanity’s original state and falls 

further from participation in the divine. Adam creates distance between humanity and the 

divine. Adam’s sin is below his true nature or, given that nature is not a static category 

but rather always a process, a way of being, an ordering that is affected by its 

participation and attention either with God or on things below, we may say Adam’s sin 

draws Adam’s nature down.  

Most often primitive or prelapsarian human nature in this reading is originally 

ascending and meant to increasingly participate in the good, the beautiful, the divine. 

Aspects of this A-Type reading of the Fall can be seen mostly but not exclusively amidst 

the Eastern Hellenistic theologians, including Cyril, Origen and at some points the 

Cappadocian theologians, among others. While each theologian’s account varies, you 

might see any combination of these traits among them: a blending of Creation and Fall, 

an emphasis on lust or inordinate bodily desire or passion in Adam’s fall, a creaturely 

hierarchy with human above beast, a corresponding internal hierarchical anthropology 

with the soul/mind above flesh, an emphasis on privation (absence) and salvation as a 

return to a prelapsarian state. Finally, the Fall, as a sinking too low—infers even in its 

verbiage “fall,”10 an overly optimistic anthropology—Adam once possessed the near 

godlike status of something close to incorruptibility, angelhood or immortality. This is 

often referred to as humanity’s “original righteousness.” Adam lost it by falling down. 

 
10 Sebastian Moore, Eugene Rogers and Eric Daryl Meyer, each in their own way, 

highlight the lexical clue. 
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Adam was flying high—now Adam is low.  

6.3.1 Aspects of an A-Type Fall in Origen and Gregory of Nyssa 

 

Origen of Alexandria, platonic Christian par excellence, writing in the third 

century, attempts to explain creaturely inequalities and sufferings in a way that doesn’t 

blame God for suffering. He provides a theodicy. Being opposed to any sort of dualist 

explanation, Origin migrates Adam’s fall to a somewhat prehistorical or pre-natal reality. 

In On First Principles 1.4.1 you see an encapsulation of Origen’s account of humanity’s 

fall. Italics emphasize the “sinking to low motif”:  

All rational creatures who are incorporeal and invisible, if they become negligent, 

gradually sink to a lower level and take to themselves bodies suitable to the 

regions into which they descend; that is to say, first, ethereal bodies, and then 

aerial. And when they reach the neighborhood of the earth they are enclosed in 

grosser bodies, and last of all are tied to human flesh.11 

 

Origen interprets Genesis 1 as a creation and fall. In On First Principles, he 

describes a creation before time of immaterial, atemporal, immortal minds, logikoi, 

housed in only the most ethereal or diaphanous of corporeality, a lightness that mirrors 

the mind’s state in its attentiveness to the divine. The nature of logikoi is appropriate for 

contemplating and staying near to God. This is their beginning but also the goal, a 

heavenly banquet that is an unending “contemplation and understanding of God.”12 But 

in their contemplation, as the minds grow full, bored or distracted, these minds move and 

move away. They sink or fall (mercifully) into increasingly dense bodies as they cool in 

their growing distance from the divine.  

 
11 Origen, On First Principles, trans. G. W. Butterworth (Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria 

Press, 2013), 1.4.1, 52. 
12 Ibid., 2.II.4.  
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Although Origen would not call this double creation a creation-fall, one could 

think of the story of humanity in its nature as it is known as one that came to be in its 

present state through this progressive falling away. This is, after all, how Origen accounts 

for the diversity and varied lots creatures bear. The cause of this creation-fall is not an 

imperfection or immaturity as it is with Irenaeus, but freedom of the minds. Each mind, 

ensouled in an ephemeral body that becomes increasingly cool, dense, and also 

pedagogical. In its eventual and gradual salvation, the mind will kick away the ladder of 

flesh in its fallen mode and return to a pre-fall, immortal, ethereally embodied nous that 

can rest eternally and collectively in God (apokatastasis).13 Salvation from this type of 

fall is a return (a movement back up).14 Origen does call this return a resurrection15 but he 

also denies Celsus’ claim that bodies will be put back together to match the present 

condition of material bodies. “…Our hope is not one of worms, nor does our soul desire a 

body that has rotted….”16 (Note the close tie between worms, rotting and that which is 

left behind.) This creation of the composite human soul-flesh is in some ways a 

compromised creation that accounts for the disparities in creation by means of the Fall. 

Traces of an anthropological hierarchy cutting through the human person are in Origen’s 

 
13 Ibid., 3.VI. Origen in his account both of the aims and ends of the Christian life draws 

from his teacher Clement of Alexandria. Clement can generally be placed in more of an 

A-Type schematic. For a brief introductory account of Clement and Origen’s theology 

see: Brian Daley, The Hope of the Early Church: A Handbook of Patristic Eschatology 

(CUP Archive, 1991), 44-64.  
14 In his Homily 17 on Numbers, Origen, as with Gregory of Nyssa, does not view this 

return as exactly a return nor as static. Rather, contemplation of God is inherently 

dynamic on account of the fact that there will always be more of the divine to 

contemplate, epektasis. 
15 Origen, On First Principles, 2.X.1-2. 
16 Henry Chadwick, Contra Celsum (Cambridge University Press, 1980), 5.19. See also: 

ibid., 5.18-23. 
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account. The soul made after the image of God is superior to the increasingly gross, 

heavy and human flesh. There is a higher and lower aspect to human nature, as well as a 

human-animal binary operating in Origen’s anthropology. “It is a mark of extreme 

negligence and sloth for any soul to descend and to lose its own nature so completely as 

to be bound, in consequence of its vices, to the gross body of one of the irrational 

animals.”17 Implicit in the fall of the minds is also a compromised immortality, for when 

the immaterial mind sinks into flesh it enters the realm of decay.18 By these, Origen’s Fall 

is better described as an A-Type Fall than that of a Fall of reaching too high, which I 

describe below. Origen’s fall is a falling away and a falling down. It is a sinking low into 

the lesser realm. So much so that for Origen the further one falls away from the divine the 

worse their earthly lot. 

Gregory of Nyssa is another theologian who fits, albeit awkwardly, into a Fall as 

sinking down account, though not as well as either Origen or Clement. Nyssa rejects 

Origen’s more platonic notion of pre-existing souls.19 Nevertheless, with subtle and not 

so subtle revisions, his theology bears the marks of Origen’s influence on two accounts: 

first, with what only some interpret as a double creation spanning across Genesis 1.26-

1.27 and second, with signs of a more muted creation-fall combination. In Chapters 16, 

17 and 18 of On the Making of Man, Nyssa lays out a way to make theological sense of 

humanity’s mortality, given its being made in the image of the immortal God. He admits 

to intentionally obscuring or complicating the account. It is hard to understand by design. 

 
17 Origen, On First Principles, 4.I.1. 
18 This is not to say that Origen did not view creation as good. In God’s economy, 

creation still serves a pedagogical or purgatorial purpose. However, neither is it the point. 
19 See Chapters 28 and 29 in Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man (Brookline, MA: 

Paterikon Publications, 2017). 



 

 

 

193 

As with Origen, Nyssa’s doctrine of a creation bears an aspect of theodicy. He asks how 

can it be that “that which is now manifested in wretchedness”20 is in the image of the 

Creator? Nyssa’s answer has provided no small amount of controversy in its 

interpretation. The double creation account laid out below has been the typical 

interpretation since Hans Urs von Balthasar’s21 and Jean Danielou’s22 work in the middle 

of the twentieth century.23 However this interpretation increasingly falls out of favor for a 

more nuanced double aspect of one creation that is proposed by scholars including John 

Behr and Warren Smith. For these two, Nyssa’s anthropology of human nature as 

dynamic with inherent potential grounds their reading. The human nature’s capacity for 

bi-directional movement is pivotal. It can either ascend towards its nature made after the 

imago dei or descend towards the irrational, sensible, animal realm. In a “single creation” 

account of Nyssa’s creation, the human’s vocation to exist as a middle point between 

God and creation means that humanity must have originally been created as both rational 

and sensible, as one who can partake of both the joy of the created world and so ascend 

 
20 Ibid., 204. 
21 Hans Urs Von Balthasar, Presence and Thought: Essay on the Religious Philosophy of 

Gregory of Nyssa (Ignatius Press, 1995). 
22 Jean Daniélou, "Chronologie Des Sermons De Grégoire De Nysse," Revue des sciences 

religieuses 29, no. 4 (1955). 
23 These accounts are often called synthetic or composite because they draw together 

accounts from On the Making of Man, De virginitate and his Homily on the Song of 

Songs. Other scholars who generally treat Nyssa with a double creation include Johannes 

Zachhuber: Johannes Zachhuber, Human Nature in Gregory of Nyssa: Philosophical 

Background and Theological Significance (Brill, 1999).; and Andrew Louth and Saint 

Maximus, Maximus the Confessor (Psychology Press, 1996). For a concise treatment see: 

Blowers, Drama of the Divine Economy: Creator and Creation in Early Christian 

Theology and Piety.-153. For the more recent and increasingly more accepted view, see: 

John Behr, "The Rational Animal: A Rereading of Gregory of Nyssa's De Hominis 

Opificio," Journal of Early Christian Studies 7, no. 2 (1999). See also: Smith, Passion 

and Paradise: Human and Divine Emotion in the Thought of Gregory of Nyssa.   
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along with creation towards the divine. In so doing, humanity grows more fully into its 

nature. By this account, sexuality and even gender are not phase-two additions to a 

human ideal but are victims, as with the body, of the fall; victims of “the evil husbandry 

of the mind” which drags the sexual nature into a bestial mode whereby sexual 

reproduction happens not in the rational, angelic mode but in a bestial passion-filled one. 

While this is now the trending interpretation of Nyssa, I nevertheless offer the alternative 

reading that persists in many theologians’ less nuanced readings and that fills out an 

understanding of the Fall as a sinking down. Despite the differences, both interpretations 

fit better into an A-Type, fall as sinking low, framework. 

Theologians like von Balthasar and Zachhuber read Nyssa’s On the Making of 

Man as an account of a double or two-phased creation. For them, Nyssa reads Genesis 

1.26 as a description of the first creation of a single non-hypostasized human nature in the 

form of a prototype. The prototype is like the divine archetype (the Creator) in every way 

except that the prototype is created, meaning that it is prone to movement and change, 

and thus to a fall.24 God, who “knoweth all things before they be,…devised for His image 

the distinction of male and female, which has no reference to the Divine Archetype, but, 

as we have said, is an approximation to the less rational nature.”25 Nyssa indicates here 

that the prototype, or first creation of human nature, was a sort of container for all the 

nature of humanity. Humanity was angelic, immaterial and free in its will. God, though, 

anticipates the “consequent declension from the angelic life,” which would also mean 

that humanity could not reproduce in the “unspeakable and inconceivable”26 way that 

 
24 Nyssa, On the Making of Man, 206. 
25 Ibid., 206-07. 
26 Ibid., 210. 
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angels reproduce. Here is where readings diverge. Remaining for now with the double-

creationists, Nyssa explains in Chapter Sixteen that God returns to the created prototype 

and reforms it in a way that allows for reproduction despite humanity’s falling into 

material flesh. With the creation of gender, God provides a way for humans to multiply 

that “befits those who had fallen into sin, implanting in mankind,…that animal and 

irrational…mode of transient generation, on account of his inclination to material 

things.”27 In other words God makes provision for sexual reproduction. 

Nyssa’s account of creation (read with the double-creation tradition) bears 

similarities to Origen’s. It mirrors a creation of the human as a falling into animality. 

“From this beginning,” laments Nyssa, “all our passions issue as from a spring…and an 

evidence of my words is the kinship of passions which appears alike in ourselves and in 

the brutes.”28 Being like animals is a sign of what is wrong with humanity. For both 

reading traditions, humanity was meant originally to use their nature to bring creation 

with them in a great ascent toward the divine. Creation was to be read as theophanic.29 

Like Origen, Nyssa operates with an anthropological hierarchy cutting through 

the center of human nature, despite a psychosomatic unity. The human is fashioned in the 

image of God but “human nature took to itself from the side of the brutes,” a bestial 

orientation.30 The instincts of animals translate into a degraded human nature (in the 

double creation account) because they must reproduce like beasts. The will is still able to 

bridle the brutish lusts of what Williams calls Nyssa’s “Janus-like creature, with two 

 
27 Ibid., 210-11. 
28 Ibid., 211. 
29 Here we can begin to see why a single creation might make more sense—for how can 

Adam draw up to God that which Adam is not like? 
30 Nyssa, On the Making of Man, 211-12. 
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faces, one bearing the ‘image of God,’ the other the image of the brutes.”31 The human is 

made of higher and lower aspects. Nyssa’s anthropology is what I call 

 “internally hierarchical.” The hierarchy serves a purpose. In Nyssa’s vocational 

anthropology, Adam is meant (in a single creation reading) to draw the irrational up into 

the divine as a microcosm or priest or mid-point of creation. Hierarchy is for the sake of 

teleology. 

This hierarchy that begins inside the human herself, whereby she is both rational 

and sensible, telescopes out beyond the human wherein the human as a rational creature 

is made in the divine image, while the nature of beasts and their nature of reproduction is 

what compromises God’s original angelic humanity. Humanity is above the animal as the 

rational soul is above the irrational body. Nyssa says as much in his explanation of Adam 

having been created last. “The lawgiver is doing nothing else than declaring to us the 

doctrine of the soul, considering that what is perfect comes last, according to a certain 

necessary sequence in the order of things….”32 Internal hierarchy corresponds to external 

hierarchy.  

If, as Norman Williams and Ian McFarland convincingly suggest, Fall-doctrine is 

meant as a counter-theodicy to gnostic denigrations of the cosmos and its creator, an A-

Type Fall, as a sinking too low, exonerates the Creator, but in terms of the cosmos, it is 

hardly a theodicy at all. Flesh still bears a measure of tragedy; cosmic pessimism is not 

entirely kept at bay and enfleshment, in its weightiest sense is not an improvement on the 

rational prototype. Not unrelated, for both of these accounts the original pre-fall 

 
31 Williams, The Ideas of the Fall and of Original Sin: A Historical and Critical Study, 

72. 
32 Nyssa, On the Making of Man, 179. 
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anthropology is so optimistic that Gregory permits, “The life before the transgression was 

a kind of angelic life.”33 The “ancient condition” of humanity is originally righteous, a 

condition to which Origen and Nyssa’s humanity will ultimately return.34 “Since 

whatever was added to human nature from the irrational life was not in us before 

humanity fell into passion, we shall also leave behind all the conditions which appear 

along with passion.”35 In the end, the “resurrection will bring us back to the grace of the 

beginning.”36 Whereas humanity sank down, attracted to things below, in the end, 

humanity will be raised up. 

Returning to the question posed all the way back in Chapter Four. What might 

made people eager to embrace a theory of disease? An A-Type reading of the Fall will not 

take us as far as we need to go in answering this question. You might think that the 

“sinking low” theory provides an explanation for the rush to germ theory. You might 

think that, if you believe the A-Type of Fall to be real. In that sense then, germ theory, the 

germs, like tragic matter, bring us low and we should despise them and resist their 

penetrations. In that case germ theory only helps human see lower animals for what they 

are, threats. Lust in antiquity, like illness in modernity, was blamed on external forces: 

Gold caused greed; women caused lust; germs cause disease. In this way, in the 

scapegoating sense, there are similarities. But if we are asking how the fall conditions all 

 
33 Ibid., 209. 
34 While Nyssa follows in a tradition from Cyril and Origen, his return is not a going back 

but as Smith puts it, a “fulfillment of the germinally perfect form.” J. Warren Smith, "The 

Body of Paradise and the Body of the Resurrection: Gender and the Angelic Life in 

Gregory of Nyssa's De Hominis Opificio," Harvard Theological Review 99, no. 2 (2006): 

219-23. 
35 Nyssa, On the Soul and Resurrection, Ch. 10, 114. 
36 Ibid., Ch.10, 119. 
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our behaviors, A-Type Falls do not make sense of the embrace of germ theory. Here is 

what I mean. 

It does not follow to say humanity’s sinking too low into flesh and into animal 

passions accounts for a people’s attraction to germ theory.  Being attracted to the animal, 

being overly passionate or bestial doesn’t make sense of people’s attraction to germ 

theory, which is anti-bestial, nor to an aversion to the animality of the holobiont, to the 

idea that humans are animal through and through.37 In whatever way we might 

characterize the impulse to embrace a theory that nurtures gnostic impulses, I would not 

suggest this impulse is patterned after brutish sexual lust or after turning to face the 

animal instead of the divine. It does not appear that the embrace of germ theory is a 

movement patterned after the “sinking too low” sort of Fall. Whatever is happening in the 

period of germ theory’s embrace, humanity “sinking too low” does not make theological 

heads or tails of it.  

6.3.2 The Fall as sinking too low and salvation as climbing back up both depend on 

the animal-human binary 

 

On the other hand, as mentioned above, this preliminary sketch of the Fall as a 

sinking too low can offer a genealogical (as opposed to ontological) explanation by way 

of theology both for the embrace of germ theory and especially a resistance to holobiont 

theology, all of which turns on the animal-human binary inherent to the Fall as sinking 

too low. My thesis for this section is that the human-animal binary of the A-Type Fall is a 

microcosm of the anthropic optimism and cosmic pessimism associated with germ theory, 

those elements of the gnostic suitcase discussed in Chapter Four. The human-animal 

 
37 Unless of course we think in terms of revulsion as a form of passion. 
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binary mirrors the optimistic anthropology-pessimistic cosmology binary. The Fall as 

sinking too low, by promoting the human as angelic or godlike might support a 

demonizing of creation in the face of suffering and death. Someone must be to blame. 

When humans think themselves divine, the evil must come from somewhere. A scapegoat 

is in order. To account for the dissonance between overly optimistic anthropology and 

lived experience, the material and in our case the microbial becomes the scapegoat. Fall A 

can promote a scapegoating of creation. 

First, while not attempting to directly trace an Origenian or Cappadocian 

anthropology to the present moment, the animal-human binary that, for example, Nyssa 

inscribes in his anthropology persists throughout the Christian and even Western 

anthropological tradition, right up to the present—a binary that makes holobiont 

anthropology less palatable. In Nyssa’s account, the imago dei and the human rational 

soul are some of the main aspects that give human animals hope of escaping the bestial 

passions of animality and returning to the nature of the angelic, asexual prototype.38 In 

this account, what gives humans hope of salvation, of being restored and deified are those 

aspects that only human animals bear, aspects meant to help them overcome and 

ultimately escape animal nature or animality. What really makes a human human for 

Nyssa is not what is shared with animals but what is shared with God. This distinction 

between the human and the animal matters for the question of identity and more.  

The Christian, taught to define identity over and against her animality, would be 

right to worry that holobiont anthropology compromises such identity. How can a 

 
38 Some would argue Nyssa’s prototype was asexual and others that his was rather a 

prototype with a passion-free sexuality. 
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Christian anthropology absorb the idea of microbial animals making us human or 

holobiont when shedding animality is what rising above the Fall entails? Even in this 

question, the stakes reveal themselves. Recovering from animality in this mistaken view 

is not mainly about pride in our exceptionality (though it’s also not nothing). Recovering 

from animality, being less animal and more human, is about recovering from the Fall. For 

this mistaken view, recovering from the Fall is about getting the animal out of the human, 

tasks better aligned with the antimicrobial regime and Pasteurianism and twentieth 

century germ theory, than with symbiotic approaches to anthropology like that of 

holobiont theology. Not the event of the fall but the pedagogy of a doctrine of the Fall as 

sinking into lowly animality primes people for an embrace of germ theory. Both this 

version of the doctrine and germ theory are about keeping animality or micro-animals out 

of the human. 

The links between human superiority to animals, the rejection of animality and 

human salvation are strong both in ancient and contemporary anthropologies of the Fall. 

For Nyssa, as for most Hellenistic and Western theologians, dwelling on humanity’s 

materiality and thus bestiality is soteriologically ill-advised. It is looking in the wrong 

direction. This is no clearer than when Nyssa writes against the ancient man-as-

microcosm trope, which frames the human as a representation of the whole cosmos in 

miniature. 

How mean and how unworthy of the majesty of man are the fancies of some 

heathen writers, who magnify humanity, as they supposed, by their comparison of 

it to this world! For they say that man is a little world, composed of the same 

elements with the universe….39 

 

 
39 Nyssa, On the Making of Man, 202. 
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While admitting humanity contains the whole world, and that it is a workshop of all of 

creation, sounds magisterial, Nyssa chides, they “forget that they are dignifying man with 

the attributes of the gnat and the mouse.”40 While a few centuries later Maximus the 

Confessor makes humanity’s shared cosmological attributes central to his anthropology,41 

Nyssa challenges, “What great thing is there, then, in man’s being accounted a 

representation and likeness of the world...? Not in his likeness to the created world, but in 

his being in the image of the nature of the Creator,”42 this is what constitutes human 

greatness to Nyssa.  

To read Nyssa in his best light, such attachment to greatness is not at all about 

pride, but about salvation.43 Nyssa demonstrates pastoral concern in his microcosmic 

 
40 Ibid. 
41 The seventh century Byzantine theologian Maximus the Confessor reverses Origen’s 

creation-fall account. Maximus uses the doctrine of ex nihilo to highlight in Ambiguum 7 

that because there was no necessity to create (no pre-existing substrate) it must be that 

God has always intended to create. This intention is encapsulated in what is a general 

“law” for Maximus that “the Logos always and in all things longs to establish the mystery 

of his embodiment.” Maximus reverses Origen’s triad of fall and creation. It is no 

longer stasis, kinesis, genesis. For Maximus the particular divine intentions to create the 

diversity of all things have existed always in the mind of the logos. These logoi are the 

particular wills or intentions and thus the principles of being for all creatures. All 

creatures, all flesh exists because Christ has always intended for flesh to exist in that 

particular form and for it to move tropos according to its logos, towards its cause, the 

Logos. Thus, movement does not lead to a fall from rest, it leads towards it: genesis, 

kinesis, stasis. For more see: John D'Alton, "On Difficulties in the Church Fathers: The 

Ambigua, Volume I by Nicholas Constas, And: On Difficulties in the Church Fathers: 

The Ambigua, Volume Ii by Nicholas Constas," Parergon 32, no. 1 (2015).; Lars 

Thunberg, Microcosm and Mediator: The Theological Anthropology of Maximus the 

Confessor, 2nd ed. (Chicago, Ill.: Open Court, 1995), Ambigum 7,41.; Man and the 

Cosmos: The Vision of St Maximus the Confessor (St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1985).; 

George Perrigo Conger, "Theories of Macrocosms and Microcosms in the History of 

Philosophy," in Theories of Macrocosms and Microcosms in the History of Philosophy 

(Columbia University Press, 1950). 
42 Nyssa, On the Making of Man, 202-03. 
43 In fact elsewhere he is glad to resource microcosmic theory to aid his argument when 

pastorally edifying. In On the Soul and Resurrection, Nyssa uses microcosmic theory to 
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protest. To focus on human animality, on what is shared rather than unique, is unwise. 

This first becomes evident by the fact of Nyssa’s protest to microcosmic theories, which  

grounds his introduction to the story of Adam’s creation/fall wherein God provides 

animality as a remediation of his more ideal prototype. Animality, holding the world’s 

nature within, is not edification—it is remediation at best, damnation at worst. Second, 

remembering that Nyssa’s redemption is one of return, what is animal and most 

passionate in humanity is exactly what needs be shed, not celebrated, to become like 

God.  

Likewise, when we have put off that dead and ugly garment which was made for 

us from irrational skins…we throw off every part of our irrational skin along with 

the removal of the garment….These are the things which we have received from 

the irrational skin: sexual intercourse, conception, childbearing, dirt, lactation, 

nourishment, evacuation, gradual growth to maturity, the prime of life, old age, 

disease, and death.44  

 

Third, practically, Nyssa, like Origen, is a Christian Platonist. The divine image in 

Nyssa’s human is not exclusively autonomy or self-determination and it certainly is not 

 

defend both the oneness of God and the human ability to know its invisible aspects (the 

soul) by observing the macrocosm of the world and its operations. St. Basil is also glad to 

use microcosmic theory when it is of use to the argument at hand, calling Mary’s womb a 

microcosm or workshop for how Christ relates to creation in the divine economy. Here 

we have another not-quite-human image of God. Christ’s tropos is like Mary’s womb. 

Blowers, Drama of the Divine Economy: Creator and Creation in Early Christian 

Theology and Piety. 248. Theologians as early as the second and third century 

appropriate microcosmic theory (most referencing it offhand with little critical account) 

all the way through the medieval period (Thomas) and early modern period (Calvin). 

Contemporary theologians like Radu Bordeanu and Paul Blowers follow the moves of 

modern theologians like Sergei Bulgakov and Dumitru Staniloae to defend the tradition’s 

ecological possibilities. They use Maximus’ cosmological anthropology. Ian McFarland, 

Celia Deane-Drummond and many others do the same. I have my doubts about this 

strategy, I expand upon my skepticism in Chapter 7 and the forthcoming second section 

of this project. 
44 Nyssa, On the Soul and Resurrection, 114. Nyssa appropriates the garments of skin 

from Origen. For single-creation interpreters, these garments are not flesh nor even 

necessarily gender but a nature that is accommodated to the passionate ways of animals. 
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materiality or sexuality or bestiality. It is rationality that, prior to its privation, naturally 

inclines to, contemplates and desires that with which it shares nature. The Creator forms 

the prototype human as a mirror of the archetypal human so that it can “receive the figure 

of that which it expresses.”45 This receiving of the image makes possible a movement, 

drawing or pulling of the mind finally to union with God.46 Because for Nyssa the mind 

extends into every part of the body, the material brute body becomes “a mirror of the 

mirror” that mirrors God.47  

Nyssa explains in Chapter Twelve of On the Making of Man that the relationship 

between mind, nature and matter in the human makes her what Warren Smith calls 

“amphibious” and what Kathryn Tanner calls endlessly plastic.48 Her nature is dynamic 

and the mind is like wax, impressionable. It takes on the nature of what it contemplates. 

“For God has stamped the image of the good properties of his own essence in your 

makeup, as the sculptor carves in wax the image of a sculpture he intends to cast.”49 If the 

human mind focuses on animality or materiality, especially materiality bereft of a goodly 

governing mind, “it receives into itself the impress of the haplessness of matter. And in 

this way is brought about the genesis of evil…”50 It is turned down and not up. To 

recover from the blight of animality which leads to “a diseased [!] mind”51 that reflects 

the image of the devil, is for the will to freely choose to contemplate what is beyond its 

 
45 On the Making of Man, 190. 
46 See: Introduction in Burns, Theological Anthropology.; J. Warren Smith, Passion and 

Paradise: A Study of Theological Anthropology in Gregory of Nyssa (New York, NY: 

Crossroad Publishing, 2004). 
47 Nyssa, On the Making of Man, 190. 
48 See Chapter 1 in Tanner, Christ the Key. 
49 Burns, Theological Anthropology, 34. 
50 Nyssa, On the Making of Man, 190. 
51 Burns, Theological Anthropology, 39. 
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nature but nevertheless reflected in human nature in the image of God.52  

The animal-human binary inscribed in this anthropology, while a seedbed for 

Christian anthropocentrism and exceptionalism, is also an essential component to the 

early Christian framework of salvation. To become less animal is to be more human and 

more like God. This is not only an ancient claim but a modern description. Eric Meyer 

thinks “the problem of human animality is an abyss over which theological anthropology 

has been trained to leap….In most accounts, God’s grace works to amplify the humanity 

of human beings and, simultaneously, to attenuate human animality.”53  

It should not be hard to imagine why the animal-human binary, endemic to this 

Hellenic theology as well as modern theology is a theological stumbling block to a 

holobiont theology. Holobiont anthropology not only reimagines the human as animal, 

but micro animals, known in their early days as wee beasts, make the rational faculty 

possible through their essential neuro-chemical contributions. That microbes don’t just 

breech the animal-human boundary but challenge its existence in the first place becomes 

problematic to a soteriology that runs on the divide. What would Nyssa say about a 

theology intentionally calling attention to the news that humans are a microcosm of 

bestial life? I don’t think he would argue against the science, but he might argue for the 

imprudence of emphasizing it theologically. What does it mean to overcome animality 

when our animal symbionts make our rational lives, that aspect meant to save, possible? 

Are holobiont anthropology and soteriology inextricably at odds?  

While subsequent chapters presenting a holobiont soteriology will ultimately 

 
52 See Gregory’s entire Sermon on the Sixth Beatitude in ibid. 
53 Meyer, Inner Animalities: Theology and the End of the Human, 4. 
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suggest holobiont accounts of humanity can be soteriological aids, the anthropology of 

the Fall, from which early Christian conceptions of salvation flow, provides still further 

soteriological problems to any theological embrace of holobiont anthropology.  

6.3.3 The Fall as sinking too low, Pelagianism, and the animal-human binary 

 

Nyssa’s schema, that downplays animality in order to focus on that part of human 

nature that reflects God’s own is meant to draw creation to God. Nyssa needs the 

Christian to ignore her passionate animality for the accommodation that it is. Pelagius’ 

anti-animality works differently. Pelagius is an interesting and somewhat exceptional case 

in the matrix of cosmic pessimism and anthropic optimism. His uniqueness may be 

because he does not write out of a need for theodicy at all. Pelagius writes an 

anthropology with such a bright optimism that suffering and failure are hardly anywhere 

to be found.54 Fifth century British monk, Pelagius, suggests the Christian fixate on her 

exceptionality and dominance over beasts, a superiority that serves in her salvation.  

Even though Pelagius affirms the goodness of creation, he nevertheless runs his 

program of meritorious salvation with a human-animal binary. The binary and human 

exceptionalism are resources for a Pelagian salvation. Although a Pelagian sort of 

anthropic optimism is rejected as heresy in Carthage in 418 and finally in 529 at the 

Council of Orange, I suggest below that his anthropology is closer to the psychology of 

anti-animality that runs even at present in the imaginations of many Christians, making 

them comfortable with an antimicrobial ethos and maybe even resistant to symbiotic 

 
54 In fact, the Pelagian controversy marks a migration of Fall doctrine from theodicy to 

Christology. For more see Introduction and Chapter 1 in: McFarland, In Adam’s Fall: A 

Meditation on the Christian Doctrine of Original Sin. 
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anthropologies. The aspect of Pelagianism I draw out below is alive and well, paving a 

way for demonization and warfare against microbial life, and complicating the idea of 

holobiont theology. 

The British monk makes the relationship between the animal-human binary, 

human exceptionalism and salvation plain in his Letter to Demetrius. Pelagius advises 

that the way to encourage young ascetics in their spiritual pursuits is by reminding them 

that change and spiritual progress by means of askesis are possible because of humanity’s 

excellent nature. “The first foundation to be laid for a pure and spiritual life, therefore, is 

that the virgin or the ascetic-in-training recognize their strengths….Showing a person that 

he can actually achieve what he desires provides the most effective incentives for the 

soul.”55 Latent here is a Pelagian Fall-doctrine so gentle that the human dignities of 

independence, freedom and capacity to perform saving goodness remain naturally 

intact.56  

Pelagius bolsters this anthropic optimism via human superiority to animals:  

The goodness of humanity was indicated even before it was created when God 

prepared to form it in his image and likeness. Then he subjected all the animals to 

human beings. He established the human beings as masters over beasts which 

were much more powerful in their size, strength or armament. In this he clearly 

declared how much more wonderfully he had made humanity.57 

 

For Pelagius, the imago dei is the ground of human superiority—humanity’s ability to 

subject animals is the physical manifestation of God’s image in humanity. Pelagius 

explains, “God wanted human beings to be surprised by the subjection of the more 

 
55 Pelagius, "Letter to Demetrius," in Theological Anthropology, ed. J. Patout Burns 

(Philadelophia, PA: Fortress Press, 1981), 41. 
56 This is most easily seen in Augustine’s On the Grace of Christ where he responds to 

Roman aristocratic supporters of Pelagius. See: ibid. 
57 Ibid., 41. 
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powerful animals to themselves and thereby understand the excellence of their own 

nature.”58 Pelagius’ pastoral move in challenging ascetics to excellence is not to get them 

to focus on the imago dei within—that’s Nyssa’s tack. Pelagius thinks God encourages 

humanity to obedience by affirming their excellence through exposing them to beasts, 

which they in turn subdue. Pelagius continues: 

Still, he [God] did not leave human beings naked and defenseless, did not expose 

them to evil [beasts] like weaklings. Though he was made without external 

armament, the human person was given the better interior weapons of reason and 

judgement. Thus, through the understanding and the force of the mind in which he 

excelled the other animals, he alone was to acknowledge the creator of all. He was 

to use the same faculty to dominate the beasts and to serve God.59 

 

Pelagius, describing the beasts as “evil,” affirms the human-animal hierarchy, arguing 

that reason and judgement are gifts, not only to contemplate God, but to dominate evil 

beasts and thus know they are excellent enough to pursue holy living. Pelagius bolsters 

his optimism about the possibilities of human perfection with human exceptionality that 

itself is grounded in human domination of animal life.60 In one fell swoop, 

Pelagius weaponizes the hierarchy and makes belief in the hope of human salvation 

depend on upon it. 

To see him in his best light, I think Pelagius is making a multivalent argument. He 

suggests God shows humans their excellence over evil beasts to encourage holiness. He 

 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid.  
60 Nyssa’s account, less focused on domination, offers a better opening to think about the 

gifts of human dependence. His is not a weakness of strength like that of Pelagius but a 

deficiency of need. See: Nyssa, On the Making of Man, Ch. 7. “It was the slowness and 

difficult motion that brought the horse to supply our need, and tamed him: it was the 

nakedness of our body that made necessary our management of sheep, which supplies the 

deficiency of our nature by its yearly produce of wool.” Given that Nyssa deployed the 

medical anthropology of his day, I imagine this might be his way into thinking about 

holobiont anthropology.  
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suggests that this is what senior monks should do, “Even in warfare, the best way to 

influence and encourage a soldier is to remind him of his own power.”61 It’s reasonable to 

extrapolate that the conquerable evil that Pelagius equates with animals, is also a 

metaphor for the evil temptations that God places before humans so that they can choose 

life. “Our souls possess what might be called a sort of natural integrity which presides in 

the depths of the soul and passes judgements of good and evil.” Pelagius is building a 

case that humans are free to do good or evil— they have what they need in their soul to 

do good. 62 

I have never met a professing Pelagian and only a few Christians who are aware 

of Cappadocian anthropology. I do encounter all sorts of Christians who refer to the 

threat of infringing animality, to animal-human distinction and to human superiority as an 

assurance of humanity’s standing before God. Animals all too often are what we call 

failed humans. Eric Meyer reminds that “every six-year-old knows the political force of a 

command to ‘stop acting like an animal.”63 The microbiome challenges this anthropology. 

After all, not only is the microbial beast inside making the “interior weapons” of reason 

and judgement possible, the microbiome reveals a short-sightedness in the impulse to 

dominate threatening beasts with antibacterial arsenals and the concomitant hope for 

immortality, all of which aligns more with a Pelagian strategy than what I would call a 

virtuous anthropology. But for Christians raised on a doctrine of the Fall as sinking into 

the lustful animality of the beasts, or as a succumbing to the cravings, appetites and 

desires of the flesh, arguments that humans are dependent on animals, even tiny ones, 

 
61 Pelagius, "Letter to Demetrius," 41. 
62 Ibid., 44,49. 
63 Meyer, Inner Animalities: Theology and the End of the Human, 1. 
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even in matters of salvation, contradicts their conception of sanctification. The Fall as 

sinking too low is rather the sort of anthropology that would charge humans to turn away 

from their animality, to blame the pains of life on animality, on animals, on cosmos or 

flesh, and might even promote offense at symbiotic anthropologies, supporting then the 

century-long effort to dominate bacteria with our “internal armaments.” The Fall as 

sinking too low as an actual event does not explain antibacterial behavior but the Fall as 

sinking to low as doctrine does support it. 

6.3.4 Fall as sinking too low and resisting holobiont theology 

 

 Before progressing to the second typology of the Fall, one final concluding 

observation is in order .Gentle accounts of the fall and their corresponding anthropic 

optimism leave the human with native soteriological resources, with graced resources 

meant as tools for moving back towards the divine. That Origen, the Cappadocians and 

especially Pelagius all maintain an internal hierarchical anthropology, one that values the 

mind over the body and thus human over beast, connects to their participatory 

soteriology. Their salvation schemes depend on some remainder of original or natural 

human righteousness (consistently related to reason and intellect). The anthropological 

optimism of Origen, Nyssa and Pelagius may not stem from their theory of a gentle fall, 

so much as shape it. Such anthropological optimism fits well with and supports platonic 

soteriologies that make use of a human resource for climbing out of the vertical fall to 

return to original righteousness. Put another way, the combination of salvation accounts 

that depend on the immaterial human mind plus the optimistic anthropologies suggesting 

such resources are native or naturally human leads to internal and external hierarchies 

that could unintentionally lend themselves to support the demonization of non-human 
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creatures and motivate the escape from animal influence (remember influenza). 

Optimistic anthropologies, sinking-low-Falls, hierarchies of mind over body and human 

over animals all go together. To scramble one hierarchy via holobiont anthropology is to 

jeopardize the rest. 

The narration of the content and consequences of the Fall influences imagination 

for recovery from it.64 When the Fall yields a tragic entanglement with matter, desire and 

animality, faithful Christian discipleship entails fleeing our more animal sides, our desire, 

our bodily realities that tie us to bestial life. Thus, we might teach our children not to 

behave like animals and we describe those humans who have “lost their minds,” become 

wild or even violent as animal, bestial. This animality-sheepishness (no pun intended, 

animal denigration laces through English discourse), without a re-reading of this doctrine, 

the Fall as a vertical fall into animality can result in resistance to strategies that motivate 

environmental stewardship by celebrating our kinship/entanglement and dependence on 

the non-human world.65 Reading the Fall as a sinking too low does not help us make 

sense of modernity’s taste for germ theory in the sense that a taste for demonizing 

animals doesn’t mirror Adam’s animal lust. But teaching the fall as a fall into animality 

 
64 I made this claim in reverse order only a few paragraphs back. In that case, because the 

platonic influence shapes soteriology, the imagination for the content and consequence 

flows from soteriology. In other words it can work in either direction. How one thinks 

about Fall influences how one thinks salvation and vice versa.  
65 I like kinship strategies. Microbiome theology for the sake of ecological empathy is a 

kinship strategy. But the Fall as sinking-too-low can obstruct the strategy, though this 

does not mean A-type Falls are only morally deformative. On the one hand, the A-Type 

Fall has important aspects, nothing in Christian tradition suggests humans should be free 

to indulge every urge associated with animality. To curb some human-animal instinct is 

part of healthy ascesis. On the other hand, the over emphasis on this Type to the 

detriment of other facets of Adam’s fall and recovery can lead to a suspicion of kinship 

and solidarity strategies.  
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does motivate anti-animality.  Nor is an A-type Fall compatible with holobiont theology 

that amplifies creaturely solidarity and animality. For this we must turn to a collection of 

Augustinian accounts of the Fall as reaching too high.  

6.4 B-Type Fall: Humanity reaches too high 

 

Looking at the  Fall from a different angle and emphasis can get us further on our 

way to theologically understanding the gusto with which moderns embraced germ theory 

as well as the theological difficulties of transitioning to a holobiont anthropology. If the 

material, the animal, the non-human creation, the female, the body, all set against the 

immaterial rational soul, lose status in the narration of the Fall as sinking-too-low, St. 

Augustine is not the first theologian that feminists, animal rights activists and eco-

theologians turn to as they work to re-enfranchise these into the economy of salvation. 

After all, Augustine suggests that when Jesus lets demons drive thousands of pigs to their 

deaths, "Christ himself shows that to refrain from the killing of animals and the 

destroying of plants is the height of superstition.”66 Also, first-wave feminists, rightly 

critical of Augustine’s theology of the Fall, point out that when the doctrine is over-

identified with one trait (pride in Augustine’s case) without acknowledging the location 

and identity of the origins of this theology, groups of humans are oppressed as the trait 

inevitably maps onto different demographics.67 Nevertheless, Augustine, with a radically 

 
66 Saint Augustine, The Catholic and Manichaean Ways of Life, vol. 56 (CUA Press, 

2008), 120. 
67 For a feminist perspective on Augustine and women see: Joy Ann McDougall, 

"Feminist Theology," in The Oxford Handbook of Systematic Theology (2009).; Judith 

Chelius Stark, Feminist Interpretations of Augustine (Penn State Press, 2010).; Elizabeth 

Ann Clark, Women in the Early Church, vol. 13 (Liturgical Press, 1990). I am interested 

in feminist critiques for their narration of the Fall and sin not as pride but as patriarchy or 

androcentrism. On the one hand, their foregrounding of these systemic injustices, and 
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pessimistic anthropology of the Fall, a fall where no resources are left with which to 

recover, offers a gift to those who are often figured as less than human and more 

inherently sinful, by way of what I call his “radically flattened anthropology.” 

In Augustine’s insistence that, “The weakness is not of the flesh alone, as Pelagius 

thinks, but is of both the flesh and the soul,”68 he displays a post-fall anthropology 

whereby no aspect of the human is left intact enough to enable humans to merit salvation. 

He argues against Pelagius who says the opposite, “Will and action which are our own, 

are strong enough to turn from evil and do good without divine aid.”69 Arguing against 

this, Augustine flattens the matter-soul binary that funds the animal-human one. 

(Remembering that for Nyssa the intellectual soul is that which separates the human 

animal from the rest.) Augustine’s Fall is so devastating that no internal resources remain. 

Not human reason, not intelligence. No amount of control over one’s emotions or 

distancing from the more “animal” aspects of their nature can lead humans to climb out 

of sin. Total flattening of anthropology dissolves internal hierarchies where intelligence 

or mind or soul are more salvifically useful than desires or body—or animality. Counter 

to expectation, this becomes an opening within Augustine to push against the animal-

 

ailments of human society are important truths. But on the other hand, when the Fall 

becomes a description of false narrations of humanity, the Fall gets immanentized such 

that redemption has less to do with restoration and reconciliation between the human and 

divine and rather has to do with using all of the human resources we have (from reason 

and intellect to self-reflection and awareness) to right the ship. In some ways, these 

schemes can be functionally atheist. But I too want to foreground a systemic failure of 

anthropocentrism vis-à-vis non-human life. Is there a way to narrate the Fall as a non-

immanent event/condition (such that human condition is flattened, left with no internal 

resources) whilst still exposing and addressing systemic injustices and sins that are 

often shrouded by classically Augustinian accounts of the Fall? 
68 Augustine of Hippo, "On the Grace of Christ," in Theological Anthropology, ed. J. 

Patout Burns (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1981), 70. 
69 Ibid., 63. 
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human binary70 a binary that tolerates, blesses or even drives an anti-microbial 

demonization of non-human life as well as resistance to theories that constitute the 

human through her micro-animal dependencies and micro-animality.71  Anthropologies of 

the Fall that put humans on the same plain as animals soteriologically work better against 

anti-animal sentiment. 

In what follows, I explain how with this pessimistic anthropology of Fall and 

recovery, Augustine initiates an opening for a tradition to develop into one where the Fall 

is read not as a sinking too low into flesh, animality and creatureliness, but as a reaching-

too-high. Although Augustine’s concern lies in Adam’s lack of personal resources for 

recovery, this nevertheless shifts the focus. Burns explains,  

This doctrine of the gratuity and efficacy of grace challenges the Platonist and 

ascetic assumption that a person’s independence in cooperating with grace is 

integral to human dignity and divine justice. The Augustinian system gives God 

exclusive credit for beginning and completing the process of salvation.72 

 

Granted, “Augustine’s denial of an inalienable human capacity for good,” is meant as an 

argument against Pelagius.73 I do not think Nyssa would oppose Augustine one this. How 

could he with his radically participatory anthropology? Rather, it’s a matter of emphasis 

and what theological boogiemen each theologian writes against. Augustine is not denying 

a falling down. But his concern is pride, his concern is thinking too highly of oneself. He 

tells the story from a different angle and concern.  

 
70 Even if elsewhere he affirms it. 
71 This is not to say that Augustine doesn’t operate with a human-animal binary. He does. 

On the other hand, Augustine warns against taking credit for human superiority to beasts. 

Saint Augustine, Four Anti-Pelagian Writings (the Fathers of the Church, Volume 86), 

vol. 86 (CUA Press, 2010), 230. 
72 Burns, Theological Anthropology, 16. 
73 Ibid., 17. 
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Augustine sets the stage for theologians like Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 

Sebastian Moore, Kathryn Tanner, Rosemary Radford Ruther, Gene Rogers and Eric 

Daryl Meyer, among others, who each in their own way argue what Rogers has put so 

well, “Adam’s sin is not one of lowering himself, but one of overreaching himself.”74 As 

Rogers says, “Adam reaches so high he topples over. The higher you reach the harder you 

fall.” Adam’s sin is above him. Type-B accounts all resemble each other in narrating the 

Fall as some version of rejecting part or all of what being a creature entails, with each 

account filling in the picture of the fall as one of creaturely denial. Reaching for what one 

is not means rejecting what one is. Sometimes it is flesh, or dependence, or animality. In 

many instances it is sexual appetite, or desire, and as I will draw out, all of these in their 

own way culminate in a wish to be like God, and most especially in God’s immortality, 

for to be immortal apart from God would be divine. Some might ask, “But are not 

humans supposed to want to be like God? Is that not the point? Is that not why God 

makes humans free, malleable and thus able to fall in the first place?”  

Yes, but it is possible to want the right thing but in the wrong way. In B-Type 

Falls, the emphasis is about rejecting dependence. This sort of Fall is in the presumption 

that we already have a right to divine things independent of God—but humans are never 

meant to image God in this way. To seek to image God via denial of human participation 

in God becomes idolatry. Rejecting animality is part of this. Even Nyssa would agree that 

human animality is a remediation, can be part of the human’s ascent. However, a 

rejection of animality is not the risk Nyssa tries to avert. A-Type and B-Type are not 

 
74 Eugene F Rogers, After the Spirit (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2005), 171. I am 

indebted to Gene for teaching me to think of the Fall along a vertical plane. 
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mutually exclusive. Their difference is in emphasis. 

6.4.1 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, B-Type Fall as rejecting creatureliness 

 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, writing in the twentieth century, looks to the doctrine of the 

Fall to defend and re-humanize the lives of those humans who were being tortured and to 

condemn those humans for whom the animal/human binary and their own exceptionalism 

had warped their sight. In Creation and Fall, Bonhoeffer argues that curiosity as to the 

cause of the fall would be participation in the fall, which he narrates as the desire to “get 

behind” or reinterpret God’s word or intentions in the command to not eat of the fruit.75 

Thus the nature of the fall has nothing to do with theodicy or with a pre-creation fall, he 

says, but has everything to do with the human creature not wanting to be creaturely.76 The 

Fall is not a fall into more dense substance, into creatureliness or lustful animality, but a 

“throwing off” of creatureliness in a desire to be sicut deus, like God.  

Pride funds an aspect of this creaturely denial but Bonhoeffer further specifies the 

kind of pride that now taints the race. It is a pride that seeks to separate itself from its 

shared creaturely existence. It is a pride that defines humanity not first by what is shared 

with chimpanzees, fungi, stones and those humans pressed into animal status by the 

German state, but by what is distinct and above the life of other creatures. In some ways, 

the Fall for Bonhoeffer is upwards. The human, he says, does become like God, in 

 
75 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall (NewYork, NY: MacMillan Publishing Co., 

1959), 73-74. 
76 That Origen and Bonhoeffer write with different theological needs leads to different 

analysis of the substance of Adam’s fall. Origen needs a theodicy of sorts to defend 

God’s justice despite great creaturely disparities. Bonhoeffer needs to rattle humans who 

presume too much of God’s excellencies—who presume too much diversity in the 

excellencies of the human race.  
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cordoning himself off from the rest of creation, but it is a fate the human cannot bear. 

Adam becomes a dead man walking.77  

It appears there are wrong ways to become like God. Nyssa would think using our 

God-like freedom to descend towards things below interferes with the human more fully 

imaging God. Bonhoeffer thinks trying to become like God by rejecting what humans 

share with things below obstructs human faithfulness. Both can be true at the same 

time—with two observations: 1. Seeking to be like God does not seem like a good way to 

image God (Phil. 2). 2. Bonhoeffer appears to be making a correction to a tradition that 

previously emphasized A-Type falls to the neglect of B-Type falls. 

Bonhoeffer's Fall, as reaching too high, emphasizes Adam’s desire to be sicut deus 

in God’s independence and power and knowledge. The Fall “includes his not wanting to 

be a creature….It is the desire to be a creator.”78 The Fall is rejecting the limits and 

dependency on God and a grasping for what is too high, likeness to God.79  

6.4.2 Sebastian Moore, B-Type Fall as denying desire 

 

When Gene Rogers says, “Adam reaches too high and topples over,” he is 

drawing on Benedictine monk, Sebastian Moore’s contrasting Fall accounts between his 

own and that of John Paul II. John Paul’s is a sinking too low, in which a fracture in the 

internal anthropological hierarchy, a fracture between the higher rational mind and the 

lower irrational desire is on display. Moore explains that in the pope’s account, the 

 
77 Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall, 73. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Granted in Bonhoeffer’s account, Adam is successful in his becoming sicut deus. But 

in this he also becomes a dead man. Sebastian Moore, Jesus the Liberator of Desire (New 

York, NY: Crossroad, 1989), 163. 
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primeval couple disobeys God; “and as a result experience the lustful rebellion of the 

lower nature, as a result of which experience they are filled with shame and cover their 

sexual organs.”80 It is a falling down into desire with the low now ruling over the high 

parts of the human. Pope John Paul’s Fall is a falling down.  

Moore flips the binary. He counters that the failure is hardly that of the flesh, and 

is at the very least mutual in the “corresponding failure of the ‘higher’ to befriend the 

‘lower.’”81 Moore notes, “ironically the would-be god whom the serpent has duped finds 

the evidences of his/her own animality embarrassing….This hubris-inspired 

embarrassment at being sexual is the experience of the fallen condition.”82 Flesh doesn’t 

lie. Adam and Eve are still very much creatures, the sorts of which multiply because of a 

sexual nature they had hoped to leave behind or rise above. Here Nyssa and Moore would 

likely disagree. For Nyssa, sexuality, at least the passionate sort, is an accommodation to 

the fallen nature.  For Moore, to think such a thing is to participate in the fall. Moore 

takes Bonhoeffer’s “sin as creaturely denial” and positively links creaturehood more 

specifically to desire and especially erotic desire, noting once or twice the animality of 

these aspects. Sexual desire can be good. Denying its goodness is bad. Moore argues that 

the A-type Fall lacks “the notion of sin consisting in contempt for the flesh.”83 In Moore’s 

reading, genitalia unfairly draw the couple’s shame and ire for remaining “faithful to God 

in being what [they are] while man tries to be God.”84 “Germs,” also can draw the 

 
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid. Nyssa and Maximos might agree. The mind was meant to befriend and draw up 

the flesh of the world. 
82 Ibid. Here Moore and Nyssa might part ways, if only as a matter of prudence.  
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid., 164. How easy for some to look down at sexual organs or at Necatur Americanus 

(that tapeworm we cannot live without) and think, oh for the day when I no longer need 
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Christian’s ire. Feeding on the lie of human immortality somehow gone bad, the Christian 

hates or fears the germ for faithfully bearing witness to human mortality. Microbes might 

be a little like genitals. I suspect that contempt for microbes (friendly or not), 

accompanies body/desire-shy accounts of the Fall.  

6.4.3 Eric Daryl Meyer, B-Type Fall as rejecting animality 

 

Eric Daryl Meyer moves even further in exposing the animal/human binary upon 

which many narrations of the Fall depend, calling attention to the human desire to cut out 

the animal aspects of being human. Meyer interprets Genesis 2 as the content of the Fall. 

In Adam’s blindness or refusal to name the animal as a companion, friend or kin, Adam 

doesn’t distort the order of desire (concupiscence),85 but the order of God’s creation. 

Adam opens humanity to the distortions of the “ideological apparatus of humanity,”86 

whereby the human being is over and against the animal. For Meyer, anti-animal 

anthropology participates in and reinforces the lie of the Fall as a fall into animality.87 

The Fall, read as a fall into animality, is a demonstration of the fall of creaturely denial, 

of reaching too high. Might it be that anti-microbial anthropology reinforces the lie of the 

Fall as a fall into embodiment, creaturely dependence, desire, animality or even 

mortality?88 

 

this to be myself! The worm protests “There but for the grace of Necatur…!” 
85 While Augustine points the way, he can only go so far. Augustine and Meyer diverge.  
86 Meyer, Inner Animalities: Theology and the End of the Human, 120-28. 
87 Ibid. 
88 If so, this complicates the use of anti-microbials at the Eucharist, the place where we 

remember and are fed by the one who did not consider immortality something to be 

grasped. This chapter is not the place to deal with the complications of Covid-19, the 

Eucharist and hand sanitizer. This is a chapter that might inform a more practical 

conversation with some of the theology that informs our gut-reactions to microbes, and to 

the theology at stake. In a later version of this project I explore the possibilities of a pro-
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The benefit of Meyer’s account is that while Moore flips the binary, Meyer 

dissolves it, making him in only this sense more Augustinian.89 The loss of the soul/body 

hierarchy would be disastrous to an Eastern account of Fall and Return (even where the 

return is not reversion but maturation), where the mind is essential to deification and 

becoming like God. In Augustinian accounts, whether body and soul are distinguished, 

does not matter in the same way, remembering that both body and soul suffer the 

weakness that comes from the Fall. Neither is any saving good.90 While in this chapter I 

have admittedly bracketed out the question of what microbial contribution to the “higher” 

faculties means for the soul/body distinction, an Augustinian Fall suggests that perhaps 

the question itself is a sign of the Fall as reaching too high.91 Especially in light of the 

 

biotic liturgy in the age of Covid-19. Suffice it to say that I do not think a purely 

probiotic or post-pasteurian approach to a microbiopolitical theology of the liturgy is 

appropriate, or safe. Microbes must not be treated monolithically. Most are safe or 

beneficial but some are deadly.  
89 This would have pleased Moore given his protest against Rosemary Reuther’s feminist 

critique: “Hands off Augustine!” Moore is nothing if not a delight. By Augustinian I 

mean the Augustine who sees the human as no better off than the animals when it comes 

to personal resources for salvation. Moore, Jesus the Liberator of Desire, 167.  
90 It’s not quite as simple as this. Augustine does think God restores the mind via the will 

so that the Christian is able once again not to sin. This shows where an Eastern integral 

deification framework and a Western “justification-sanctification” framework have a 

hard time conversing. The protestant has to worry more about a resource to fire-up the 

engine. The human has no resource to initiate recovery, whereas the Eastern account 

works the resources into the fall itself. 
91 I am not saying nothing is at stake in the question of the soul-body relation, nor am I 

denying the existence of creatures who might be entirely non-corporeal, but in the case of 

humans, I suggest thinking in terms of a body-soul unity (like that of Augustine) rather 

than a body-soul dualism (like we see in Calvin) better aligns with the sort of deep 

incarnation I will endorse in a holobiont Christology. Psychosomatic unity does more for 

the biome, for ecology. Also, the idea of a body-soul dualism doesn’t really make sense 

in early Christian anthropologies either. The hierarchical continuum is just that, a 

continuum lacking stark division. I do not think human identity is at stake in this 

question. As Beth Felker Jones cautions, the human is not the sum of her parts but is 

human (and I would say a human holobiont) because of her relationship to God, and 

perhaps also to her lifeworld. Beth Felker Jones, Marks of His Wounds: Gender Politics 
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material witness of microbes, which contribute to those “higher” parts of the human, and 

to emerging understanding of the gut-brain connection, a radical Augustinian flattening of 

the human is at the least more compatible with diminished distinction (and thus 

hierarchy) between body and soul.92 

In all of this my aim is not to say there is no difference between a microbe, a 

senator and a fig tree. It is to alert us to the reality that some ways the tradition narrates 

the Fall (even in attempts to become more sensitive to devastating structural sin) 

lead humans to dwell on or seek after human distinction from animality, and this to the 

detriment of non-human life (and those human lives we deem as sub human). I have gone 

so far as to suggest that the impulse to guard these distinctions and to evade animality 

arises with those narrations of the Fall that leave some aspect of internal 

human soteriological resources intact.  

While arguing that the human has no resources intact to initiate a climb out of its 

fall does cut away at the human-animal hierarchy, thus humbling humanity, this framing 

still leaves the human open to a radically optimistic prelapsarian anthropology, one in 

which the human is closer to a God than to a creature. In some ways then, being 

Augustinian is not enough, or at least is not failsafe. What is required is a humbler 

 

and Bodily Resurrection (Oxford University Press on Demand, 2007), 72. The doctrine of 

the Fall does not lend itself to the question of an immaterial aspect of the human. This 

remains to be worked out. My hunch is that the question of body-soul unity in light of 

microbial entanglement is better addressed through Christology and not theological 

anthropology. 
92 That said, Nyssa and his sister Macrina do have an almost reverse account. Microbial 

DNA is present in all human cells, given that microbial influence runs up into brain 

activity through the vagus nerve, it is plausible to say there is not part of the mind/brain 

where the microbe’s influence is not. Nyssa says the opposite—“the power of the mind 

extends through the whole body in fitting contact with every part.” Nyssa, On the Making 

of Man, 200.  
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prelapsarian anthropology.  

For these we can look to Thomas Aquinas, David Kelsey93 and Kathryn Tanner,94 

for example, whose anthropologies maintain that those internal resources which are 

destroyed and those which remain after the fall are, nevertheless, borrowed, extrinsic or 

unnatural.95 In a word, they are a grace. They are gifts from God, and therefore 

not constitutive of “pure” human nature but rather an external grace. This claim, that 

human nature is always already graced becomes foundational to my expansion of the Fall 

as reaching too high, to the Fall as a turning to the wrong tree.96 

 

*  *  *  

 
93 It is admittedly awkward to place Kelsey here because he himself would object to the 

premise of narrating anthropology through the Genesis 3 Fall. Grounding his protest in 

Hebrew Bible scholar Claus Westermann’s historical-critical argument that the Fall 

narratives are redacted to make them stories of reconciliation, Kelsey grounds his 

anthropology in three movements of God toward the human found in the Wisdom 

literature, avoiding what he calls the “God’s grace/human’s sin” structure. Kelsey thinks 

to do otherwise is to limit the nature of God and human around the story of sin and 

redemption. Elsewhere Kelsey suggests, and I concur, that theology that centers on that 

story is inevitably anthropocentric, something I would prefer to attenuate. David Kelsey, 

Eccentric Existence: A Theological Anthropology (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 2009). 
94 I will expand on Tanner’s account in the subsequent chapter. Her gift is the attempt to 

narrate the human in terms of its neediness, a familiar move in animal studies following 

Derrida. At the same time, she, with the likes of Nyssa et. al., still centers human 

intellect, even if it so that humans can get beyond themselves. Tanner, Christ the Key. 
95 This claim is only a heurist. This is not to say that Augustine’s prelapsarian human is 

not graced. It certainly is! It’s more to distinguish that the above aspect of 

Augustinianism (total depravity) is not the aspect that gets us all the way to where we 

need to go. 
96 Again, it is hard to find a theologian, beyond perhaps Pelagius, who does not view the 

human as always and already graced. On the other hand, were this not easily obscured, 

Kathryn Tanner would not have written Christ the Key wherein she uses ancient 

resources, like Nyssa, to show how incomplete humans are. This is despite the fact that 

these resources are the ones we’ve managed to ignore. 
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6.5 C-Type Fall: Humanity turns to the wrong tree  

 

While the B-Type Fall doctrine does a fine job of calling attention to Adam and 

Eve’s refusal to admit their dependence on the Creator, that which is above their being, 

this type of reading stops just short of explicitly addressing their refusal to admit 

dependence on fellow creatures, a tree to be exact. By amplifying the role of non-human 

creatures that play a positive role in the garden, I will argue for an interpretation of the 

Fall as 1. a refusal to acknowledge the grace of creatures who mediate humanity’s 

relationship to God, and 2. a blaming of the consequences of such denial on a creaturely 

scapegoat. In this section I explore a double-sidedness of humanity's fall. Framing the fall 

as a turning to the wrong tree, not only leads us to view A-Type Falls (sinking too low) 

that exclude other accounts as the content of the Fall, it goes further, providing a 

prophylactic and therapeutic grace to fallen interpretations that support gnostic aspects of 

germ theory and resist the vulnerabilities and gifts of holobiont anthropology.  

A C-Type Fall will provide a theological explanation for the anthropological 

optimism and the cosmic pessimism and scapegoating familiar both to gnosticism and the 

outworking of germ theory. The Fall as a turning to the wrong tree will answer the 

question put forth at the very beginning of Part Two: Why do humans, who’ve only 

known suffering and death, presume it an affront as they blame the cosmos and its 

Creator? It shows that such anthropic, presumptive optimism and cosmic scapegoating is 

the angle of humanity set by the Fall. The Fall as a turning to the wrong tree will help us 

understand the symbolic load germs bear—the weight of human mortality.  

I proceed in three parts. In part one I broadly narrate the theological consequence 

of the fall as humanity’s blaming of its mortality on the fall. Next I draw on the writings 
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of Thomas Aquinas’ account of the tree of life to recenter it in the story of a primordial 

fall—as the creature upon which Adam and Eve refuse to depend. The Fall is a refusal of 

dependence on things above and things “below.” Finally, I argue that failing to account 

for the tree of life in prelapsarian anthropology contributes to the theological conflation 

of “mortality” and “death,” a conflation that blocks a good anthropological pessimism 

that Irenaeus argues is pedagogically part of the economy of salvation.  

6.5.1 The lie that the fall makes humans mortal 

 

While not disagreeing with aspects of the Fall as sinking to low, nor the Fall as 

reaching too high, these readings lack a crisp emphasis on the issues of immortality and 

death,97 obscuring the heart of the issue. I am going to take some liberties in 

reinterpreting the third chapter of Genesis for the sake of drawing out one aspect of 

creatureliness, the shunning of which I think lies at the crux of the Fall. Genesis 3 reads: 

Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the Lord God 

had made. He said to the woman, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree 

in the garden’?” The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the 

trees in the garden; but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is 

in the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall die.’” But the 

serpent said to the woman, “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.”98  

 

The serpent brings Eve the challenge of whether God actually spoke a limitation over the 

edible garden options. Eve clarifies in her response to the serpent that the issue here, 

rather than her being limited, is the matter of her mortality. She’s on the right track! She 

 
97 James Barr lays out the importance of the question of immortality and death both in the 

Hebrew scriptures as well as in pre-biblical times. James Barr, The Garden of Eden and 

the Hope of Immortality (Fortress Press Minneapolis, MN, 1993). 
98 Bible, New Revised Standard Version,  (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 

1991), Genesis 3:1-5. 
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explains to the serpent that she is the sort of creature that can die. She is the mortal sort, 

meaning she needs wisdom and limits to live and not die in the garden, and meaning she 

depends on God and God’s wisdom to not die. This is Eve’s best move. She is not naive 

about her mortality. In this moment, Eve is the model of humanity gone right. 

The serpent, whose words encapsulate the deceit of the Fall, counters that Eve 

will not die. The serpent suggests she is the immortal sort, meaning she does not need to 

heed wisdom and meaning she does not need to depend on God or God’s provision to 

stay alive. The serpent suggests that if but the scales be removed from her eyes, she will 

know she is like God. What is God but incorruptibility, immortality, that which does not 

change and is beyond all being. Eve will be like this. This is the lie on offer.99 

Eve takes the apple and eats the lie.100 She denies her mortality and hopes for 

immortality as she eats. Implicit in Adam and Eve’s taking and eating is the presumption 

of or grasping for independence. Eating the apple entails a belief that their life is self-

standing, that whatever it is God has done to keep them from dying is rightfully theirs 

and intrinsic to their very being, or at least it should be. The content of this Fall is 

believing the serpent’s lie, that when they disobey and break fellowship with God that 

 
99 Irenaeus indicts this kind of impatient grab. After explaining that only God is immortal 

and incorruptible he says, “Humanity slowly progresses….People who do not wait for a 

period of growth,… are completely unreasonable. . . they are ungrateful and never 

satisfied . . . they override the law of human nature; they already want to be like God the 

Creator before they even become human beings . . . . they are more unreasonable than the 

dumb animals. The beasts do not blame God for not making them human; rather, by the 

fact of its creation each [even the microbes!] gives thanks for being made. We, however, 

complain that instead of being made gods from the beginning, we are first human and 

then divine. . . .” Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 4.38.4. It’s not that Eve sunk into animality. 

Rather she is lower than the animals for trying to reach what is not yet hers. 
100 Later, Eve will eat microbially fermented foods (bread and wine) to restore her to a 

path of growth. Gene Rogers points out something similar in Bulgakov. Rogers, After the 

Spirit, 42-44. 
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they will not die, that they are, or will soon be, immortal. The beginning of a C-Type Fall 

is like a B-Type Fall. It is denial of dependence on the divine for life. C-Type Fall as a 

turning to the wrong tree includes turning from God and believing in humanity’s inherent 

independence and immortality. The first action of the Fall is turning to the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil. It is the wrong tree. 

6.5.2 Theological consequences of a C-Type Fall 

 

Reading the Fall in this way is to suggest that the theology of the A-Type Fall as 

only a sinking too low and losing immortality could be understood as a temptation itself. 

For Origen the Fall is not exactly a fall into embodiment and mortality, but it is a fall that 

puts humans in the kinds of bodies that will be shed or unnecessary once the fallen souls 

return to their primordial state. It is immortality lost and regained, anakatastasis, even if 

this immortality is due to the souls’ participation in the divine. C-Type Falls indicate 

these anthropologies, which narrate the fall as a loss of immortality, are products of the 

fall. Thus, optimistic anthropologies that claim a native, independent immortality, are a 

temptation to be resisted.  

If the fall now describes the state in which all humans live, one might anticipate 

evidence of the immortalist temptation in history and doctrine. A-type readings of the 

Fall, in over emphasizing humanity’s falling away from original glory to the neglect of 

humanity’s grasping after God’s immortality, could be counted as one such sign, as 

discourse and belief tainted by the fall. Under nuanced A-Type Fall doctrine could be a 

sign of the fall as defined by a C-Type Fall doctrine. It might even fair to say that 

wherever we spot the claim of God’s immortality as our own, this is a mirror of Eve’s 

belief that she could be immortal apart from God. 
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An invaluable gift then of B-type Fall doctrine is its mortal anthropology. The 

mortal anthropology, brought to A-Type Falls, attenuates an inclination to lofty or overly 

optimistic anthropologies. Meyer and Moore and Bonhoeffer each interpret the Fall in 

ways that play up human creatureliness, and discourage clamor for God’s immortality. 

You might think such theologies that insist on human dependence on God in the garden 

would be the exact sort of thing to stave off the lie of natural immortality. I have just said 

as much, at least in theory. Yet in the lived experience where people in pulpits and pews 

struggle with the confounding realities of suffering and death, I would hazard to guess 

that many Christians working to make sense of these are rather unfamiliar with the 

theology of Adam and Eve’s prelapsarian situation. Even after years of theological 

education, I was. In that vacuum, as Christians wrestle like early Christians, gnostic or 

otherwise, with why people die, an almost caricatured A-Type theology often slips in. 

This “why?” scatters across the landscape of grief. While inthe throws of fierce grief, I 

am of the opinion that theology, even the best sort, does very little in the moment, people 

do seek answers in their own time. What they find matters.  

In my years serving as a chaplain at a reformed Christian university, when faced 

with the inexplicability of loss, I frequently observed the use of Fall-doctrine as theodicy. 

They explained to themselves or others that things are not the way they are supposed to 

be, that before the fall, humans were immortal.  In this moment of aggrieved inquiry, the 

Christian is not making a play for God’s immortality. She goes in search of comfort and 

answers and an A-Type Fall is all too often what is close at hand. The immortal 

anthropology slips in the backdoor of grief and lends its support.   

The Christian answer to why people die is “the fall.” I agree, but bereft of a more 
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humble, dependent and creaturely theological anthropology that distinguishes between 

death and mortality, Fall as theodicy translates into the almost axiomatic explanation that 

“before the Fall, humans were immortal.”101 Thus not only can immortalist 

anthropologies conditioned by the persistent reality of the fall incline humanity to belief 

in its ancient immortality, Christian teaching has often left people without a nuanced 

theology of the Fall, a C-Type Fall that is. To believe one is immortal is an easy 

misreading in popular theodicy. This belief gains new life in the pasteurian immortalist 

hopes for the end of death. The hope for such immortality suggests that microbes or 

things that participate in the ending of human life bear the weight of causing human 

mortality. (Notice here I say not just death, but mortality). 

Why the emphasis? Inherent to a C-Type reading of the Fall is the claim that 

prelapsarian humanity, is mortal. This is not to say that humanity was dying prior to the 

Fall. Humanity remained alive indefinitely, though mortal, because of the grace of God. 

Pre-fall humans were not immortals but not-dying-mortals. With this C-Type Fall 

anthropology, the belief that mortality entered through the fall is to participate in the Fall. 

To claim that mortality entered through Adam’s sin is to believe the serpent’s lie, that 

Adam and Ever were originally immortal. You might say that part of the content of  a C-

Type Fall, is the confusion of death with mortality. While some A-Type Fall readings 

imagine that mortality entered through the Fall, a C-Type Fall clarifies that not mortality, 

but death, entered through the Fall. 

Kathryn Tanner, in Christ the Key, does as good a job as any contemporary 

 
101 While the Fall as theodicy does protect the goodness of God, I frankly find it to be 

useless in times of intense grief, and hardly better in times of theological inquiry. 
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theologian in emphasizing that humanity’s uniqueness, pre- and post-fall, is its 

incomplete nature that requires the addition of what is foreign, the imago dei.102 Her 

anthropology is open, malleable and relational. Humans depend on what is above them to 

live and become like God. Her anthropology of the Fall and of sin fits well within a B-

Type Fall and heads towards a C-Type. She emphasizes Adam and Eve’s prelapsarian 

mortal state, quoting Athanasius, “By partaking of the Word their natural mortality as 

creatures was kept at bay and they had for their own the very incorruptibility of God.103 

‘Because of the Word dwelling with them, even their natural corruption did not come 

near to them,…”104 Here to “be full of oneself” is to presume, as Eve was tempted to 

presume, that we are fine by ourselves. Tanner is not overly critical of the couple. She has 

an explanation for this: 

Because the gifts of God’s Word and Spirit that allowed us to live well were ours 

from the beginning, we naturally failed to attribute them to God, seeing our well-

being as a matter of our natural powers instead, thereby blurring the difference 

between creatures and God and falling into the sin of pride….We naturally took 

those gifts for granted and failed to realize how they could be lost through our 

own inattention to their cultivation,…To be ungrateful, unappreciative, full of 

oneself, is indeed, to be turned from God and thereby lose everything.105 

 

Tanner suggests that Eve’s presumption of immortality of the Fall is a tragedy, 

rooted less in willful disobedience than in naivety.106 Of course they fell, she implies. 

 
102 Tanner, Christ the Key, especially 37-51. 
103 It probably cannot be said enough that the difference between A-Type and B-Type is 

more often than not a difference in emphasis. Most theologians who fit into a fall as 

sinking too low reading might claim original immortality but only through participation 

in the divine, through a graced nature. But as has been said earlier the ease with which 

theologians can be read otherwise suggest an inclination to such confusion. 
104 Tanner, Christ the Key, 21. 
105 Ibid., 31. 
106 This ties nicely into Calvin’s definition of the content of the fall. The sickness that 

humans carry is caused from the behavior of keeping credit or praise that rightly belongs 

to God for their own. Humans literally swell with pride. Tanner and I simply get more 
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When from the start human nature has always been graced with the divine aids of Word 

and Spirit, how were Adam and Eve to avoid presuming these were not theirs, that they 

weren’t immortal as the serpent suggested? Tanner’s Fall, like that of Irenaeus, is gentle. 

Tanner gets us halfway toward a C-type Fall of turning to the wrong tree. But 

what about the right tree? Presuming the gifts of God are native is half of the fall, but we 

can go further, suggesting that the turning includes not just a turning towards but also a 

turning from, and not just from God but from the tree of life itself. Irenaeus, Augustine 

and Thomas help get us all the way there. 

6.5.3 C-type Fall: Two trees and two refusals, reading with Thomas, Augustine 

 

Trees, and green things in general, get rather a lot of attention in the first three 

chapters of Genesis.  

Then God said, let the earth put forth vegetation: plants yielding seed, and fruit 

trees of every kind…God said, “See, I have given you…every tree with seed in its 

fruit; you shall have them for food….And the Lord God planted a garden in 

Eden….Out of the ground the Lord God made to grow every tree that is pleasant 

and to the sight and good for food. The tree of life also in the midst of the garden, 

and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.107 

 

Of the many trees, two are singled out. There is the tree of the knowledge of good and 

evil. Most of the time, this is the tree that captures attention in parochial tellings of the 

young couple’s fall. There is another tree in the garden with a name. It too is part of the 

primeval fall. There. Are. Two. Trees. 

In this next section, I turn to Thomas Aquinas’s account of the Tree of Life in 

order to develop a third type of Fall as a turning to the wrong tree. With this new reading, 

 

specific. See Chapter Five for more. 
107 New Revised Standard Version Bible, "New York: Oxford University Press,"  (1991): 

Gen 1:11,29, and 2:8-9. 
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the Fall becomes a refusal of dependence on things above and things “below.”  

In the first part of the Summa Theologica, in Thomas’ section on the doctrine of 

creation, his theological anthropology includes questions about “The Preservation of the 

individual in the primitive state.” Though it does not seem like it at first, he presents an 

anthropology, the compass of which is Adam’s incompleteness, even Adam’s deadward 

state. To the question about whether Adam was originally immortal, Thomas answers. 

“On the contrary, it is written (Romans 5:12): ‘By sin death came into the world.’ 

Therefore man was immortal before sin.”108 Thomas’ language seems to muddy the 

issue.109 While it sounds as though Thomas affirms a prelapsarian, immortalist and thus 

optimistic anthropology, he does not mean to claim Adam’s immortality is intrinsic. It 

gets worse before it gets better: 

A thing may be incorruptible on the part of its efficient cause; in this 

sense man was incorruptible and immortal in the state of innocence. For, 

as Augustine says (QQ. Vet. et Nov. Test. qu. 19. Work of an anonymous author, 

among the supposititious works of St. Augustine): "God made man immortal as 

long as he did not sin; so that he might achieve for himself life or death." 

For man's body was indissoluble not by reason of any intrinsic vigor 

of immortality, but by reason of a supernatural force given by God to the soul, 

whereby it was enabled to preserve the body from all corruption so long as it 

remained itself subject to God.110 

 
108 Aquinas, Summa Theologica English Dominican Fathers Translation, I, q. 97. 
109 There is a reason why Thomas sounds like he is arguing against the very thing he ends 

up saying. Thomas sets up this series of questions according to what was actually under 

dispute. He often takes a question that he thinks is not posed properly and then improves 

the question itself so that he can pitch multiple answers without falling into the expected 

traps or dead ends. Not only here, but frequently, he thinks the question is poorly posed. 

One of his most common moves is to improve the question in order to increase the 

variety of answers so that he can avoid various pitfalls. From his point of view, the fact 

that both answers seem unattractive is a sure sign that the question is mis-posed, that the 

question presupposes some assumption that he needs to challenge. At the same time, 

Thomas doesn’t want to disagree with Augustine. So he “agrees” or appears to agree with 

Augustine while changing the terms. 
110 Aquinas, Summa Theologica English Dominican Fathers Translation, I, q. 97, a. 1. 

Italics Mine. 
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Were it not for Thomas’ inclusion of the word intrinsic, our case would be sunk. 

Fortunately, with just this word, we begin to see that what Thomas means by “immortal 

before the Fall” is an immortality that cannot be claimed as natural to humanity. Rather, 

“This power of preserving the body was not natural to the soul, but was 

the gift of grace.”111 According to Thomas, souls, even human ones, are not naturally 

immortal. So far, this is nothing new. We could say this of the Cappadocians or of any 

participatory theology. Still, Thomas feels the need to make this plain. Graced 

anthropology is hard to get right. After all, humans, not excluding humans in pews, are as 

Irenaeus sees it  “unmindful of [their] own lot, and of the benefits held out to [them]. 

[They] do not acknowledge divine grace.”112 By this account it seems humans could use a 

prelapsarian theology that is hard to get wrong. If humans are inclined to idolatrize 

themselves, a crystal clear account of humanity’s natural mortality prior to the fall would 

be best.  

In Thomas’ view, prior to the Fall, Adam and Eve did not die because of all sorts 

of grace. There was never a pure, ungraced or “natural” humanity, only ever a graced 

nature. First, there was the grace of the unnatural preservative power of the soul. 

Additionally, Thomas explains: 

Man's body in the state of innocence could be preserved from suffering injury 

from a hard body; partly by the use of his reason, whereby he could avoid what 

was harmful; and partly also by Divine Providence, so preserving him, that 

nothing of a harmful nature could come upon him unawares.113 

 
111 Ibid., I, q. 97, a. 1, ad.3. 
112 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.2. 
113 By a hard body, we might presume Thomas imagines that if a rock or tooth or claw 

were to quickly and firmly run into Adam’s flesh, that Adam would use his reason (and I 

would think also instinct) to get out of the hard body’s way and that should this fail, he 

would providentially and supernaturally be preserved from harm. Aquinas, Summa 
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Here Thomas shows that reason is helpful, but so is providence that keeps the world of 

material objects from impinging on one another such that natural harm could not come to 

Adam.  

It is when Thomas finally turns to the matter of eating, that he provides the 

clearest case for a dependence that is undeniable, that is crystal clear, a dependance that 

goes up and down. When asked about whether Adam needed food pre-fall, Thomas 

answers: 

As Augustine says (QQ. Vet. et Nov. Test. qu. 19; works of an anonymous author, 

among the supposititious works of St. Augustine): "How could man have 

an immortal body, which was sustained by food? Since an immortal being needs 

neither food nor drink." For we have explained (Article 1) that the immortality of 

the primitive state was based on a supernatural force in the soul, and not on any 

intrinsic disposition of the body: so that by the action of heat, the body might lose 

part of its humid qualities; and to prevent the entire consumption of the 

humor, man was obliged to take food.114 

 

Thomas uses Augustine to distinguish between what the soul needs to not die despite its 

mortality and what the body needs to not die. Augustine seems to claim the soul is 

supernaturally immortal and the body is not but is sustained by food. A supernatural force 

is to the soul what plain food is to the body and both keep Adam from dying. First, notice 

what Thomas infers—the gift of food and even proper digestion are like a grace to the 

body as well as the other way around. Perhaps in the way that Nyssa makes genitalia a 

graced accommodation for bodied procreation, here fruit, mouths, stomachs, bowels… 

the tools of digestion, are a material grace for bodied life.  

In his next reply Thomas indicates that the food’s passability, its ability to become 

 

Theologica English Dominican Fathers Translation, I, q. 97, a. 2, ad. 4. 
114 Ibid., I, q. 97, a. 3. ad. 1. 
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part of the human, is also a divinely natural provision. “A certain passion and alteration 

attends nutriment, on the part of the food changed into the substance of the thing 

nourished….although this kind of passion conduced to the perfection of the nature.”115 If 

Tanner is worried humans might take the imago dei for granted, Thomas takes the 

concern to another level. There are all sorts of graces to take for granted, to presume as 

intrinsic when they are not. He even mentions the “decorous and suitable”116 manner 

whereby God has made humans to void the surplus of nutriment. Suddenly every base 

thing about being human is a miracle or a superpower. That humans can eat at all and not 

become a pile of figs is a miracle, that the figs can become human is a miracle. In this 

case the eucharist is just the wonder of eating on steroids.  

Of course at this point it is hard to parse what is “natural” to human nature pre-fall 

and what is “grace.” This is exactly the point. For Thomas there can never be an un-

graced or pure human nature. Thus, despite Thomas’ emphasis on the multiple 

supernatural graces Adam bears in order to not die while mortal, it is not surprising that 

Adam and Eve presume immortality as their own. Tanner and Irenaeus make us all too 

aware that pre-fall graced natures are exactly the sort in which humans are inclined to 

become ungrateful, to remain unaware of their lot, to presume immortality for 

themselves, to reach too high and then fall right back down. The grace of prelapsarian 

immortality is what we erase and supersede. Pre-fall immortality is the masterpiece we 

 
115 Ibid., I.97.3 ad 2. If I understand Thomas, he is saying that humans and food are made 

for each other. The food bends itself to become human flesh and in so doing the food’s 

nature itself is perfected. Notice that food (let’s say a fig) and humans are both rational in 

the garden. They both act according to their nature and in so doing become even more 

themselves. Their becoming themselves is symbiotic.   
116 Ibid., I, q. 97, a. 3. ad. 4. 
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paint over and claim as our own. Pre-fall participation is the immortality we appropriate. 

It feels impossible to avoid. Once you see it, it’s everywhere.  

Germ theory is no exception. Moderns use germ theory to hope again that 

immortality was humanity’s all along, the microbes just got in the way. Imagine a 1950s 

public health poster with a cartoonish germ attacking and running away with an 

otherwise perfectly healthy child’s life, and behind the child and the germ on a wall in the 

background, there is a poster of a doctoral student misreading Nyssa (thinking Nyssa 

claims humans are naturally immortal) and on her wall in the background is a poster with 

a woman running towards a snake and an apple, and on and on. Like mise en abyme,117 

the closer you look the deeper it goes. The power of the Fall is recursive. It loops, goes 

on and on and on. What can be done?  

Although Thomas does not indicate that his emphasis on the tree is for this 

pedagogical purpose, what Thomas shares next offers two pivotal gifts that help me 

frame potential refusals of holobiont theology as patterned after the Fall while framing 

holobiont theology itself as therapeutic.118 In Article 4, with Augustine’s help, Thomas 

argues that not only did the primitive primordial couple require the constant grace of the 

Word to the soul, but the soul and body also regularly required the nourishment of the 

creature called the tree of life. In working through Article 4 below it becomes clear that in 

 
117 Mise en abyme, is an artistic technique where an image is placed within an image is 

placed within an image. The instance that gave the technique popular notoriety, whence it 

received the name “the droste effect,” is the1904 advertisement of a woman holding a 

box of Droste cocoa powder. On the box is a woman holding the same thing, and so on. 

Today you can find the technique used on Land O’ Lakes butter boxes and Morton’s salt 

cartons. You can also see it in Giotto’s medieval Stefaneschi Altarpiece. 
118 Remember that holobiont theology amplifies human vulnerability. It says from the 

start we can’t even be human without microbes. Contrarily, germ theory opens a door to 

think that but for disease, we might live forever. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mise_en_abyme
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mise_en_abyme
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Thomas’ Eden, God used not only the divine Word but also a not-divine creature to keep 

Adam from dying indefinitely in the garden, despite Adam’s mortality. Thomas’ tree of 

life will not only interrupt the droste effect of the lie we read into our bodies, our texts 

and our scriptures. Thomas’ tree of life will thicken the account of Adam and Eve’s fall. 

Not only did they claim the divine graces as intrinsic to their nature, but also divinely 

provided creaturely graces.119  

Adam’s fall was not just a turning from God to the tree of knowledge of good and 

evil, thus damaging the balance of the divine-human relationship. Adam’s fall was a 

turning from the tree of life, thus damaging the balance of the creation-human 

relationship. I am inclined to say the derangement and cosmic groaning described in 

Romans 8 stems from this imbalance. (If you hear humoral language, I do too). Adam 

chose the wrong tree. 

Adam did not want the tree that God used to keep Adam alive indefinitely. Like 

manna in the desert, it was too much a reminder that humans live and die by God’s hand. 

Adam wanted the tree that would make him independent, the tree that the snake said 

would make Adam a god.  One tree reminds Adam of dependence, mortality and 

creaturehood. The other promises immortality and independence. Adam chooses the later. 

Some might argue that this entire tree typology is doomed from the start, and for 

two reasons. First, they might argue that the tree of life was the tree offering immortality, 

not the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. It’s easy to get confused. The tree of life 

 
119 “Created grace” is part of Catholic theology. Created grace is the means by which 

humans become more fully themselves, become excellent, virtuous. The virtue is not the 

human’s by nature but becomes a second nature as God grants the grace and the human 

acts freely. You might call this type of relationship parasitic but that doesn’t sound very 

nice. Of course, that is a problem it is about time to fix.  
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does seem like it is offering immortality. Genesis 3:22 reads: Behold, the man has 

become like one of us, knowing good and evil, and now, lest he put forth his hand and 

take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live for ever . . .” It seems like the tree of life is a 

one-time vaccine against death. But Thomas will make the tree of life work in a different 

way. As we will see below, Thomas’ tree of life works like a vaccine that needs a 

periodic booster. It doesn’t provide immortality. A second objection might come with the 

protest that the tree of life is not a real creature at all but the Word of Christ. Some might 

argue that Thomas is allegorizing. This is understandable. Many theologians treat the tree 

in this way.120 Thomas does not. We know this because he is responding to the following 

objections: 

Objection 1. It would seem that the tree of life could not be 

the cause of immortality. For nothing can act beyond its own species; as an effect 

does not exceed its cause. But the tree of life was corruptible, otherwise it could 

not be taken as food; since food is changed into the substance of the thing 

nourished. Therefore the tree of life could not give incorruptibility or immortality. 

 

Objection 2. Further, effects caused by the forces of plants and 

other natural agencies are natural. If therefore the tree of life caused immortality, 

this would have been natural immortality.121 

 

Thomas sets off to answer all three objections in one long paragraph. Importantly, 

he never refutes that the tree of life is acting upon a creature beyond its own species, nor 

does he argue against the idea that the tree of life is just a plant with natural agencies. If 

Thomas saw the tree of life as a divine theophany, as an anticipation of the revelation of 

 
120 Athanasius writes of God’s provision in “giving them a portion even of the power of 

His own Word; so that having as it were a kind of reflection of the Word, and being made 

rational, they might be able to abide ever in blessedness, living the true life which 

belongs to the saints in paradise.” Athanasius, On the Incarnation, 3.3. 
121Aquinas, Summa Theologica English Dominican Fathers Translation, I, q. 97, a. 4. 

arg. 1 and 2.  
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Christ, if he really thought the tree was Christ the Word, he would not have answered in 

the way he does:  

I answer that, the tree of life in a certain degree was the cause of immortality, but 

not absolutely. To understand this, we must observe that in the primitive 

state man possessed, for the preservation of life, two remedies, against two 

defects.122  

 

By “not absolutely,” Thomas will go on to explain he does not mean immortality but the 

avoidance of death via this creaturely grace of God.  

Surprisingly, Thomas, the theologian who traffics in the human in good working 

order, here, pre-fall, suggests that humanity nevertheless is in need of two sorts of 

medicine to keep from death. The first medicine is for the mortal human soul that 

diminishes over time. “As a remedy against such loss man was provided with food, taken 

from the other trees of paradise, as now we are provided with the food, which we take for 

the same purpose.” Thomas explains that this remedy is food, plain and simple, the same 

sort of which he and his readers eat. The second defect or vulnerability prelapsarian 

humans bear is based on a Galenic humoral theory of disease. Thomas explains that in 

eating, Adam would take in the humors of other creatures, trees for example. As time 

goes on, and the body weakens, it becomes less and less able to transform the food’s 

nature into a human one, to transform tree flesh into human flesh. (Even pre-fall Adam’s 

digestion would have aged him.) Human humors get diluted. 

Notice that even before the Fall, humanity was death-bound or deadward, angled 

toward death. Death was in this sense, natural, not a result of sin, but of creatureliness. 

Sin and death relate. Sin and mortality do not. Sin and finitude do not. Apart from sin, 

 
122 Ibid., I, q. 97, a. 4. co. 
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death just is the product of finitude in time, like a body is finitude in space. A finite time 

is a good, just as a finite body is good. If we get this confused, it could quite quickly take 

us right back to a cosmic pessimism wherein material creation, matter and bodies are the 

cause of suffering and death and where the Creator’s goodness might fairly be called in to 

question. Thomas’ tree is the intervention. Thomas inserts the grace of a creature, before 

the fall, to keep creaturely, mortal, finite and unfallen humans from natural death. This 

grace is the tree of life:  

Wherefore Augustine says (De Civ. Dei xiv, 26): "Man had food to appease his 

hunger, drink to slake his thirst; and the tree of life to banish the breaking up of 

old age"; and (QQ. Vet. et Nov. Test. qu. 19 [Work of an anonymous author, 

among the supposititious works of St. Augustine) "The tree of life, like a drug, 

warded off all bodily corruption."123 

 

Here a tree, a creature, not the Word, is the grace, in addition to other gifts that keep 

mortal creatures from death. 

…therefore, since the power of the tree of life was finite, man's life was to be 

preserved for a definite time by partaking of it once; and when that time had 

elapsed, man was to be either transferred to a spiritual life, or had need to eat once 

more of the tree of life. 

 From this the replies to the objections clearly appear. For the first proves that 

the tree of life did not absolutely cause immortality; while the others show that 

it caused incorruption by warding off corruption, according to the explanation 

given above.124 

         

While some might quickly pass over this article given its seeming archaic nosology, what 

 
123 Ibid. As I’ve already hinted, the tree of life works rather like the eucharist. The 

eucharist is like a palimpsest of the tree of life. As Gene Rogers said to me, all Christian 

traditions, whatever their theory of the Eucharist, think that Christ was at least not lying 

when he said, “this is my body, this is my blood.” The difference is that whereas the tree 

of life is like a vaccine that requires boosters, maybe we could say that the Eucharist 

recapitulates not just the tree of life but all the meals and all the digestion that God has 

granted to keep us alive. It is in Ignatius of Antioch’s words, “the medicine of 

immortality.”  
124 Ibid. 
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Thomas provides is nothing short of an extrinsic grace, a created grace that works 

internally and signals to Adam and his inheritors that the human was never immortal or 

self-standing.  

Tanner lets humans off the hook rather gently, suggesting that it is easy to confuse 

extrinsic graces as natural, intrinsic properties, given their internal aspect, and given that 

humanity has always borrowed from God these graces. Thomas makes it harder for Adam 

and Eve to mistake grace as native to them. He makes it harder to take the grace for 

granted. In this way the tree of life is an indispensable aspect of the theological 

anthropology of Genesis. It is unmistakably not intrinsic to the human, yet the mortal 

human in the garden depends on it so as to not die.125 

 
125 Thomas’ tree is like life itself. It works the way breath works and the way skin works 

and the way serotonin works—we need them to live and we cannot give them to 

ourselves. This is the pattern Gene Rogers, with Otto Pesch, makes clear. He once told 

me, “It works like the breath of life: We need it to live, but we cannot give it to ourselves, 

and we cannot recover it by ourselves once lost.”  This is exactly the pattern for original 

righteousness. He has further explained, “Some background is in order for a claim about 

the much controverted relation of nature and grace. I follow Otto Pesch. Adam was 

created with nature and, out of God's superabundant mercies, in grace (ST I.95.1), or in a 

state of ‘original justice’ (1.100.1). Grace was not constitutive of nature, any more than 

standing upright is constitutive of a human body; but being stood upright was both a good 

of the body and a gift to the body, the loss of which could not be restored by the body 

itself. As Pesch puts it: ‘Original righteousness is a good of nature, in that it neither 

altered nor added to its constituents; it is a 'supernatural,' 'gracious' gift to nature, because 

it cannot be made available by nature's own power.’ Like life itself (strictly, in terms of 

God's gift of a soul), it could be passed on, but not recovered once lost….Pesch comes to 

a careful conclusion. The ‘essence’ of original sin ‘does not consist, like actual sins, in 

the loss of grace . . . , but in the loss of the due harmony of nature [itself a harmony 

worked by supernatural gift]. Fallen nature is sinful not because it has no grace, but 

because it is unready—‘indisposed’--for grace.’ Likewise bodies once dead decay and are 

shortly no longer disposed for life or a soul. As a result Aquinas knows no cases of pure 

nature, neither ungraced nor unfallen, just as we know no cases of abstract bodies, in 

some state of suspended readiness for life, neither alive nor undecayed. Although both 

abstract nature and unsouled bodies are logical possibilities, the real possibilities are 

nature graced or failed, bodies living or decaying.” Rogers, Aquinas and the Supreme 

Court: Race, Gender, and the Failure of Natural Law in Thomas's Bibical 
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Returning to Eve’s response to the serpent, her willingness to believe the snake 

comes as the denial of her dependence on things above her nature and “below.”126 She 

turns her back on God. She turns her back on the tree God gave her to keep her alive, 

preferring to believe she can live without these aids, that she is immortal. This then is the 

Fall of turning to the wrong tree. Both trees were pedagogical aids. Eve uses both trees 

improperly.  As Irenaeus argues below, almost anything can be a pedagogical aid, even 

death. Trees are aids.  

I suspect microbes, especially pathogenic ones, get treated more like the fallen 

couple’s genitals than like the tree of life. (Remembering that Sebastian Moore says the 

couple covered their lower parts out of disdain for the truth their flesh revealed about 

their creatureliness.) The genitals draw ire, the tree gets ignored, both were meant to draw 

gratitude. This pattern repeats itself up until the present. Mise en abyme. 

This preliminary theological inquiry into Adam’s fall adumbrates the 

anthropology of our current ecological crisis, and the foolishness of thinking the human 

fate is separate from that of the “environment.” Adam’s turning from the tree is a 

microcosm of the behavior that wrings the ecological devastation we now face. The 

unfettered, modern, industrial capitalism that uses the land like a resource instead of a 

lifeline performs the hubris of the Fall, the lie that we can live without the creaturely 

graces God has provided. The first sin was an ecological one. Every denial of our 

 

Commentaries, 187.The quote from Pesch is from Otto Pesch, Die Theologie der 

Rechtfertigung bei Martin Luther und Thomas von Aquin (Mainz: Matthias-Grünewald-

Verlag, 1967), p. 491; material in brackets, p. 490. 
126 I put this in quotes because Thomas would put a plant with its vegetative soul below 

the human whose rational soul appropriates all the excellences of the vegetative soul. I 

would not say the human is below but beside. 



 

 

 

241 

ecological dependence is a repetition of the Fall.  

Mise en abyme, literally, to be placed in the abyss. It is the technique of placing 

an image inside an image, or a story within a story. It is unrelenting repetition. History 

loops. Do you see it now? The story of humanity behaving as though we do not need 

planetary life could be called a case of bad stewardship, but why not call it what it is? It is 

a mirror of the Fall, a failure to believe humans need the planet to be human. Modern 

Somehow we are formed to convince ourselves that all we have in us is not borrowed but 

just is ourselves. We behave as though we do not need the tapeworm in our gut to be 

human. It’s offensive. Eve looks at the tree and does not think she needs it to not die nor 

to teach her she is mortal. Tanner thinks, when we look at ourselves we see only 

ourselves, we do not see that reason, freedom, and self-movement are lent to us, that the 

image of God is not an image of ourselves. All the gifts, we presume, are our own. When 

we look inside ourselves, we see an image of ourself. Mise en abyme is not just a 

metaphor to describe the looping recursion of the Fall. It’s content of the Fall itself. Mise 

en abyme is the technique of putting a copy of an image inside the image itself. We look 

inside ourselves and see our own reflection. Trapped in the abyss. 

6.5.4 Germ theory copies Adam’s turn to the wrong tree 

 

This preliminary theological inquiry into Adam’s fall also casts light on the 

anthropology of germ theory with all the hope for immortality and distancing from sin it 

has on offer. The Pasteurian turn also trains us to think we should look inside ourselves 

and see only ourselves. A human in good working order should be only human. The 
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emergence of an “antiseptic conscious America”127 was well underway when Louis 

Pasteur, demonstrated that microorganisms were the cause of specific diseases.128 His 

research led to policies that to this day require milk and cheese sold in U.S. groceries be 

pasteurized (heated to the point that all biological life is killed).129 Discovery of the link 

between microbial life and human illness seemed to induce cultural forgetfulness about 

Pasteur’s parallel discovery, that microbes contributed to fermentation and culturing that 

had been practiced as a means of food production and preservation for millennia. Even 

though some microbes spoiled milk, other microbes turned milk into cheese and yogurt 

and sour cream. In the 1920s even breastmilk came under suspicion as evaporated milk 

labels claimed that after half a century of research, “Sterilization makes it free from 

anything that could endanger health.”130 This breast-milk replacement was advertised as 

safer because the “sealed, air-tight container brings it to you as safe as if there were not a 

germ in the universe.”131 The irony comes only now when we learn that the surface of the 

breast supplies a host of good microbes that sterilized milk can never supply. In less than 

one century, the ancient and medieval attribution of health to a balanced relationship with 

 
127 Waller, The Discovery of the Germ: Twenty Years That Transformed the Way We 

Think About Disease, 10. 
128 German bacteriologist, Robert Koch’s contributions were also important in the 

development of a specific disease pathology. 
129 With the dawn of microbiome science emerging in popular culture, a post-pasteurian 

microbiopolitics has also emerged that acknowledges the probiotic benefits of microbes. 

You might say that this project is an attempt to ground “microbiotheology” that is 

emerging in the wake of post-Pasteurianism. Heather Paxson highlights that ecological 

and social impulses relate to microbial impulses and practices. One of the underlying 

presumptions of this essay is that microbiopolitics also relates to theological impulses. 

Paxson explains, “dissent over how to live with microorganisms reflects disagreement 

about how humans ought live with one another.” See: Paxson, "Post-Pasteurian Cultures: 

The Microbiopolitics of Raw‐Milk Cheese in the United States," 16. 
130 Amy Laura Hall, Conceiving Parenthood (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008), 25. 
131 Ibid. 
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the natural world was exchanged for a picture of human health at odds with the cosmos. 

In this turning away from the gifts of microbes and towards the hope of isolating 

humanity from them, we can see Adam turning from one tree to the other.  

Some might claim that this can only be known in hindsight. How could we have 

known that eradicating all microbial life in and on the body could be life-threatening to 

humans and their ecological relations? This essay asks, admittedly with the benefit of 

hindsight, how could we have not known? Medical historians suggest the history of germ 

theory was not fate. It was contingent. I am asking what theological genealogies and what 

anthropological conditions promoted antibacterial instincts and made us blind to our 

violence and ingratitude? 

Today, microbiologists are coming to lament the frenzied control of this new 

ontological enemy that trumped nuanced approaches to microbes and muted hopeful 

discoveries about the contributions of microbial life to fermentation, preservation and 

health. The instinct to deny our dependence on the life around us and rather seek our own 

freedom from death has not made for a healthier planet or a healthier human holobiont. 

In the antiseptic embrace of germ theory, not only do we see a denial of creation’s 

gifts, we also might be prone to demonize microbes as responsible for our mortality, 

remembering that Pasteur’s discoveries led many to hope for the end of death, at least by 

disease. Biologists commenting on the power of germ theory on the social imaginary 

argue,  

Evidence for the life-giving properties of microbial infections could not compete  

with the great success and importance of the germ theory of disease. The view of  

microbial infections as disease causing ‘germs’ defined the antagonistic view that  

microbes were “the enemy of man.”132  

 
132 Winslow, "Parts and Wholes: The Human Microbiome, Ecological Ontology, and the 
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The Fall as a sinking too low, into lusts of the flesh, into animality is a 

predominant narrative entrenched in parts of the Christian social imaginary. Not 

everything about this type of reading is wrong but, on its own but without the 

countervailing readings of B-Type and C-Type, and given human proclivity, it would not 

be surprising to think that a unilateral A-Type reading can lead Christians to resist the 

idea that their very being depends upon the intimate contributions of micro-animals. The 

resistance reflects Eve’s turning from the tree of life. Even as Christians seek to separate 

themselves from animal life as a form of preservative piety, they might deny themselves 

the therapy God provided in the first place. Whether a tree of life or microbes providing 

us with a balanced neurochemistry, these too are graces to teach the human that she is 

never herself by herself. If in the Eastern traditions of the Fall, Adam falls ungratefully 

away in his distraction and boredom and satiety with the divine, this is only half the story. 

Adam also ungratefully falls away in his distraction and boredom and satiety with the tree 

of life. The Fall is lassitude in two directions, a turning from the provision of divine and 

creaturely graces in the garden.  

6.5.5 Irenaeus: the whale and worm are deadly graces. 

 

Failing to account for the tree of life in prelapsarian anthropology relates to the 

theological conflation of “mortality” and “death,” a conflation that keeps humanity from 

the anthropological pessimism (or we might just say grateful humility) that is 

pedagogically part of the economy of salvation, or so says Irenaeus. Humans need to 

know they are mortal to gratefully receive God’s immortality. In this final section I 

 

Challenges of Community," 30. 
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resource Irenaeus’ theodicy to frame both beneficial and pathogenic microbes (all part of 

the human microbiome) as a symbiotic grace which mirrors the tree of life and the sign of 

Jonah. 

I began Part Two suggesting that theological anthropology matters to theologians 

because how the human understands herself has to do with matters of sin and redemption. 

Theological anthropology forms and deforms how Christians view the non-human world 

in the face of suffering and death. So long as Christians seek a theodicy that begins with a 

presumptuous and sometimes immortalist anthropology, this opens them to a pessimism, 

denigration or even demonization of the cosmos as evil. Without it how do they account 

for the pain and death without condemning the Creator? The cosmos becomes a 

scapegoat.133  

The tree of life in the story of Adam’s fall disrupts the conflation of death and 

mortality. Even amidst theologically trained circles, it is not uncommon to hear 

theologians and their students using mortality and death interchangeably—sometimes it is 

mortality that is a result of the fall; other times it is death.134 But their difference matters. 

In anything other than an A-Type Fall, to think mortality is a result of the fall is to 

participate in the fall.  Correspondingly, to accept that humans are by nature mortal is to 

 
133 Pastorally it makes a world of sense that Christians might look to the Fall for theodicy. 

But theologically, we could even say to look to Adam and Eve and a Snake to explain our 

mortality is another reflection of the habit of over-optimistic anthropologies and tagalong 

pessimistic cosmologies. 
134 Farrow offers a middle way, acknowledging immortality for its embroilment in 

Kantian Idealist philosophy and Greek metaphysics, as well as issues in catholic 

theology, he proposes the distinction of the soul’s indestructibility. Farrow, "Resurrection 

and Immortality," 106. The soul dies but cannot cease to be, for nothing can uncreate 

what God creates because God’s creation is God’s will brought to being. In other words, 

dead souls still exist and therefore can still be resurrected. Ibid., 119. 
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begin to recover from the fall.  

Primary texts themselves contribute to the confusion, as we saw with Thomas. 

Even James Barr, in The Garden of Eden and the Hope for Immortality, resisting the 

binary of immortality-or-resurrection still conflates the language. When Barr uses the 

term immortality to describe what is lost in Genesis 3, he does not mean immortality of 

the soul or life-after-death, but rather the possibility of not dying, what in fact Aquinas 

and Augustine propose with the tree of life keeping Adam alive.135 He says immortality, 

he means something else.  

How much more confusing is this conflation for those without theological 

training? When people in pews comfort themselves and defend their God and creation in 

the face of suffering with the idea that mortality entered with the Fall, they are not trying 

to be proud or optimistic. They are trying to make sense of death in a tradition that has 

failed to teach them how.136 Either they think humans were immortal before (that’s an A 

Type interpretation) or they have no framework for thinking that death and mortality are 

different. But they are. Death means the cessation of life—mortality means the ability to 

have one’s life cease. Blurring these inhibits a right anthropology. When Christians are 

raised with an assurance of life after death, of resurrection, but have no concept of their 

natural mortality, the doctrine of resurrection easily takes on an aura of immortality of the 

 
135 This is not to say that Barr’s work is not an important contribution. His suggestion that 

Genesis 3 is not a Fall but a story of Adam and Eve’s missed opportunity to achieve a 

status of immortality (not dying) is no reason for shame nor cause to think that bodies or 

sexuality are accommodations to the Fall. Barr, The Garden of Eden and the Hope of 

Immortality. Walter Brueggemann’s review helps clarify what Barr does and does not 

mean by “immortality.” Walter Brueggemann, "The Garden of Eden and the Hope of 

Immortality," Hebrew Studies 35, no. 1 (1994). 
136 See: Alexander Schmemman, For the Life of the World:  Sacraments and Orthodoxy 

(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1973). 
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soul. “As a Christian, I am the sort of creature that will live into eternity.” But as Douglas 

Farrow points out, if the soul doesn’t die, it diminishes the significance of death (as 

Schmemann notes)137 and/or the resurrection loses its strength. “So runs the argument. 

Either immortality of the soul or Resurrection of the dead; both cannot be true together. 

‘Resurrection: that is the grave burst open….Immortality: that is the grave denied.’”138 

Combining the conflation of mortality and death with the Christian doctrine of 

resurrection and alongside what Tanner suggests is the likely presumption of presuming 

God’s graces as our own, it becomes clear how pivotal an account of the tree of life is for 

staving off such error. Once you learn about God’s extrinsic grace but especially God’s 

external, extrinsic grace in the form of the tree of life, it’s hard to be confused about the 

fact that even pre-fallen humans were dependent and mortal. The tree blocks the 

falsehood of mortality entering through the Fall. If a Christian knows God needed to offer 

God’s self and a grace-filled tree to keep humans alive in the garden, then she knows 

humans are by nature mortal. Mortal by nature, not by accident. Centering the tree in the 

story of the fall reminds Christians that death (not mortality) entered through Adam’s sin, 

a sin composed of denying dependence on what is above the human (God) and what is 

beside the human (creatures, the tree of life).  

It’s important not to miss that humans depend on creatures that are not human to 

understand who they themselves are.139 Why? Humans depend on creatures now in two 

 
137 See Chapter 6, “Trampling Down Death by Death in ibid. 
138 Farrow, "Resurrection and Immortality," 106. 
139 “But man needed animals in order to have experimental knowledge of their natures. 

This is signified by the fact that God led the animals to man, that he might give them 

names expressive of their respective natures.” Aquinas, Summa Theologica English 

Dominican Fathers Translation, I, q. 96, a. 1, ad.3. I expand on this in Chapter Seven. 
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different ways. First, they need creatures (like the tree of life) to not die and second, 

humans need the experience of depending on these creatures to understand with humility 

who they are, an understanding that Irenaeus, Calvin, Barth and so many others insist is 

part of human recovery from the fall. Centering the tree of life in the story of the fall 

makes Christians face their symbiotic relationship with creation, beyond matters of 

biology to matters of grace. Grace is symbiotic.140 God mediates God’s grace of 

immortality in the garden via a creature. Symbiosis is not just a biological fact. It is a 

soteriological one. It is a sacred symbiosis. 

How do the gifts of the tree of life relate and microbes relate? It might be easiest 

to think about those beneficial microbes who contribute to cognitive function, like 

lactobacillus: 

In a double-blind placebo-controlled study, medical students consumed a daily 

drink composed of probiotics, which are supplements containing live, beneficial 

bacteria, for 3 months leading up to their qualifying exams. The students showed 

improvements in psychological symptoms related to chronic stress, as indexed by 

attenuated increases in cortisol, improved sleep quality, and improved 

parasympathetic activity (Nishida et al., 2017).141  

 

Or it might help to think about the increasing understanding that gut microbiota diversity 

 
140 It might sound like what I mean by symbiotic is “mediated.” God mediates through 

the tree. That is correct. It might also sound like I am saying that the mediation is 

unidirectional. It is not. The mediation goes both ways. However, we already have an 

account of the mediation from God’s gifts through humans to other creatures. It is called 

humans as “priests of creation” or as microcosms of creation. With my intervention, I am  

highlighting that this good sort of anthropocentricism has a counterpart where trees and 

microbes and whales  and ashes also become a linchpin for our salvation. If humans are a 

means of grace to other creatures, other creatures are a means of grace to us. Mediated 

grace is mutualistic. This claim gets full treatment in the second half of this project where 

in a chapter on holobiont salvation I write about symbiotic grace. In that chapter, the 

River Jordan becomes our priest. 
141 Leigh K Smith and Emily F Wissel, "Microbes and the Mind: How Bacteria Shape 

Affect, Neurological Processes, Cognition, Social Relationships, Development, and 

Pathology," Perspectives on Psychological Science 14, no. 3 (2019). 

https://journals-sagepub-com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/doi/full/10.1177/1745691618809379?utm_source=summon&utm_medium=discovery-provider
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relates to the human capacity for compassion and wisdom and the ability to experience 

healthy solitude.142 For the Christian to embrace her reality as an ecosystem, a collection 

of lives, a holobiont, a human that was never independent, that never experienced a 

golden age of genetic purity, is analogous to centering the tree—she learns that she 

cannot be what God makes her to be without the aid of other creatures.  

6.5.6 The pathogen as a sign of Jonah 

 

What about those micro creatures that harm the human? Trees seem nice. So does 

lactobacillus, in its own way. What about the novel coronavirus? What about the 

tapeworm, the Necator americanus hookworm that twentieth century Western medicine 

aimed to eradicate from Western populations, only to discover that the species contributes 

to aspects of human immunological function? Scientists now suspect 

tapeworms/helminths co-evolved with humans, “training” the immune system to not 

over-react to pathogenic microbes (a benefit not only to the human but also to the 

tapeworm itself). In Jamie Lorimer’s words, “Hookworms make us human.”143 

Hookworms also make us sick. That is like discovering that Adam needed the tree of life 

to not die but to eat from it would also eventually kill him.144 We are faced with the 

question with which we began. What sort of God makes creatures depend on other 

creatures that also usher in their death? What sort of God puts humans in bodies that 

break down? The question of pathogens is a matter of theodicy writ microscopic. 

 
142 Tanya T Nguyen et al., "Association of Loneliness and Wisdom with Gut Microbial 

Diversity and Composition: An Exploratory Study," Frontiers in Psychiatry 12 (2021). 
143 Lorimer, "Hookworms Make Us Human: The Microbiome, Eco-Immunology, and a 

Probiotic Turn in Western Health Care.." 
144 This is what Thomas says about eating the rest of the trees in the garden. Eating builds 

us up and wears us down all at once. This is finitude in time. 
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Irenaeus offers an answer by way of, not a tree or a tapeworm, but a whale. In his 

third chapter of Against Heresies, Irenaeus uses the story of Jonah for thinking about 

deadly dependence.145 In 3.23.5 he boils down the devil’s Edenic temptation as the lie of 

immortality.146 He also acknowledges the risk Tanner highlights: 

And human beings should never adopt an opposite opinion with regard to God, 

supposing that the incorruptibility which belongs to them is their own by nature, 

nor, by holding the truth, should boast with empty superciliousness, as if they 

were by nature like God.147 

 

These words come in Irenaeus’ treatment of the Fall as a response to the theodicy 

question and to those grieved that God would let Adam fall and bring so much pain.148 

God arranges, explains Irenaeus, for a whale to swallow Jonah, “not so that he should 

perish altogether when so engulfed: but, arranging and preparing the plan of salvation, 

which was accomplished by the Word, through the sign of Jonah.”149 Irenaeus says that 

God used a creature, a whale, to mediate the Word’s plans. The whale swallows Jonah, 

but the whale is not evil. Irenaeus insists that the human that is “the author of 

transgression.”150 The Word and the whale mediate a grace to Jonah and the Ninevites. It 

is not a nice grace like an edible tree. The grace eats Jonah. The whale is not unlike 

 
145 Note, these theological explanations are theoretical, not pastoral. They are not 

comforting in the wake of loss and death. Nothing is. Theodicy can be helpful, but I have 

rarely found it to take away pain, or to answer the “why?” cried out in grief. Those cries 

are not asking for an answer. Even the best theology of death does not erase its sting in 

the moment. Nor should it. Death, though a teacher, is hardly a welcome one. 
146 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.23.5. 
147 Ibid., 3.20.1. 
148 The long answer to these questions is found in Irenaeus’ recapitulative theology, 

whereby the Fall is not only a mercy (ending endless sin) but also pedagogical. The Fall 

is part of God’s economy. God’s economy is not a plan B to respond to Adam’s apostasy. 
149 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.20.1. 
150 Ibid. 
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Calvin’s parasitic worm, that seed of religion151 that relentlessly causes humans to believe 

that God exists and that humans are not God. The worm and the whale are deadly graces. 

Why? Irenaeus thinks God is willing to let humans suffer, even plan their suffering, “that 

they may know themselves, how mortal and weak they are; while they also understand 

respecting God, that He is immortal and powerful to such a degree as to confer 

immortality upon what is mortal,…”152 The suffering is not punitive nor for its own sake 

but because it is treatment for what ails. When a creature thinks he’s mortal, send a whale 

with a strong gag reflex. 

Irenaeus couches his narration of the sign of Jonah with claims that assert God is 

willing to do this to keep humans from thinking they are mortal. Anthropology is a matter 

of life and death. Irenaeus thinks knowing one’s mortality is a matter worth dying for. 

What sort of God would bring humans to being through an evolutionary process that 

guarantees suffering and death, that means humans are part of an ecology with N. 

Americanus that brings health and compromises it at the same time? Irenaeus suggests it 

is the God who creates and educates but who also recapitulates Adam’s failures. Where 

Adam considered immortality something to be grasped, Christ does not consider this 

something to be claimed.153 John Behr explains, “For Irenaeus, then, God has borne the 

human race from the beginning, while it was swallowed up by the whale.”154 Like nesting 

 
151 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1, 1.3.1. 
152 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.20.1. There is also a problem here in the classroom and 

in the pews. Students are way too quick to justify other people’s suffering to teach them 

lessons.  
153 Bible, New Revised Standard Version, Philippians 2. 
154 John Behr, "Learning through Experience: The Pedagogy of Suffering and Death in 

Irenaeus," in Suffering and Evil in Early Christian Thought ed. John A Nonna Verna 

Harrison and McGuckin (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2017), 40. 
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dolls, inside of Jesus’ belly is a whale, inside of whose belly is a man, inside of whose 

belly is a tree and a worm, inside of whom is the Word. Irenaeus didn’t know about 

tapeworms, so he uses a whale, but they work the same way. They show humans their 

deathward nature, one which humans have always born, and then point them to the one 

who can confer life. Behr continues, “For Irenaeus, there is no lost golden age of 

primordial perfection, no time when, hypothetically (and counterfactually), we might not 

have needed Christ.”155 If Behr is right, tapeworms, holobiont anthropology, would have 

changed nothing for Irenaeus. 

It is as if, for Irenaeus, life is one long Ash Wednesday service. Knowing humans 

are originally mortal is the essential pedagogy in God’s economy. “Such then was the 

patience of God, that human beings, after passing through all things and acquiring 

knowledge of death,…and learning by experience…may love him the more,…” After 

emphasizing that humans may know their own mortality he goes on, “And may they also 

know the other powers of God made manifest in themselves, and, being taught by them, 

may they think of God in accordance with the greatness of God. For the glory of the 

human being is God,…”156 Behr suggests “both dimensions of this economy—the 

engulfing of the human and the salvation wrought by the Word—are simultaneously 

represented by Jonah,…”157 a sign of finitude and of rescue. The sign of Jonah is marked 

in ash on Lenten foreheads. The sign of Jonah is like the tree that shows both human 

 
155 Ibid.; For a deeper study of Behr’s treatment of this issue see: John Behr, "Life and 

Death in the Age of Martyrdom," The Role of Death in Life: A Multidisciplinary 

Examination of the Relationship between Life and Death 15 (2015). 
156 3.20.2 Quoted in: "Learning through Experience: The Pedagogy of Suffering and 

Death in Irenaeus," 42. 
157 Ibid., 43. 
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denial of dependence on things below and above. Both are proto-anthropologies of the 

holobiont. The only difference is one teaches through life and the other through death. 

Commensal microbes and pathogenic ones are both signs pointing humans to turn around 

and face the author of both. Microbes are signs of finitude and provision and rescue. The 

sign of the cross on a forehead, the tree of life in Eden, the sign of Jonah in the Sea of 

Nineveh, holobiont anthropology even Land-O-Lakes butter boxes all bear witness to 

human mortality, to human dependence on that which is above and beside and on the 

goodness of God and creation amidst human suffering.  

6.6 Re-turning to the trees 

 

When Christian theologies of creation fail to face humanity’s mortality, confusing 

finitude for fallenness, people in pain are prone to blame their lot on other creatures. 

Microbes are just one instance of the creatures we need or love to hate. We blame death 

on creatures instead of on our deadward nature. This is not to say that death is not an 

enemy. There was a time when a tree stood between creation and this enemy. When 

humanity turned away from the tree, the enemy engulfed our race. So much so that even 

the God-made-human was born inside the belly of Mary but also of the whale. le mis 

abyme. Ever since, humans have demonized the ones at whose hands Jesus died, 

sometimes Christians demonize Pilate, other times “the Jews.” It was never the Jews, and 

it was not Herod. It is that Jesus was born deadward, killable from the start. If the blood 

of Jesus is on anyone’s hands, it is as much on all our hands.   

That microbes, when they enter us, make us human and make us sick is not 

because microbes are evil but because the relationships between creatures are now 

treacherous outside the garden. Dependence beyond Eden is not only creaturely, it’s 
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treacherous and endlessly complicated. Necator americanus witnesses to this reality, to 

what it means to be human, to be dependent in a way that is fraught, isn’t clean, doesn’t 

put us on top, isn’t safe. Theologies of the Fall under the fall have sometimes let us think 

of ourselves as fallen angels, frustrated gods or victimized souls—our deaths the result of 

cosmic devils, and in this case microscopic ones. Optimistic anthropologies necessitate 

theodicies and demonized cosmologies. The Fall as a turning to the wrong tree provides a 

conceptual frame to understand the temptations of germ theory, of demonizing and 

blaming creatures for human mortality even as it hints at the therapy of re-turning to the 

tree and its analogs beyond Eden.
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Part III – Ecological Theological Anthropology: Imaging God is Symbiotic
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7. The Mixed Theology of Thomas Aquinas: Putting the Body and the Environment 

Back Together and Paving the Way for Holobiont Theological Anthropology 

  

 

Holobionts are mixed creatures. Mixing things creates problems and anxieties in 

theology. The persons of God, the natures of Christ, the human and the beast, are all best 

kept unconfused. But Thomas thinks mixing creatures contributes to knowing and 

becoming more like the Creator. His non-subject-centered, participatory way of knowing 

and being human anticipates holobiont theology, making his doctrines of creation and 

anthropology a fitting tool to think towards a holobiont theology that takes up the wisdom 

of indigenous accounts of the ecological body, where human and world support, absorb, 

assimilate and become each other without violation.  

7.1 Introduction 

7.1.1 The problem: germs and theology separate the human from nature 

 

Denial of our intimate dependence on the non-human world, figured as Adam’s 

denial of dependence on Eden’s tree of life, is humanity’s first sin. Presuming we could 

live as if we were somehow sheltered from the fate of the rest of creation is part of our 

oldest and most damning delusion. It’s a delusion of presumed independence and thus 

immortality. Its fingerprint now traces to the rapid disappearance of our microbial 

symbionts—a microcosm of diminished ecological diversity writ small. Humans 

presuming we do not need creation, that creation does not make us and keep us, give in to 

the lie that matter doesn’t matter. To believe such a thing, one must think themselves 

apart from matter, a thought to which the matter/spirit and body soul dichotomies of 

Christian discourse contribute.  Christian theology, at least some of it, has helped the 

western world think creation apart with its classical binaries of human versus 

environment or human versus animal. Theology, performed under the deformation of the 

fall unweaves a tale—culture apart from nature, human from non-human, human from 
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animal, human from land—all thought apart.  

If some Christians are set up to imagine that the environment and matter don’t 

finally matter in the final hour, other modern ways of knowing, like pasteurian 

microbiopolitical ones, have further contributed to this dissection of the human from 

everything else. The process of thinking the human apart from the environment came 

home in the story of the germ. The development of the germ theory of disease helped 

sever the fate of the human from the fate of the environment. This severing has been 

disastrous for what we now call our microbiome, with as much as half of it now extinct. 

Albeit rather late, western medicine is coming to face the fact that the death of the 

environment, and not just the one “out there” upon which we stand, but the one we carry 

inside, is our own death. The line between my body and the world is not real.1  

All along, wise voices protest against the foolishness of a human-environment 

divide, especially in the face of ecological and human violence—as if the two are 

separate. Ecologically attuned voices cry out, “What God has brought together, let no one 

tear asunder.” Body and land are one. Wendell Berry writes: 

Our land passes in and out of our bodies just as our bodies pass in and out of our 

land...As we and our neighbors here, human and plant and animal, are part of one 

another, and so cannot possibly flourish alone...Therefore....our culture and our 

place are images of each other and inseparable from each other, and so neither can 

be better than the other.2 

 

 
1 In Chapter Three I showed how land developers used the concept of the germ to speed 

colonization of California’s Central Valley by convincing white settlers that the story of 

the body and land were separate. Further, I argued alongside Willie Jennings that this 

severing of bodies from lands, black from white, gave purchase to the idea that 

connection to land is not what makes a person, rather owning the land and owning other 

bodies is what makes at least some people a person in their own right. For sustained 

reflection on thinking the world without lines see: Ingold, Being Alive : Essays on 

Movement, Knowledge and Description. 
2 Wendell Berry, The Unsettling of America: Culture & Agriculture (Catapult, 2015), 22. 
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Berry is not speaking against germ theory nor yet aware of our microbiome, but he might 

as well be. Body, land, microbiome—mix, mingle, make and reflect each other. To put 

body and world at war is to kill both. 

When I came to Duke Divinity, a professor told me, “Write a theology fit for 

Wendell Berry.” But can there be a Christian theology that supports creaturely mingling 

and still be Christian? If theology has only ever happened under the conditions of 

denying our ecological dependence, ought we not be suspicious of whether Christian 

anthropology can do any ecological good – and still be Christian? Are Wendell Berry and 

Christian theology oxymoronic? 

During the 2016 protests at the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation, Natalie Diaz, a 

Mojave woman from California’s Colorado river valley, wrote: 

We think of our bodies as being all that we are: I am my body. This thinking helps 

us disrespect water, air, land, one another. But water is not external from our body, 

our self. 

 

My Elder says: Cut off your ear, and you will live. Cut off your hand, you will live. 

Cut off your leg, you can still live. Cut off our water: we will not live more than a 

week. 

 

The water we drink, like the air we breathe, is not a part of our body but is our 

body. What we do to one—to the body, to the water—we do to the other. 

 

The Colorado River is the most endangered river in the United States—also, it 

is a part of my body. 

 

I carry a river. It is who I am: ’Aha Makav. 

This is not metaphor.3 

 

Ecologist Robin Kimmerer of the Potawatomi nation pities the inheritors of Eve’s story 

who imagine a people cut apart from a garden while Potawatomi cosmology lends itself 

 
3 Natalie Diaz, "The First Water Is the Body," Orion 36, no. 4 (2017).  
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to a human-cosmic embrace.4 Traditional wisdoms have a better track record of thinking 

the human and the world together. Their theologies of creation and anthropology are one, 

not two. Creation is personal. Like the nation of New Zealand honoring the Whanganui 

River in New Zealand with the legal status of person, like the Maori women who use the 

same word “whenua” for land and placenta, they know that land and body are 

indivisible.5 They say, “Ko au te Awa, ko te Awa ko au” – “I am the River, the River is 

me.”6 

7.1.2 The holobiont mixes the human with nature 

 

In the thirteenth century, Dominican monk Thomas Aquinas commended human 

reflection on the panoply of creatures in God’s creation as a formative process for human 

beings in Eden.7 “But man needed animals in order to have experimental knowledge of 

 
4 In many ways my revision of the Fall as turning to the wrong tree is a response to 

Kimmerer’s apt critique of the way Eve’s cosmology is a tragic “source of identity and 

orientation to the world” that cannot imagine nature and humanity could be better 

together. With the Fall as a turning to the wrong tree, the content of the fall is believing 

the lie that we are better apart. I am grateful to Kimmerer for this and much more. Robin 

Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the 

Teachings of Plants (Milkweed Editions, 2013), 7. 
5 The origin of the double-meaning of whenua emerges from the ancient tradition of 

Maori women burying their placenta after birth. Given the island-hopping history of 

Maori peoples, when people would ask where are you from, what island, what land?, 

what they are in fact asking is where is your placenta, the flesh that gave your life, 

buried? Land, flesh, womb mingle. That Maori think of land in a placental way means 

that any sort of stewardship humans offer is not hierarchical but reciprocal, like the care 

the adult child offers the one that gave them life. For more see: Manuke Henare, "Tapu, 

Mana, Mauri, Hau, Wairua: A Maori Philosophy of Vitalism and Cosmos," in Indigenous 

Traditions and Ecology: The Interbeing of Cosmology and Community, ed. J. Grimm 

(Harvard University Press, 2001). 
6 Anne Salmond, "Tears of Rangi: Water, Power, and People in New Zealand," HAU: 

Journal of Ethnographic Theory 4, no. 3 (2004). 
7 What Thomas means by know needs qualification. Thomas thinks humans know 

animals the way humans know human animals—by observation. This is how we know 

ourselves and others. Thomas means observation in the way a friend or therapist knows, 

not the way an experimental scientist might. This knowing is cognitio, not scientia. The 
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their natures. This is signified by the fact that God led the animals to man, that he might 

give them names expressive of their respective natures.”8 Eden has moved to the lab.9  

New technologies in the form of gene sequencing and metagenomic10 analysis are 

leading microbial animals into our field of vision; providing us with new observational 

knowledge that has radically shifted our understanding of human nature. Emerging 

science about human interdependence and entanglement with microbial life and its 

presence in and around the human person reveal that all major human physiological 

 

phrase does not mean “knowledge of ourselves by experimenting on animals.” It does not 

mean scientia. Cognitio experimentalis means the knowledge born of experience, as of 

another person, or like keeping chickens, something full-bodied and connected. Not 

separated like changing the parameters one at a time. Ludwig Schütz, "Thomas-Lexikon," 

(Paderborn, Schöninghausen1895). s.vvv. experimentalis, p. 293 and cognitio b.31. 

cognitio experimentalis, p. 122. (He uses the words Erkenntnis, knowledge of persons, 

and Erfahrung, personal experience. e.g., if you’ve had Erfahrung of Covid, you were 

sick--you weren’t in the lab.) 
8 Thomas Aquinas, trans. Summa Theological English Dominican Fathers Translation 

(New York Benzinger, 1948), 1.96.1 ad. 3 (hereafter cited as ST). 
9 Because we have the concept of microbes, we can have cognitio of them, we can get to 

know them. And thus ourselves. When we get sick because of dysbiosis (gut-biome 

imbalance), we have a personal experience. When we stare through a microscope or at 

the printout of metagenomic DNA (not yet an experiment), we gain a sense of wonder, 

we are coming to know the microbes. When we see green mold on bread, or when we 

make sourdough with a fresh blue cheese, we are having an experience of microbes. The 

trouble is, we have come to know microbes namely as enemies instead of friends, in the 

same way we can come to know or mis-know other people as enemies instead of friends. 

Experimenting is another way of gaining experience, but it’s somewhat different; without 

a code of ethics or a sense of sorrow it becomes unlike the way we know people; the 

history of experimentation on rabbits and chimps seems at least to treat them 

impersonally as other, rather than resembling people, and at worst it seems to treat them 

like the people we call enemies. 
10 Traditional microbiology previously studied “individual species as isolated units” using 

microscopes and petri-dish cultures of individual microbes extracted from their habitats. 

Gene sequencing allows researchers to identify an entire community of microbial DNA. 

The even newer field of metagenomics allows researchers to study intact communities of 

microbes harvested from their human or environmental hosts, “providing unprecedented 

information about the complexity of human microbial communities.” National Institute of 

Health: The Human Microbiome Project, accessed May 25, 

2016.http://hmpdacc.org/overview/about. 
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functions, from digestion and cognition to desire and romantic attraction, depend on the 

intimate, internal contributions of microbes.11 As we consider the ancient entanglement, 

whereby today each cell bears the trace of microbial genetic matter in the form of what 

we call our mitochondria we realize that there was never a time when the human wasn’t 

also microbial, that the human-environment binary is a modern myth. Microbiome 

discoveries compromise modern notions of individuality by suggesting that we are not 

purely12 human but rather are mixed or composite creatures, inhabited by microscopic 

symbionts. That all creatures are composite and mixed, muddies notions of what is inside 

and outside the self, diminishing distinctions between organisms previously understood 

as discrete. Like Adam in Genesis 2, biologists and anthropologists are giving names to 

what they see. They have shifted from the language of human individuals to human 

holobionts, to describe what we once thought of as the individual, autonomous human 

agent— they “give them names expressive of their respective natures.”13    

 
11 Moises Velasquez-Manoff, "Microbes, a Love Story: Are You Attracted to Her, or to 

the Teeming Community of Microorganisms Living in Her Gut?,"  The New York Times 

(Feb. 7, 2017). 
12 Of course many theologians, like Thomas Aquinas then and Kathryn Tanner now, have 

never ascribed to the fantasy of a purely human nature. Just as human nature is always 

already graced, so human nature is always already graced with microbes. The purely 

human nature is only a concept abstracted from the concrete human nature that actually 

exists. 
13 “Animals and plants are no longer heralded as autonomous entities but rather as 

biomolecular networks composed of the host plus its associated microbes.”  

Seth R. Bordenstein, "Host Biology in Light of the Microbiome: Ten Principles of 

Holobionts and Hologenomes". Of course, Kimmerer might still protest. Upon 

discovering a moss-lined boulder cave, she confesses, “I had no will at all to name the 

mosses in this place, to assign their Linnean epithets. I think the task given to me is to 

carry out the message that mosses have their own names. Their way of being in the world 

cannot be told by data alone. They remind me to remember that there are mysteries for 

which a measuring tape has no meaning, questions and answers that have no place in the 

truth about rocks and mosses.” Robin Kimmerer, Gathering Moss: A Natural and 

Cultural History of Mosses (OR: OSU Press, 2003), 6. 
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Holobiont theology weakens the divisions germ theory and theology reinforced in 

each other. Holobiont anthropology, the idea that microbes make us human from within 

and without, draws the land, the environment, and the animal back into the human body. 

Like a river of microbes, like water, our holobiont bodies mingle until it’s hard to know 

where the world ends and we begin. It’s also hard to know how to translate this new 

anthropology into theology’s previous anthropological categories. This chapter reflects 

on the quandary of whether and how to retrofit holobiont anthropology into theological 

anthropology in order to affirm composite, hybrid or mixed creatures. Like the Psalmist I 

ask, what is a human when I consider all the creatures who make and unmake me?”14 

7.1.3 Mixing produces anxiety 

 

A human holobiont is a mixed creature. As a “whole collection of lives,” 

scientists think of the human holobiont with terms like amalgam, composite, blended or 

hybridized. In holobionts, different species come together, unite, bringing the language of 

species itself into question. Mixing and blending are anxiety producing words for 

existential, theological and pastoral reasons.  

7.1.3.1 Mixing produces existential anxieties 

 

Existentially, especially in modernity, purity and sterility have become almost 

synonymous with health, wellness and personal identity. The idea of something that is 

not part of the self crossing into the self is not a neutral sort of mingling. 

Immunologically we have been taught to think of mingling as compromising, corrupting, 

 
14 Although unlike the Psalmist I imagine some not so much ask with wonder that 

humans matter in light of an awesome God, but rather they wonder if they might not 

matter as much as previously thought.  
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as threatening.15 For over 200 years microbiologists themselves resisted the idea of a 

mixed human. Biologically, the idea of other creatures influencing us from within 

threatens not just health but identity. If my being depends on the flow of my symbionts 

who am I? Do I think of me as we? 

7.1.3.2 Mixing produces theological anxieties 

 

Theologians have exhibited longstanding resistance to mixed beings or 

ontologies. (But all along the way tidy categories go wayward. Life is not tidy.) 

Theological taxonomies of distinction and difference, intellectual splicing and dicing are 

fundamental ways Christians have understood the doctrines of Trinity, Christ, creation 

and the human. Dividing is a way theologians think and know and understand. 

Theologically speaking, we don’t mix much. Blending in theology is kind of anathema. 

When things meld or blend, theological problems and heresies are sure to follow. (At the 

same time matter pushes back.) For example, with the doctrine of creation there are two 

clean categories. There is Creator and creature. There is God and everything else. When 

these blend, demiurges and monsters haunt the goodness of the creator and the edges 

creation. (But what about the human God?) In Genesis we are told that God creates by 

 
15 In 1949 McFarlane Burnet developed the “immune self” as a central component to 

germ theory. Burnett’s immune system functions like an internal protective network of 

defense. Anything that is not “self” is enemy, a pathogen. The immune system vigilantly 

identifies and attacks all foreign life that enters from the hostile external world. It is a 

mission of absolute intolerance of “the other” that depends on a biological hermeneutic of 

suspicion. Immunology is often referred to as “the science of self/non-self-

discrimination.” Scott F. Gilbert, "A Symbiotic View of Life: we Have Never Been 

Individuals". 330. With the deepening understanding of the microbiome, immunologists 

now acknowledge that the human immune system is incomplete without the proper 

profile of microbial symbionts. These symbionts train and fine-tune our systems, 

providing what microbiologist Mazmanian calls the “symbiosis factor.” They teach our 

bodies how to be at peace with others. Yong, I Contain Multitudes: The Microbes within 

Us and a Grander View of Life, 65. 
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division and separation and that God also collects things that are alike.16 In Mary 

Douglas’ words, “Hybrids and other confusions are abominated.”17 (But are the 

separations always clean?) God separates sky from waters (But what about the rain?), 

gathers that which is dry together and that which is wet together to make land and sea 

(and what of the river? and the marsh and the sandbar and the tidal zones and estuaries 

and deltas and mudflats and mangrove swamps?) Creation is by unmixing. (Where does 

the edge of the river end and my body begin?) God separates the day from the night. (And 

what of the stars and the glory of dawn or hush of dusk?) Humans are ordered to be 

fruitful and multiply, always reproducing what is of their own kind, like from like. We 

call this begetting. God creates by unmixing (But have you ever seen a platypus?) and 

then creatures replicate their own separate species. When we do otherwise it is of the 

gravest consequences (but for the foal of a pack animal). In Genesis Six the story of 

Nephilim or “sons of God” mixing with human women leads to God’s observation of the 

great wickedness of humankind. This first biblical instance of mixing, of species 

blending, was long thought, in post-exilic Judaism, to be the genesis of evil in the 

world.18 Blending ushers in corruption, compromising God’s created distinctions. In 

Leviticus we read, “You shall not let your cattle breed with a different kind; you shall not 

sow your field with two kinds of seed; nor shall there come upon you a garment of clothe 

 
16 This is not unlike Aristotle’s account of the forming of a child in the womb through 

“the separation and distinction of the parts [by which a perfect organization is effected].” 

Aristotle, The Treatises of Aristotle, quoted and amended in: Lucinda Cole, Imperfect 

Creatures: Vermin, Literature, and the Sciences of Life, 1600-1740 (Ann Arbor, MI: 

University of Michigan Press, 2016), 10. 
17 Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concept of Pollution and Taboo, 66. 
18 For more see Williams’ Lecture 1 where he explains that “The theory of human 

wickedness is due to the unnatural mixture of divine and human essences.” Williams, The 

Ideas of the Fall and of Original Sin: A Historical and Critical Study. 



 

 

 

265 

made of two kinds of stuff.”19 When God destroys creation, God brings floodwaters over 

land. (And after the flood the soil is more fertile, and the rainbow brings a sign of 

blessing.) We tell one story. (Flesh tells another.) 

Blending and mixing and melding is similarly problematic for Christian grammars 

of God. There are the complexities of God’s three in one being, where too much blending 

erodes the triune nature of the godhead. Blending persons would destroy Trinity. In the 

Christological controversies the language of mixing and blending leads to all manner of 

heresy, like Eutychianism, suggesting that Jesus, in the mingling of his natures, is no 

longer man or God, but a new nature—a tertium quid. Mixing produces biological and 

theological monstrosities. Do you remember Orthodox priest Stylianos Karpathiou’s 

insistence that Jesus’ blood could not be microbial? “Jesus Christ does not carry 

microbes.” Jesus and microbes do not mix. Mixing is not productive in theology, and 

when it is, it is tragic or deadly. (Except for when it’s not. Sometimes we distinguish in 

order to unite.)  

7.1.3.3 Mixing produces pastoral anxieties 

 

Mixed or blended anthropologies also contribute to pastoral anxieties. This is 

partly because theological Anthropology is not only descriptive—it is prescriptive. 

Historically, theological anthropology functions like a narrative or pastoral mentor or 

teacher in the Church, orienting and educating humans about how to be, and especially 

how to be less like beasts and more like God. Whether Irenaeus of Lyon, or the 

Cappadocians, Thomas Aquinas, or John Calvin, theologians use the trope of humans 

 
19 Leviticus 19, quoted in: Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concept of 

Pollution and Taboo, 66. 
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being made in God’s image as a pedagogical guide to fix Christians’ attention on Christ, 

and thus on things above.  

If there is an exception to this rule it comes with a competing trope that deploys a 

mechanism of mixing. Philosophers and theologians claim almost axiomatically that 

“Man is a microcosm,” a little world containing the diversity of what God has made.20 

This sort of mixed or composite anthropology produces pastoral anxiety for theologians 

like Gregory of Nyssa, who while accepting that the human is a mix of things sensible 

and things intelligible, thinks that fixing attention on what humans share with other beasts 

is treacherous—it’s looking in the wrong direction. Nyssa argues against speaking of the 

human as a microcosm.21 His argument has everything to do with his anthropology. 

 
20 Microcosmic theories attest to the similarities between portions of the world in their 

structure and process, typically one mirroring the other and one portion being smaller 

than the other. My own assessment is that there are two facets or strains of microcosmic 

theories that overlap. First, there is the aspect of parallelism. Portions of the world are 

analogous to each other. They mirror, reflect, image each other; like the way Seneca 

suggests human veins in an arm mirror the tributaries in a river. The second aspect is 

more incorporative. The smaller portion incorporates and includes all of the elements of 

the larger portion, often for the sake of representing. For example in Maximus’ theology, 

the human incorporates all of the elements/divisions of the cosmos. For a more 

comprehensive narration of microcosm see: George Perrigo Conger, Theories of 

Macrocosms and Microcosms in the History of Philosophy (New York,: Columbia 

university press, 1922).  
21 Ecologically attentive theologians look for resources in byzantine accounts of 

salvation, which depend on microcosmic theory, that break up the Christ-human binary, 

making the human a priest to Creation (so that we have a triad of Christ, humanity and 

creation). This priest of creation, works via the trope of man as a microcosm, or a 

workshop of the world. Theologians as early as the 2nd and 3rd century appropriate 

microcosmic theory (most referencing it offhand with little critical account) all the way 

up through the medieval period (Thomas) and the early modern period (Calvin). 

Contemporary theologians like Radu Bordeanu and Paul Blowers, following the moves of 

modern theologians Bulgakov and Staniloae, defend the Christian tradition’s ecological 

possibilities with Maximus’ cosmological anthropology that makes use of microcosmic 

theories. It has become en vogue. Ian McFarland, Celia Deane-Drummond and many 

others do the same. I explain later that I am skeptical about the usefulness of microcosmic 

anthropologies. Thomas, for reasons I will soon present, may be the exception.  
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Humans as embodied creatures, in their similitude to brutes, and in the seepages of their 

earth-heaven hybridity are not exactly what they were meant to be or one day shall be. 

Nyssa finds the mixed anthropology to be awkward—mind and matter, earth and heaven, 

spirit and matter,22 these are seeming opposites.23 Anxiety around mixing matter and 

spirit may be the mix that grounds most theological resistance to mixing things.24 While 

Nyssa admits that humans are kindred to the beasts, Nyssa seems squeamish, as if the 

similarity is not to be celebrated but downplayed. Out of pastoral concern, Nyssa refuses 

the trope of humanity as a reflection of the world because of its emphasis on humanity’s 

mixed nature.25 “Man as microcosm” is tragically and perhaps all too enticingly 

descriptive. It fixes minds on things below. Contrarily, humanity as image of God is 

 
22 Admittedly, before Descartes the two are more contiguous than dichotomous. 
23 For a theology that practices bringing spirit and flesh together as friends see: Rogers, 

After the Spirit. 
24 I think this has in part to do with the centuries it took to establish the Spirit’s 

consubstantiality. St. Basil argues that the Spirit shares in all of the Father’s glory 

at creation. Arguing that the Spirit existed there, and pre-existed and co-existed with the 

Father and Son. Gregory of Nyssa mocks the pneumatomachians, taunting, “Was the 

Spirit idle during creation?” “Was the Spirit jealous of the Father and Son?” To elevate 

the Spirit, the Cappadocians repeatedly look to the doctrine of creation. As if Spirit and 

matter might be friends after all. By the end of the fourth century the consubstantiality  

and co-eternality of the Spirit is established via a strategy that defends the goodness of 

creation and its direct relationship to the Spirit. It is Gregory of Nazianzus who went the 

furthest in making the claims of the Spirit’s eternality and consubstantiality. In his 

5th oration he argues forcefully that the Spirit is eternal. What this means is that the 

Spirit then can draw near to matter without risk of succumbing to it. With the 

establishment of the Spirit’s divinity, the Spirit can safely be present and working in 

creation in ways that rebuff any notions of repellence or opposition. Rather because of 

the Spirit’s radical difference, Nazianzus argues that Spirit can even penetrate matter 

“without being penetrated” can enclose matter “without being enclosed.” Spirit can be in 

intimate relationship with matter because the Spirit is divine. Difference, for the sake of 

relation. For a concise narrative of the doctrine’s development see: Blowers, Drama of 

the Divine Economy: Creator and Creation in Early Christian Theology and Piety. 
25 This is not to say that Nyssa does not affirm that the human is a mixed or composite 

creature. But humanity’s plastic or amphibious nature, with such range of potentiality, 

also makes humanity vulnerable. 
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prescriptive. It calls attention to things above. Nyssa shows anxiety about how 

anthropological images of blending the human with the beasts below distorts the 

Christian imagination.26 In the previous chapter I suggested that anthropologies that 

depend on human distinction from animals (Pelagius, for example) reveal a fallen 

inclination. Be that as it may, Nyssa’s pastoral concern to guide Christians towards right 

ways of being more like Christ is not misguided. Ethics and virtue matter. Despite what 

can be read as an exceptionalism and anthropocentrism in much early Christian tradition, 

the intuition that anthropology matters in Christian formation is a pastoral anxiety worth 

tending. 

Thus, in my attempt to think theologically about composite, mixed or blended 

anthropologies, I also seek an anthropology that is both descriptive and formative. 

Following the wisdom of Nyssa and the better part of the theological tradition, I seek an 

anthropology that is for the sake of transformation. A holobiont theological anthropology, 

despite its composite emphasis, takes up this pastoral concern by exploring the 

theological stakes behind these anxieties. However, some anxieties are not worth treating. 

I highlight and depart from anxieties where they seem driven by the corrupting nature of 

the Fall; that betray an instinct to deny creaturely dependencies and graces. More often 

than not, the theological and pastoral anxieties can be accommodated.  

7.1.4 Thomas provides guardrails for mixed anthropology 

 

Using Thomas Aquinas and one of his interpreters, Fergus Kerr, this chapter 

experiments with pairing new holobiont anthropology with medieval theological systems. 

 
26 This is to say nothing of Nyssa’s positive view of the cosmos. By it, the human was 

meant to delight and further ascend towards the creator. See: Chapters 1-7 in Nyssa, On 

the Making of Man. 
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Given Thomas’ exacting metaphysical and taxonomical distinctions, like those between 

animal, vegetable, stone and human soul, one might wonder whether his categories can 

survive or be useful in the age of the holobiont. Furthermore, Thomas is important to the 

tradition and, while his is not the first theological system we might think of as holobiont-

friendly, if Thomas and holobiont anthropology can accommodate each other, then 

holobiont theology is well on its way. For these reasons, I think Thomas is a good 

theological companion for the project. In spite of his own theological anxieties, he is a 

helpful theologian to think with because he takes up concerns that resonate with new 

anxieties that holobiont anthropology elicits. Finally, because he willingly observes and 

seeks to accommodate the scientific theories of his day, Thomas can help shape what are 

the right kinds of questions to ask. As he does, we can observe what is theologically at 

stake for Thomas when empirical science impinges on theology. Using Thomas does not 

bind holobiont anthropology to his conclusions. It offers theological guardrails to bear in 

mind as we seek to bring the best science of our day to theology.  

When the holobiont troubles categories as foundational as “the human,” thinking 

with tradition provides structure. Some of Thomas’ language is helpful, some might need 

to be jettisoned, either way he helps me discern which anxieties are ones that need 

theological attention and which anxieties, if attended to, set an agenda that is deformative 

from the start. In the end my goal is to think with Thomas towards a theology of a 

composite anthropology that honors his overarching aim, to lead human creatures to 

knowledge of God so as to become like the Creator. Holobiont theological anthropology 

is prescriptive.  

Thomas’ Aristotelian substance metaphysics is often set against more relational 
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ontologies, making him seem an unlikely candidate for reimagining the human as a 

foundationally ecological creature, made and sustained through her mixing with river and 

tree and microbe. However, in this study I will argue that Thomas’ substance 

metaphysics includes constitutive relationality of many sorts. In fact, Thomas Aquinas’ 

non-subject-centered, participatory way of knowing and being human anticipates 

holobiont theology, making his doctrines of creation and anthropology a fitting tool to 

think towards a holobiont theology that takes up the wisdom of indigenous accounts of 

the ecological body, where human and world support, absorb, assimilate and become 

each other without violation. 

 I proceed in four parts: First I look at the anxieties produced by holobiont 

anthropology as they relate to a holobiont’s coming into being, and thus as they relate to 

the significance of a holobiont. In so doing, I draw out theological priorities for bringing 

holobiont anthropology to classic anthropology. I then turn to anxieties related to the 

continuity and identity of the self, drawing especially on how Thomas thinks about the 

organization of mixed creatures. I then turn to consider what resources Thomas provides 

for naming or categorizing the type of thing a holobiont is. Finally, I conclude with a 

brief analysis of why despite the holobiont’s challenge to the modern Cartesian self, the 

Thomistic iteration of the imago dei in humans is not threatened but supported by a 

mixed anthropology. 

7.2 The doctrine of creation helps holobiont anxieties 

 

 The idea that humans are not the genetically pure, bounded selves that modernity 

presumed creates all manner of anxieties. One cluster of existential anxieties orbits 

around issues of creatureliness, identity and fate. It is one thing to discover that within 



 

 

 

271 

ourselves we are made up of others. This alone elicits questions of who am I really and 

do I really matter? If my symbionts influence all of the things that Thomas suggests 

makes a human human, intellect, freedom of will and self-movement, am I still human? If 

microbes are the brain’s Geppetto, are humans more like zombies or puppets than self-

moving actors? This is a question of agency. Who am I if I am not ordering my actions? 

Am I still made in God’s image? It is also a question of identity.  

Added to these is yet another related complication—the microbial others who 

make us do not stay put. Microbes migrate in and out. If the microbes that make us 

human are in constant flux, a flux seemingly influenced by factors ranging from where 

we live, what foods we eat, what medicines we take and the chemicals to which we are 

exposed, what secures identity? Who or what really makes and keeps me? Who am I? 

The holobiont as composite raises questions of agency, identity and security. Amidst 

these questions, Thomas helps frame these concerns in way that engages classic 

theological concerns via the doctrine of creation.  

7.2.1 Does God create every being? 

 

If I were to translate these anxieties into questions Thomas might ask, they would 

go something like this: “Can something so mixed, so composite and dynamic as a 

holobiont be truly said to be created by God?” Are holobionts mere by-products, 

emerging by principles of nature at best or by random chance at worst, or by the agency 

of the microbes themselves? Thomas addresses a similar set of concerns in Question 44 

of the first part of the Summa Theologica where he reflects on the relationship of God, as 

the first cause, to all things. Writing before the invention of the microscope, Thomas lays 

out what it really means to be a creature made by the Creator. Only under the shelter of 
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this theological locus does Thomas dare venture into the details about “The production of 

creatures,” and into how creatures process out from God and what the principle is that 

makes for the endurance of creatures.  

Thomas is not writing about holobiont anxieties but against the challenge and 

temptations of polytheism (there are many gods) on the one hand and a sort of pantheistic 

monism (nature is the god) on the other. Thomas writes a doctrine of creation that does 

seemingly contradictory things at the same time. He wants to protect the transcendence of 

God as the only creator of all things. He wants a doctrine of creatures that exist by 

relationship or dependence on this God, that nevertheless resists God’s dependence on 

creatures. Furthermore, despite their dependence and intimate relationship to the divine, 

Thomas wants creatures to have agency, without suggesting the existence of multiple 

creators or putting God’s and creatures’ agency in competition.27 Thomas seems to want 

humans to have all the securities and preservative privileges that come from relationship 

to the divine without any of the “costs” of such dependence to human identity. (Can you 

see the reflection of Thomas’ agenda in ours? Can we bear the gifts and costs of 

microbial relations and still be ourselves?) In threading this needle, Thomas establishes 

the boundaries and stakes for a properly Christian doctrine of creatures within which we 

can consider a grammar for the creation of holobionts as composite creatures.  

 
27 The challenge to this logic can be seen throughout Part 1. For example in 104.1 

Objection 4 wherein it is argued “that creatures do not need to be kept in being by God,” 

for to suggest otherwise is to deny a creature’s being. “Further if God keeps creatures in 

being, this is done by some action….Therefore the preserving power of God must 

produce something in the creature. But this is not so; because this action does not give 

being to the creature, since being is not given to that which already is; nor does it add 

anything new to the creature…which is unreasonable.”  
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To begin, Thomas explores whether every being is created by God.28 He affirms 

Romans 11.36 that “every being in any way existing is from God.”29 This is the short 

answer to whether a holobiont can be said to be from God. The answer is yes. However 

and by whatever means a being exists, even by means of commensal or predatory 

symbiosis, it is from God. Thomas can say this because if only God self-subsists, as he 

asserts, then “all beings apart from God are not their own being, but are beings by 

participation.”30 All creatures, even holobiont ones, exist in God, meaning that somehow 

the security or stability of even holobiont, conglomerate beings rests in their participation 

in God’s being. I think most of the early theologians operating with a participatory 

ontology would say something similar.  

7.2.2 Are composite things beings? 

 

Even so, after affirming that God is the one who creates all matter, for matter does 

not pre-exist, Thomas asks in Question 45 “Whether to be created belongs to composite 

and subsisting things?”31 Composite things are a mix of two or more things. Mixing 

matters to Thomas, making his concerns useful to holobiont ones. Thomas cares whether 

composite things count as beings and how to think about their creation. Just what does 

Thomas mean by “composite things”? Working backwards, Thomas describes God as the 

only non-composite, self-standing pure life as pure act. Composite and simple beings are 

opposites. Simple things are each “separate substances” (substantia)32 while composite 

 
28 ST 1.44.1 
29 1.44.1 co italics mine. 
30 1.44.1 co  
31 1.45.4  
32 By this he means angels who have form but are not material. 
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things, he explains, are material.33 Both are created. But to be created does not mean to be 

static. Rather, all creatures, like rocks or toddlers, are on their way to becoming what 

their form determines as the natural end or perfection of a pebble or child. Even at the 

level of elements, let us say, carbon, the element is a mixture of action and potential. This 

is one sort of “mix.” Additionally, all other creatures exist in God and thus are never 

isolated or pure because God is “continually pouring out existence into” all beings.34 

Somehow creaturely participation or subsistence in God indicates a type of mixing, not of 

being but of cause. When God brings creation into material being, all matter is composite 

in that it is made of matter and form that express as action and potential, because only 

God is purely act and is form.35 Each species – human and microbe – has its own form. 

This is one way to be composite, but it is not yet a composite of two species. It is action 

and potential, matter and form.  

Of course one of the questions swirling around holobiont anthropology is whether 

God a creator God is if humans are made evolutionarily and at present through a 

seemingly haphazard process of competition, cooperation and chance.36 In Question 45 

Thomas wants to affirm that things that come into being secondarily are still created, 

 
33 1.45.4 co  
34 1.104.3 co  
35 Jonathan Lear puts it this way of Aristotle: “The organism is a composite of form and 

matter, and the form is ontologically prior to the composite.” 26 That said, Thomas 

would not say the form exists or has being prior to the composite. As we will see below, 

the form is that by which the substance is made. In that sense it is prior, but it comes into 

being at the same time.  
36 Thomas scholars will no doubt call to mind: I.47.1 In the Respondeo he reassures: “we 

must say that the distinction and multitude of things come from the intention of the first 

agent, who is God.” He’s talking in terms of distinction, but his goal is the whole 

universe together. Distinguish in order to unite. This is the easy answer, but Thomas also 

gives a longer way to get there if we so choose. We return to this text further below. 

https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08069b.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
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even if they are made by someone or something else or are a combination of substances 

or beings. For example, a child comes to being when humans bring an egg together with a 

sperm. One might call this a composite put together by parents. Thomas insists a child is 

nevertheless a creature because it has being, and things that have being must be from 

God, for only God has self-subsisting being. Things that are made and things that are 

created are both dependent on God and thus have being “whether they are simple things, 

as in the case of separate substances, or composite, as in the case of material 

substances.”37 Although Thomas is not talking about a holobiont, his logic should apply. 

Nothing that contributes to any of the creatures who come together to form a holobiont 

self-subsists. Thus whether by intent or by chance, a holobiont is a creature.  

Thomas belabors this point, “For a created thing is called created because it is a 

being, not because it is this being, since creation is the emanation of all being from the 

Universal being…”38 Neither what we thought of as the modern buffered human nor the 

post-modern amalgamated human can escape the category of creature because “to be,” in 

Christian thought, is to be from God—and thus to be created. In other words, being a 

creature doesn’t follow from the actualization of a pre-existent form or ideal, from a mark 

that could possibly be missed or corrupted. Rather, being a creature follows from the fact 

that one has being only by participation in God. There is only Creator and creature. 

Things made out of creatures, let’s say a child or things that make creatures, let’s say 

parents, are all still creatures.  

 
37 1.45.4 co Thomas does provide a third category beyond creator and created—

"concreated.” Concreated seems to be those things by which other thing are, like 

accidents and forms. They do not pre-exist, for only God has being. They co-exist. 
38 1.45.4 ad1 Here Thomas shows his neo-platonic side. 
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7.2.3 Does God create the things by which other things are made? 

 

And what about this question about preservation, of identity? What keeps me me 

if I am a we? Whose genetics trumps whose? To the person anxious about the idea that 

the complication of multiple forms in a holobiont, all coming and going, jeopardizing the 

self as she knows it, Thomas might encourage the Christian to remember the following: 

organisms are not preserved by their forms.39 Rather God preserves all things that have 

existence. Thomas can say this because the form is not a creature’s final cause. In 

response to “Whether creatures need to be kept in being by God?”40 Thomas answers, 

…A thing is said to preserve another per se and directly, namely, when what is 

preserved depends on the preserver in such a way that it cannot exist without it. In 

this manner all creatures need to be preserved by God,…so that not for a moment 

could it subsist, but would fall into nothingness were it not kept in being by the 

operation of the Divine power, as Gregory says (Moral. xvi).41  

 

Whereas for Aristotle, the form truly is the cause, for Thomas God is the cause.42 This 

distinction between Aristotle and Thomas is important. It may be that this distinction is 

 
39 To be clear, mendelian genetics and medieval or Aristotelian metaphysical forms do 

not equate. While attempts to harmonize either mechanical, neurological or genetic 

behavior and being with more teleological accounts have been made by people like 

Charles Taylor, Jonathan Lear warns “Aristotle does not believe in such compatibility. 

For Aristotle, the reason one has to cite form in its final, realized state is that it is only by 

reference to that form that one can understand teleological behavior.” Jonathan Lear, 

Aristotle the Desire to Understand (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 

36.While most moderns aren’t even thinking with philosophical forms but in terms of an 

identity grounded in self-enclosure and genetic make-up, and while forms and genes are 

not the same, Thomas’ theological commitments that appropriate Aristotle are none the 

less apt for the questions at hand. 
40 104.1 
41 1.104.1 co italics mine 
42 Granted, God and creatures exist non-competitively in a way that human and microbe 

do not. See Chapter 1 in Kathryn Tanner, "Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity: A Brief 

Systematic Theology," Pro Ecclesia 12, no. 1 (2003). On the other hand, even where 

existence is predatory or parasitic, the holobiont nevertheless is preserved by God, 

according to Thomas, “at every moment.” 
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what makes Thomis’ substance metaphysics compatible with composites and holobionts 

whereas these might threaten an Aristotelian substance metaphysics. Why? An 

Aristotelian substance is closer to the modern buffered subject than Thomas.’ Aristotle’s 

substances, explains Lear, “have some degree of ontological independence….Natural 

organisms are loci of reality and self-determination. Because each has in itself a principle 

of change, there is an objective basis for distinguishing it from the rest of its 

environment.”43 This distinction between the organism and the environment is not exactly 

what makes an organism itself, but one can imagine how the distinction can take on a life 

of its own, where preservation of the organism depends on its integrity, purity and 

isolation. Lear hints at this. 

The environment only supplies a backdrop against which an organism acts out the 

drama of its life. The environment may be benign or hindering….Because it has a 

nature, an organism is relatively independent of the environment and self-

directing….It does not itself depend on another subject for its existence.44  

 

The mixing of the environment into a natural human organism via the microbiome 

complicates this sort of metaphysics, with multiple natures in play and with an entity that 

is inherently independent being infringed upon.45 On the other hand, Thomas’ metaphysic 

 
43 Lear, 25 
44 Lear, 25 
45 Sometimes I wonder how different Aristotle and all in his shadow might have been if 

he had known about the microbiome. Or as Tim Ingold imagines with Alan Rayner, the 

mycologist, “the whole of biology [and philosophy and theology] would be different had 

it taken the mycelium as the prototypical exemplar of the living organism. For it could 

not, then, have been built upon the presumption that life is contained within the absolute 

bounds of fixed forms. We would rather have a biology that starts from the fluid 

character of the life process, wherein boundaries are sustained only thanks to the 

continual flow of materials across them.” Ingold, Being Alive : Essays on Movement, 

Knowledge and Description, 86. What Ingold means by form isn’t meant to invoke 

anything Aristotelian but rather the idea of a contained self, and in that sense he is 

perhaps pushing more against a platonic essence. The point is, coming to know, cognitio 

experimentalis, the world through creatures we now observe have no clear edges or ends 
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is a participatory one. No substance is independent. It exists “in God.” Thus God as its 

“environment,” plays a significant role in its creation, development and preservation. 

Dependence is part and parcel of creaturehood. This creaturely dependence is good news 

for holobiont creatures. For Thomas, that there is only Creator and creature, means the 

mixed creature is sustained not by purity, but by God. 

On the other hand, Thomas does provide a third sub-category beyond Creator and 

created—"concreated.” Concreated refers those things by which other things exist, like 

accidents and forms. Are holobiont components, whether human or microbial, more like 

these sub-creatures, things by which other things exist? Is a human or a microbe just a 

concreature? The answer is in the word itself con-created, created with, meaning both by 

means of but also along with. Thomas thinks concreated things do not pre-exist, for only 

God has eternal existence. Forms and accidents co-exist with creatures. They come into 

being together. They are created with, con-created. They come into being with God’s 

creation of composite things by them. Thus, it is not only matter that is created by God, 

but also form and accident. These are concreated.46 This matters to conversations about 

holobionts because it means that God does not just create matter or parts, God creates the 

whole. “…For creation is the production of the whole being, and not only of matter.”47 In 

that sense, it does not matter whether a holobiont is a sum of parts or a sum of wholes.  

The whole is not what is at stake for Thomas though in the way it is for us. 

 

is to see and experience in a different way. 
46 That Thomas allows for something called concreatures does not mean he imagines a 

continuum between creator, concreature and creature or between being and non-being. 

He says as much in 1.45.5 ad.3 “…there is no proportion between ‘nonbeing’ and 

‘being.’” 
47 1.45.4 ad.3 Italics mine. 
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Thomas is writing against the pre-existence of forms. If forms pre-exist, then they, not 

God, determine creation. They would function more like a demi-god or like something to 

which God is beholden. Polytheism encroaches all too easily. Even so, Thomas insists 

that even those things which secondarily cause or contribute to a being, like a form or an 

accident or a microbe or a human, are created. This helps us imagine that he would 

reassure those with holobiont anxieties that holobionts, as composites of all sorts of 

beings, are nonetheless creatures, even if seemingly created by chance or at random.  

Even so-called chance and random nature, as those things by which holobionts 

might be created, are what Thomas might be willing to call concreated, and thus are 

providential.48 For even chance exists under the shade of God’s creatorhood. Things by 

which other things are made are concreatures. Not co-creators. Whatever it is by which 

we are made is something that only exists because of God. Whether form or microbe, 

both are creatures, or at least concreatures that make up a person. These individual 

creatures made of form and matter are composite creatures.49 There are no exceptions. So 

long as “made” or “composite” or “amalgamated” or “hybridized” modifies the word 

creature, theological anxieties of mixture can fade away. 

7.2.4 Are holobionts natural artifacts? 

 

 
48 It should not be missed that despite Thomas’ rather hierarchical way of taxonomizing 

creation, in the end there are only two categories. God and creature. The land, the river, 

the microbe, the woman exist equally as beings whose being subsists by God’s hand. 

That said, somehow dependence in Thomas’ imagination makes one greater. But we will 

get to that later.  
49 Granted, it is a stretch to lump microbes and “form” into the same category of 

concreature. Be that as it may, the larger argument is that things that God allows to 

participate in God’s “omnicreative” work are still creatures. Kerr explains, “What 

Thomas wants to maintain here is the distinction between God’s doing everything, 

omnicausality as we might say it, and God’s doing everything on his own: 

monocausality.” Kerr, After Aquinas: Versions of Thomism, 44. 
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What if the new admission from microbiologists breaks the mold? Thomas 

presumes a composite is still an individual thing. Scientists say there is no such thing as 

an individual organism but only composites of individual organisms.50 After all, we do 

not say that a desk or a chair made from wood is created by God. Are holobiont mixtures 

more like a chair or maybe a painting? Thomas himself admits that these, because they 

are unlike the one who makes them, are not offspring, nor begotten. They are made. They 

are artifacts. Artifacts are not created beings. Thus, they do not possess the security of 

being in God in the same way as a creature. Are not holobionts like chairs except an even 

more organic artifact? What if holobionts are like monstrous artifacts fashioned by nature 

and without God’s hand of continual provision? How would Thomas have approached 

these kinks in the system? Are holobionts creatures created or artifacts made? 

Thomas addresses just this sort of natural glitch with an unrelenting insistence 

that assures no matter what sorts of thing holobionts are, they must still be creatures. He 

works by process of elimination. There are only Creator, creature and begotten. God 

creates, creatures bear offspring or beget. If not begotten, it must be created. If they are 

not like that from which they came, if there is no exact parent or seed generating an 

offspring like its source, what exists has to have its being in God and is thus a creature.  

Thomas is not being theoretical. He has one such instance of a naturally made 

living artifact in mind. Fascinatingly, unbeknownst to himself, the seeming glitch that 

Thomas treats here is a microbial one. As referenced in previous chapters, up until the 

early modern period, some living creatures were believed to spontaneously generate from 

non-living things, from swamps, vapors, soured milk and rotting meat. No microscopic 

 
50 Scott F. Gilbert, "A Symbiotic View of Life: we Have Never Been Individuals". 
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explanations had yet availed themselves to the mystery of why maggots, flies, worms, 

and molds appeared seemingly from nowhere. Quite often these vermin emerged from 

“death” itself, from dead flesh. Using putrefaction or rot as his most befuddling foil, 

Thomas interrogates whether the art of nature could be viewed as a sort of creation by a 

vile nature itself and not by the Creator. Polytheism lurks.51 After all, if begetting is not 

creating but must be the production of like from like, these vermin are exceptional. They 

are different from that which they arise (life from death, worm from sludge…) and seem 

to be created by nature. Now today we know that microbes do emerge from seed, that 

they are like from like after all. Still, what worried the ancients about spontaneous 

generation worries the Christian about symbiogenesis (new life from two unlike creatures 

uniting) or about holobionts or evolution. What does it mean that the emergence of the 

holobiont seems more willy-nilly than the actualization or perfection of a form? Does 

God create the holobiont or does nature go rogue? 

7.2.4.1 Are natural artifacts creatures? 

 

To be clear, Thomas is not writing because he is concerned about the fate of mold 

and vermin. He is not asking the question for the reason I do. Rather, spontaneous molds 

and vermin are a limit case for God’s Creator-creature schematic. Thomas is asking, “Are 

 
51 There is one stream of Christian tradition that takes this threat of polytheism and makes 

good use of it. Thomas is certainly aware of it but his approach does not exactly follow 

from theirs. Origen, no stranger to allegory, in considering worms and their spontaneous 

generation, or at least their ability to generate without seed, compares the worm to Christ. 

Both share virginal origins. As mentioned in Chapter Five, this links up with a tradition 

of reflection on Christ’s sounding of Psalm 22 from the cross. Origen imagines, “The 

savior himself says, ‘But I am a worm and not a man.’… ‘I was born like a worm. A 

worm does not get seed from outside itself.” Origen in Hom. in luc.14.8 in Miller, In the 

Eye of the Animal:  Zoological Imagination in Ancient Christianity, 162. Augustine 

similarly links spontaneous generation and Christ’s virgin birth. 
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natural artifacts creatures?” to protect monotheism, but it nonetheless helps me think 

about holobionts. It’s not polytheism I presume the modern Christian might fear in this 

case but the monstrous threat of being a wild conglomerate with competing interests at 

war within. The gift in Thomas’ inquiry though is the opportunity to observe the 

theological stakes so as to orient what is at stake in the question of the holobiont. 

Observing Thomas teaches theologians who pay attention to science and nature to pay 

less attention to anxieties about identity and preservation of the self. Observing Thomas’ 

inquiry, we learn to ask questions guided by theological priorities that become pastorally 

useful when it comes to formation or virtue.  

Thus far Thomas has spoken of things made, begotten, and created. Thomas has 

claimed that in the world, if something comes into being and is like its source, it is 

begotten by the parent, not created. It’s created by God. Mothers don’t create daughters, 

mothers beget daughters. But this time around Thomas is pressed and he groups things a 

different way because he does not want anything to exist by another creator. Thomas 

shifts to the categories of perfect and imperfect. When a tree grows from seed or a fish 

from egg, it is begotten, but it is also perfect, and perfect in two senses. It is both like that 

from which it comes (making it one sort of perfect) and it exists and is actualized, which 

is more perfect than not being actualized. Only God creates what is perfect. In this 

taxonomy begotten is subsumed by created. When a tree grows from a seed or a fish from 

an egg or a babe from a womb, this is still creation because it is perfect—only God 

creates perfect beings. It is one form coming from a form exactly like it, like from like, 

human nature from human nature. In this part of question 45, Thomas addresses whether 

some composite things might not be creatures after all, or might be created but not by 
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God. Thomas continues to hammer at what Kerr calls a perennial temptation to 

polytheism.52 The question is whether nature’s operations and art are creations or not and 

thus whether there might be more than one creator, God and nature. By means of 

example and as an exception to the rule that only God creates, Thomas repeats Objection 

3, “But some things are found generated in nature by a thing unlike them; as is evident in 

animals generated through putrefaction.” 53 This is the matter of maggots spontaneously 

generating from rot. Thomas resists the exception by doubling down—it’s definitely not 

begotten—so it must be created. “Therefore the form of these is not from nature but by 

creation; and the same reason applies to other things.”54 The worry of the objection is not 

that maggots aren’t created but that they are.  

The objection suggests that if something is made that is not like what made it and 

it is a living artifact as opposed to a chair, then it is created,55 not by God but some other 

creator. Thomas is in a tricky spot. If maggots are creatures, it seems someone besides 

God is creating them. If they are not creatures then something monstrous, or even evil is 

on the loose and we’re edging back towards Manicheanism. (Doesn’t it seem like 

whenever microbes show up they threaten with the possible presence of evil incarnate? 

Remember Fracastoro’s fomes?) They create kinks in theological systems. Microbes have 

always been a “problem.” 

Aristotle, although he does not think in terms of a creator, still offers helpful ways 

 
52 Kerr, 39. 
53 1.45.8 arg.3 
54 ibid. 
55 Following chalcedonian logic, The Word is not created or made but begotten because 

the Word is of the same being and nature as God the Father. If the nature of the Word 

were different from the Father, then we could say that the Word is a creature. 
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to think about the holobiont through his treatment of the spontaneous, although for him to 

be helpful we cannot read “form” through the twentieth century lens of genetics or we 

will be confused from the start. Aristotle also deals with the issue of spontaneity, which 

would seem to be at odds with Aristotle’s world of forms. Aristotle does not think of 

spontaneous things as things that occur by random chance. He does not think of 

spontaneous things as anything other than natural events that happen infrequently enough 

that the observer does not expect them. Spontaneity is a matter of perception, not reality. 

For Aristotle, there is neither God nor demon but only nature, which is not spontaneous.56 

In the end he reasons away something spontaneous by saying it only seems to be so. 

Thomas addresses this categorical glitch in Aristotelian logic with Augustine. He 

explains that such confusion arises from imagining that forms might be latent in matter, 

thus allowing matter to naturally take on a life of its own, so to speak, by means of the 

pre-existing form in the matter. Thomas then distinguishes between form pre-existing in 

matter “in potentiality” versus “simply.”57 He insists that form, though it be “that by 

which a thing is created,” is nevertheless still concreated. Form is not actualized. It 

doesn’t actually exist. What a natural agent or artificer makes is not the form, the form 

already exists potentially. Nor is the form a natural creative agent. What the natural agent 

makes is the “composite” which is the form materialized. The form is only actualized or 

concreated as the reason or nature or structure of the matter. Thus, composite or artful 

works of nature aren’t created by nature (i.e. a demi-god). This time, instead of insisting 

that it is a creature, he says it is made. Thomas breaks his rule. There are things created 

 
56 For more see Physics II.8, 198b34-199a8. 
57 1.45.8 co. 
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and begotten and made. Nature is not a creator.58 Thomas frames the objection to his 

advantage—he makes the objection not whether this thing is made versus created but 

created by God versus created by nature. Nature is a maker like a carpenter is a maker. 

Polytheism abated. However, this seems like bad news for the status of holobionts as 

composite works of nature. Yet, Thomas assures that even though nature isn’t a creator, 

its works or byproducts are still creatures. “The operation of nature takes place only on 

the presupposition of created principles; and thus the products of nature are called 

creatures.”59  

Here we have an instance of Thomas seemingly speaking out of both sides of his 

mouth. Thomas agrees that to say “that nature’s productions are not creatures”60 is 

 
58 I am indebted to Jonathan Lear’s simple yet elegant explanation of Aristotle on chance 

and spontaneity. He defends Aristotle’s logic by clarifying his two underlying theses: 

“order is an expression of form all the way down.” and “the order which exists at any 

level of matter is insufficient to generate the order required at the next level of 

organization.” Lear, 39. In other words, matter does not have developmental power 

enough (i.e. higher than itself) to develop spontaneously. Lear writes, “The idea that the 

order which exists at the level of flesh would be sufficient to generate the order required 

for human life was as absurd for Aristotle as the idea that the order that exists in a pile of 

wood would be sufficient for the pile to turn itself into a bed…spontaneous events should 

be very rare….Though it is not impossible for order to emerge—environmental forces 

may impose some sort of order….” 39-40. That said Aristotle also does not ascribe to 

“backward causation,…that the achieved end is exerting some kind of backward causal 

pull on the antecedent events.”40 He does though see form as the final cause and one that 

can be described as purposeful despite the lack of a divine purpose. Form is the force. 

Without space I can only say that while this means it is not necessity of natural processes 

or of matter’s form that cause nature, the matter is still a contribution that submits to the 

form even as the form uses the matter. Aristotle, says Lear, thinks that this goes for “all 

other things which have a final cause.”43 Organisms and artifacts, because composed of 

matter, which submissively imposes on the formal cause, can be thought of in terms of 

“hypothetical necessity” as if “it flows backward from the achieved end.” This is how 

Aristotle might begin to speak about the “artifact” of the holobiont.  
59 1.45.8 ad.4 
60 ibid. 
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heretical.61 Natural artifacts are creatures but he does not mean to indicate that nature is 

therefore the creator. Thomas is having his cake and eating it too, which is good news for 

the status of holobionts. Whether it was the spontaneously generating microbes of old or 

the holobiont composites of today, these are produced by natural processes that are 

nevertheless not products but creatures even though nature is not a creator. It bears 

repeating: “The operation of nature takes place only on the presupposition of created 

principles; and thus the products of nature are called creatures.”62 Here agency is not 

univocal and isolated but analogous and participatory. Creaturely agency and God’s 

agency are not at odds. Rather created agency depends on God’s agency. God’s agency is 

always already sustaining our agency and actively be-ing it, that is, holding it in being.  

If Thomas were rapt through time to a microbiology lab and invited to stare 

through the lens at the microbial samples swiped from our guts, microbial communities 

that contribute to our cognitive function, he would affirm that neither nature nor chance 

creates holobionts. He would not think us monsters either. He would look with wonder at 

a holobiont human and say that by nature’s created principles the Creator creates 

holobiont beings, via concreatures, for only God’s being is self-standing. Everything else 

“in any way existing is from God.”63 God is the one who makes all things however they 

come into existence and God is the one who keeps them in existence. This would be 

Thomas’ response to anxieties about the nature and preservation of identity of holobiont 

creatures. From beginning to end, Thomas will not let any unexpected, vague event defy 

 
61 1.45.8 arg.4 
62 1.45.8 ad.4 Again this is exactly what I think Aristotle would call a spontaneous event. 

It’s natural, but unexpected because rare but is nonetheless not the product of a force 

called chance but by the order of hypothetical necessity. 
63 1.44.1 co. italics mine. 
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God the unique identity of Creator nor things the identity of creatures, even if it brings 

the system to the brink of collapse. Being a composite or mixed organism does not make 

a being any less creaturely.64 

Or maybe it does. When I say less creaturely, one might understandably think that 

I mean to indicate that being a composite or mixed organism doesn’t make one more like 

God. Having established that there are only creatures and Creator, we must say that 

nothing exists between them, for only the Creator is self-subsisting, everything else 

subsists by God. These two categories spare creation from the interim threat of a tertium 

quid. There is nothing between Creator and creature. But, in fact, Thomas leaves a crack 

in the system by positing a creature whose imperfection makes it less like a creature and 

less like God. There are no tertium quids between Creator and creature but there are 

beyond and beneath. These Thomas calls imperfect creatures. 

7.2.4.2 Does God create imperfect creatures? 

 

Imperfect creatures quite simply are those living things that are not like the ones 

who made them.65 They are living artifacts. Thomas repurposes this Aristotelian66 

 
64 Augustine leans closer to polytheism, or maybe to a shadow of Origen’s double 

creation in his treatment of spontaneous generation. He concludes that the creatures 

emerging from putrefying carcasses, from dead bodies, as opposed to swamps or 

elsewhere, were not made at the same time as the rest of creation. Creation by another 

order. John Hammond Taylor, "Ancient Christian Writers 41: St. Augustine, Vol. 1: The 

Literal Meaning of Genesis," (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1982), 3.14.22. 
65 Imperfect can also mean that which has not fully been actualized. A form (if it could 

somehow pre-exist, which Thomas does not think it can, would be less perfect than the 

form materialized, than the composite, because that which is potential is less complete, 

less fulfilled, less perfect than that which has materialized. See: (1.4.1 ad. 1) “As Gregory 

says (5 Moral. 26, 29): “Though our lips can only stammer, we yet chant the high things 

of God….when from potentiality they [creatures] are brought into actuality, this word 

perfect signifies whatever is not wanting in actuality, whether this be by way of 

perfection or not.” 
66 Aristotle uses the word “perfect” to describe those animals which are either male or 
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category in order to deal with the issue of putrefaction and the creatures that seem to 

spontaneously generate from it. Remembering that Thomas is working with the best 

science to which he has access, his theological roundabout is to say that even 

spontaneous things are made, but through a secondary cause, that of the celestial beings.  

For the generation of imperfect animals, a universal agent suffices, and this is to 

be found in the celestial power to which they are assimilated, not in species, but 

according to a kind of analogy. Nor is it necessary to say that their forms are 

created by a separate agent.67  

 

Thomas makes these imperfect creatures furthest from the celestial or angelic creatures. 

They are at the bottom of the hierarchy. Whereas angels each have their own species, 

spontaneously generated vermin all share one universal form.68  

 

female while hermaphroditic animals are imperfect. The blending makes this the case. 

Aristotle, "On the Generation of Animals," in The Treatises of Aristotle (Printed for 

Thomas Taylor by Robert Wilks, 1818), 305. Imperfect might also be thought of in the 

Levitical sense of unclean where what is hybrid is what is unclean. Mary Douglas 

explains that the unclean animal is the animal which swarms, which in the Hebrew 

indicates a creature that moves between sea and land. “The prototype and model of the 

swarming things is the worm….worms belong in the realm of the grave, with death and 

chaos.” Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concept of Pollution and Taboo, 

70. Perhaps Jesus’ hybridized nature God-man, and one who goes into the grave and 

death, is yet another way of him identifying with the subaltern, with the unclean, the 

imperfect, the mixed up. “I am a worm and not a man.” He cries from the cross. 
67 1.45.8 ad.3. 
68 Lucinda Coles, writing on imperfect creatures sees an important historic link between 

imperfect creatures and vermin and the early modern anxieties that emerge around mixed 

species. “…The Aristotelian division between ‘perfect’ and ‘imperfect’ creatures is as 

historically important, in its own way, as the Cartesian distinction….Early modern 

writers… upheld an interspecies sense of community; they ‘routinely understood a 

condition of membership and mutual participation to hold across species,’ rather than 

stressing a human-animal divide. When imperfect creatures turn vermin, however, they 

test the limits of interspecies ‘cosmopolity’…What worms, rats, mice, frogs, insects, and 

reptiles [and microbes] have in common…[is] a deeply disputed place within theological 

and scientific histories and their correspondent social visions.” Cole, Imperfect 

Creatures: Vermin, Literature, and the Sciences of Life, 1600-1740, 16. Cole may be 

correct historically but Thomas would resist her where some theologians might not. 

Thomas thinks even the mixed and the verminal bears a trace of God. (1.47.7-8). 
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While Thomas would think of holobionts in terms of composites and not be the 

least bit threatened by such amalgamations, he might allow for the human holobiont to be 

classified as imperfect. If they are not just like that from which they come, he might not 

think them perfect, but he might also think of them as coming into perfection, en route to 

perfection, (per-fected, more thoroughly [per] made [facio, past participle 

factum/fectum]. The more actualized, the more perfect, for by perfect he also simply 

means made.  

All this while though, Thomas thought he was talking about verminal creatures, 

not divine-like human holobionts. If pressed he might advise that what is important, 

however something comes to be, is its reason for being, and as its form is ultimately from 

God, it bears witness to God. This after all is what concerns Thomas, what a creature is 

for, not what makes a creature special. 

Composites simply are not a problem. Composites are how God chooses to create. 

“Forms begin to be actual when the composite things are made, not as though they were 

made directly, but only indirectly.”69 This means making composites is a good. Forms 

want to become actual.  Even imperfect creatures, made by an intermediary, like all 

composites, are created by God, are actualized and in this sense are moving towards 

perfection. One has to wonder if it weren’t for his and others’ observations of microbes, 

if his working out the matter of natural artifacts might never have been.70 But for these 

 
69 1.45.8 ad.1. 
70 Except, of course, that Aristotle does deal with the matter by means of interrogating the 

nature of animals made whole by parts each with its own form. In the end Thomas seems 

to treat spontaneous generation for the most part the way Aristotle does. The spontaneous 

generation is just the unexpected result of nature’s ordered processes, plus the Creator 

who is over these. 
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maggots and worms, but for the “imperfections of these,” theologians might not have had 

the limit case to prepare us for assurance that nothing that exists; however it comes into 

being, however entangled, mingled and seemingly haphazard, is from any other source 

but God. Like John the Baptist, decay, maggots and worms make straight the way for 

Charles Darwin, for Lynn Margulis and for the holobiont that therefore I am. 

7.3 Anxieties concerning identity and continuity 

 

Being composite or mixed holobiont creatures raises still other anxieties of 

identity not as it relates to creatureliness but to identity. The dynamic nature of the 

microbiome poses problems of continuity. In this section, I deal with two such problems 

both as they relate to the blending of distinct creatures into a whole. The first question is 

how do holobiont humans not become something else? The second is why are holobiont 

humans not something like a schizophrenic chimera? I leave it to biologists to ask this 

question at the organic level, but how might Thomas think about the preservation and 

organization of emergent, composite creatures?  

7.3.1 Does God preserve the continuity of the self? 

 

With the discovery that non-human creatures live and move and have being inside 

our own, we face anew with whether and how it is that we remain ourselves, especially 

given the dynamism of our microbial profile. If microbes, sometimes referred to as our 

microbial organ, become part of who we are as a holobiont, is there any way to think 

theologically with Thomas about a continuity of human identity? Given that Thomas 

roots the identity of a species in its form as its essential intrinsic nature, how would 

Thomas navigate the news that humans carry in their bodies not just form and matter but 

also other creatures with their own other-than-human forms? This is after all a whole 
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other level of mixture. 

7.3.1.1 Does digestion threaten continuity? 

 

 As it turns out, this question of taking in and bearing and absorbing other 

creatures is not new to theology. It’s just that we have grown so used to the idea of 

consumption, of putting creatures in our mouths and swallowing, that it is no longer 

strange. The act of eating serves as an adequate analogy for thinking about symbiosis. 

While many theologians, the Cappadocians for example, imagine consumption and 

digestion to be a product of the fall, Thomas wonderfully, does not. In 1.97.4, Thomas 

considers the question of continuity of identity when human humor is mixed with non-

human humor.71 The mixing is a product of eating in eating. 

Remembering that this Edenic question deals in terms of a prelapsarian world, 

Thomas nevertheless references two defects72 requiring creaturely amendments if the 

human’s life is to be preserved, even in the primitive state. These defects include a loss of 

moisture because of the body’s natural heat and the second is that the taking in of food 

causes a mixing of humors, literally watering down the “specific active power” of the 

species.73 Thomas believes that this humor from “extraneous sources” (food) initially is 

no threat to the human because the human’s species is naturally stronger. Over time 

though, the strength of the human wanes. Thomas thinks that even in the garden, humans 

in their primitive state were vulnerable to the creatures taken into the body. He 

 
71 Humor and our microbial profiles are both dynamic, can suffer imbalance and have 

been understood, each in its own time, to be influenced by internal and external forces. In 

this sense, humoral and microbiome theories of health and disease are both ecological.  
72 It might be fair to say that what is meant by defect is not something that has gone 

wrong but something that is less perfect than it might have been or might become. 
73 1.97.4 co. 
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acknowledges a “weakness resulting from the admixture of extraneous nutriment,” even 

indicating that this admixture results in “bodily corruption.”74 Corruption! Maybe the 

composite of two species just won’t work after all. Except that we are still in Eden. 

Edenic corruption before the fall is not evil. From the garden, flesh cries out, Look, 

corruption is not always bad. Eating, estuaries, a man’s ribs in a woman’s body, bodies 

blended, bodies entangled. Sometimes corruption looks very good.  

This corrupting admixture of humors is like the corrupting admixture of microbes 

that humans need to survive. They are corrupting not because they are bad or shouldn’t 

be there. Sometimes the “corruption” of our bodies is good. Humans need lactobacilli 

like humans need food. Mixing is a dependency worked into what Thomas thinks it 

means to be a creature in good working order. I carry a river. It is who I 

am: ’Aha Makav.75  

Does mixing diminish a creature’s purity, thus threatening its continuous identity? 

For Thomas, mixing seems to be part of being a human creature, even pre-fall. The 

vulnerability that comes by mixing is not a tragedy. It is not a tragic corruption. It is a 

complication or a limit inherent to finitude. If the analogy works, we might say that to 

think of the vulnerabilities of microbial dependence as tragic is to participate in the ethos 

of the Fall as denial of our dependence on creaturely grace. Whether tree or microbe, to 

shun dependence as a curse is to participate in Adam’s fall.  

Remembering that Thomas attends to this vulnerability by means of the tree of 

life that works “like a drug” to protect Adam and Eve’s nature, Thomas might understand 

 
74 1.97.4.co. 
75 Diaz, "The First Water Is the Body." 
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the anxieties of holobiont life, but he would understand them to be no more problematic 

than bodied life already is. If these anxieties are problems to our theology it is a theology 

that wrongfully presumes humans aren’t created in a way where mixing and its liabilities 

are part of how God makes us what we are, to reject this is to turn to the wrong tree. In 

other words, Thomas doesn’t solve anxieties about continuity of identity. He redirects 

them. Thomas, were he consulted on holobiontic theological quandaries, would advise 

that human identity is not what is at stake, human virtue is. Anxieties rooted in fallen 

presumption that humans have the right to not change are not problems to be solved but 

postures to be reformed.  

 Neither eating nor bearing microbes exacerbates what it means to be human in the 

garden. If asked, we might imagine that Thomas would say that in the garden, Adam’s 

holobiont nature would have been a threat to his human nature, but for the tree of life. 

Thomas would say the vulnerability to corruption by our symbionts without the tree of 

life is real, deadly even. Again, this vulnerability, and inability to preserve our natural 

human life as we depend on the presence of our symbionts is no different than our 

inability to preserve our natural life as we face the gradual wasting of all our biological 

systems. While not a solution or a comfort, Thomas would also not think that the 

diminishment of our human nature by means of the admixture of microbes is any more of 

a problem than embodiment already is. The human taking in microbes is no different 

theologically for Thomas than Adam and Eve taking in the produce of Eden. Because 

embodiment is not due to a fallen nature but a finite one. Embodiment, and all that comes 

with it, is not a problem to be solved but a lesson to be learned.76 Life sustained in the 

 
76 Interestingly, and not entirely helpful, while Thomas does allow for eating in the 



 

 

 

294 

body has always been a grace. If human identity is to remain contiguous it is not because 

this is possible but because God by grace lets it be so.  

7.3.1.2 Who or what organizes the holobiont?  

 

 The more we learn about the incredible mix of genetic material that humans bear 

both within their cells and in and on their bodies, the more questions emerge about what 

orders and organizes the human. Although Thomas did not have the science of the 

holobiont as he engaged Aristotle, he did address the question of how to think about the 

relationship of parts of a human to the whole as it relates to dynamics between multiple 

forms. 

7.3.1.2.1 Aristotle: parts and wholes 

 

 Thomas depends heavily, although not entirely, on Aristotelian metaphysics as he 

thinks about the composite nature of a whole human. Thus, I return briefly to Aristotle 

before proceeding to Thomas. In some ways, Aristotle’s solution to the previous question 

of spontaneity and chance are what make his entire account of the rationality of the 

natural world comprehensible. If things in nature, even without a divine artificer, do not 

happen by anomaly or chance but by what we might call in hindsight a hypothetical 

necessity of the rational structure of the world, this makes room for even an Aristotelian 

way of seeing holobionts. 

 Lear points out in Aristotle’s Parts of Animals and Generation of Animals that 

because Aristotle maintains a hierarchy for form and matter, conglomerate creatures 

aren’t chaotic or misfits. Lear explains,  

 

garden he does not in paradise. I wonder if I were to suggest to him (as I will in section 

two of this project) that the ascended Christ is holobiont, that he remains microbial, if 

Thomas would reconsider. 
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The matter of animals…is the heterogeneous parts that compose it – head, arm, 

heart, liver, lungs etc. However, these parts are not brute matter; they are flesh, 

bone, and visceral tissue organized in certain ways. That is, they are themselves 

composites of form and matter….Of course, one can carry this reasoning a step 

further: One can inquire, say, into the visceral tissue which constitutes the heart. 

But, again, the homogeneous matter – the flesh, bone and visceral tissue which 

constitute the heterogeneous parts of animals – is itself a composite of form and 

matter. Each is constituted out of the elements – earth, air, water – according to a 

certain logos.77 

 

This sort of hierarchy is useful to think with as we consider our microbial DNA. Through 

symbiogenesis, bacterial DNA co-evolved to become part of our mitochondria, the 

cellular organ that powers each cell in human bodies. This good sort of hierarchy can 

even help us think about Necatur americanus, our perennial tapeworm that trains the 

human immune system to respond in proportional or rational ways to the presence of 

non-human DNA in the body. Aristotle’s account of the composite human doesn’t 

necessarily break under the news of holobionts. Yes, N. americanus has its own form, or 

logos, and as a heterogeneous part that is also a whole, it contributes reasonably to the 

composition of the holobiont. The human, before holobiont science, was already nothing 

but cascading forms all the way down.  

 The holobiont creature made of heterogeneous creatures, all with their own forms, 

is not an event that compromises or defies nature but rather exemplifies it. Multispecies 

creatures might in fact be intelligible. Aristotle would not be threatened by holobiont 

anthropology. In fact, he would encourage careful observation of the metagenetic data 

revealing the intimate composition of the community that makes a holobiont. This could 

only help a person know and understand more of what it means to be whatever it is they 

are. He exaplains: 

 
77 Lear, Aristotle the Desire to Understand, 46. 



 

 

 

296 

We therefore must not recoil with childish aversion from the examination of 

humbler animals. Every realm of nature is marvelous: and as Heraclitus, when the 

strangers who came to visit him found him warming himself at the furnace in the 

kitchen and hesitated to go in, is reported to have bidden them not to be afraid to 

enter, as even in that kitchen divinities were present, so we should venture on the 

study of every kind of animal without distaste; for each and all will reveal to us 

something natural and something beautiful. Absence of haphazard and 

conduciveness of everything to an end are to be found in Nature’s works in the 

highest degree, and the resultant end of her generations and combinations is a 

form of the beautiful.78 

 

When Aristotle looks at the sinews of animal flesh, there is nothing haphazard. 

Everything is conducive to the kind of world that Aristotle sees as beautiful and 

intelligible. Aristotle sees these “resultant ends” and “combinations” as bodies, wholes 

whose forms manifest through the organization of seemingly mundane, domestic, 

homely, kitchen-y parts easily dismissed as repugnant or too humble to consider. In the 

end, Aristotle reminds that such indignities are also what make a human who she is. I can 

imagine Aristotle encouraging investigation of and attention to gut microbes and the 

microbiome of our skin and even a gentle nudge to honor these, for humans are no better.  

If any person thinks the examination of the rest of the animal kingdom an 

unworthy task, he must hold in like the disesteem of the study of man. For no one 

can look at the primordia of the human frame – blood, flesh, bones, vessels and 

the like – without much repugnance.79  

 

Diaz reminds, A river is a body…. It has a foot, an elbow, a mouth. It runs. It lies in a 

bed. It can make you good. It remembers everything.80 

 Microbial symbionts, like Aristotle’s primordia, are kind of gross—we might 

want to think of them like we think of our own meat and blood. The troubling thing for 

some might be that to think of the microbes as primordia is to think so of ourselves, to 

 
78 Parts of animals 1.5, 645a4-37. Quoted in Lear, 37. 
79 Parts of animals 1.5, 645a4-37. Quoted in Lear, 37. 
80 Diaz, "The First Water Is the Body." 



 

 

 

297 

think of ourselves as mere parts of a whole. Maybe this is what Wendell Berry and Diaz 

invite us into, a humility that admits as a human intimately made for and from others, I 

am not something in and of myself, rather my meaning is found in relation to the whole. 

As Aristotle says, “no blood vessel is anything in itself.”81 Diaz says, “If I was created to 

hold the Colorado River, to carry its rushing inside me, how can I say who I am if the 

river is gone?”82 If I and my microbes and the river are part of a dynamic emergent 

ecology, maybe it is fair to say that to extract the human from these, to sanitize our world 

is not to protect our humanity but threaten it. “The hand of a dead man, Aristotle says, is 

no longer really a hand: it is a hand in name alone.”83 Each creature, blood vessel, river, 

human, is what it is, says Aristotle, partly due to its relation to the whole. Aristotle might 

agree that Diaz is not being metaphorical. Humans without rivers are dead. In this sense, 

our relationship with microbes does not threaten our being human, it helps us understand 

what it means to be human, just in a new way. Dependent, decentered, part. 

7.3.1.2.2 On Thomas: intellectual creatures 

 

 With Aristotle in place, I can venture back to Thomas’ inquiry about the human 

soul’s relationship to the body in search of a way to organize thoughts and priorities for a 

theology of mixed creatures. For Thomas, the unity of the self hinges on the relation 

between soul and body. Thomas repeatedly reminds that the soul does not relate to the 

body as a motor, as Plato might have it. Rather, the intellectual principle is united to the 

whole of the body as the human’s form; for by this Thomas assures that though the body 

be composite, it is also still one, and intelligent, because of its formal intellectual 

 
81 Lear, Aristotle the Desire to Understand, 49.  
82 Diaz. 
83 Lear, 49. 
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principle.84 It might seem as though intellect is suddenly injected in the question of how 

parts and wholes relate in an organized way. The insertion should be a clue to what is 

theologically at stake for Thomas in the question of human composition. Mixing is not 

the concern. Right next to the priority of protecting the Creator and creature in their 

proper relation is the role of the intellect in humanity’s telos—to be befriended by God. In 

fact these two priorities, are united. That humans are intellectual or rational creatures, that 

they are made in proportion to God who is rational, is how Thomas thinks it is possible 

for God to relate to humans while remaining independent as the Creator and at the same 

time moving humans towards Godself, all without violating human agency. Thomas’ 

priority is not safe guarding identity, nor order for order’s sake, nor intellect. The central 

priority for Thomas is maintaining the possibility of a creator/creature relationship, one 

that depends upon the human’s intellectual nature. It is important to remember this 

priority as I wade into the weeds of why a human can be composed of all sorts of 

creatures and still operate as a whole intellectual creature. The question, in other words, 

is not, “How do I stay the same despite my symbionts?” The question is how might God 

use symbionts to activate or further perfect the intellect?85 

 In Question 76, as Thomas considers union of body and soul, he asks “Whether 

besides the intellectual soul there are in man other souls essentially different from one 

another.” He insists, again, that a human’s intellectual soul is the whole human’s form, 

not its motor. Otherwise “an animal would not be absolutely one, in which there were 

 
84 1.76.1 
85 Tanner does the best job of highlighting why God makes humans so very plastic or as 

Nyssa would say, “amphibious.” For more see Chapter 1 in Tanner, Christ the Key. 
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several souls.”86 Thomas says this same concern of unity or wholeness is what concerns 

Aristotle when the philosopher asks “what contains them?—that is, what makes them 

one? It cannot be said that they are united by the one body; because rather does the soul 

contain the body and make it one, than the reverse.”87 Thomas’ concern, when it comes to 

mixture, is not about purity, but about unity. He cares how the parts function because if 

they function in an organized, unified, way we can say that even mixed creatures that 

seem ad hoc or haphazard are rational in nature, and a rational nature makes unity with 

God possible. Intellect depends not on stasis or purity but on unity of operations in the 

whole human self. The parts are distinguished in order to unite. 

7.3.1.2.3 Do the parts threaten the whole? 

 

So how does organization work? Thomas views the human as mixed not only 

because of its being made of matter and form but also because it bears within its nature 

all the lower powers and operations of the souls of lower natures – physical, vegetative, 

animal. These do not interfere but rather contribute to the human’s intellectual operations. 

They do not interfere because in their unity “the sensitive soul, the intellectual soul, and 

the nutritive soul are numerically one soul.”88 How can this be? “The intellectual soul 

contains virtually whatever belongs to the sensitive soul of brute animals, and to the 

nutritive soul of plants.”89 Thomas says this does not make humans three separate 

creatures nor does it mean we have three souls. Rather, “by one and the same soul he is 

 
86 1.76.3 co. 
87 1.76.3 co. Here is still another opening. It’s not the edge of a body containing and 

isolating my parts that makes me a cohesive thing, it’s the form. 
88 1.76.3 co. 
89 1.76.3 co. italics mine  
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both animal and man.”90 Humans can be more than one thing at the same time and still be 

one. Thomas’ view of a mixed human is radically ordered and hierarchical, allowing the 

human to be animal, intellectual (and I would add microbial). Unity is preserved because 

of the virtual relationship of the multiple souls. Though I have yet to make much of it, the 

intellectual soul is in some senses able to be what it is because of the sensible soul. It is 

only by the senses that the human can know and understand in the first place. The unity 

makes the diversity safe. The diversity makes the unity possible.  

7.3.1.2.4 Does the whole threaten the parts? 

 

The question remains whether unity threatens the integrity of the parts. In the 

subsequent article Thomas asks almost the very same question as it relates to “Whether in 

man there is another form besides the intellectual soul?” He moves from form to soul. 

Thomas sets up his argument against objections that in humans there are multiple 

substantive souls. Objection 4 reads, “Further, the human body is a mixed [mixtum] 

body….Therefore the forms of the elements must remain in a mixed body….Therefore in 

the human body there are other substantial forms besides the intellectual soul.”91 Thomas 

disagrees by arguing against Avicenna and Averroes. Avicenna is wrong because he 

thought that the elements in a body remained whole in a mixed body, but did so by 

averaging each other out. Parts are compromised. Thomas thinks this doesn’t quite work. 

Averroes, thinks similarly to Avicenna except that the average does change the elements 

into a new form. Thomas thinks this is even worse. The integrity of parts matters to 

Thomas. 

 
90 1.76.3 co. 
91 1.76.4 arg.4 
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Thomas wants only one form and he wants the elements to remain intact because 

they all make unique contributions. His answer, agreeing with Aristotle’s is: 

that the forms of the elements remain in the mixed body, not actually but virtually. 

For the proper qualities of the elements remain, though modified; and in them is 

the power of the elementary forms. This quality of the mixture is the proper 

disposition for the substantial form of the mixed body, for instance, the form of a 

stone, or any sort of soul.92  

 

Thomas avers that elements only ever actually exist materially and that “because bodies 

cannot be in one place” at the same time, a new element is not formed but rather a 

mixture is made.93 He suggests when different elements are mixed together they are still 

distinct even as a part of a whole, but that according to human senses they would appear 

to be a real mixture of elements and thus of forms but that “the forms of the elements 

remain in the mixed body, not actually but virtually (mixto non actu, sed virtute).94 

United, inseparable, but not confused. When two things come together to make 

something with a higher form, the power, or strength or goodness of the lower things, 

remain. 

This line of questioning is helpful as I consider what it might have meant to 

Thomas had he known that living inside the human gut are other non-humans, and that 

inside every human cell is the organelle known as the mitochondria, which is actually 

microbial DNA that evolved with, or was absorbed and accommodated to the human 

genome. If even elements are creatures to Thomas, this helps me consider what it means 

that these creatures “mix virtually” to make another creature with another form.  

 
92 1.66.4 ad.4 
93 76.4 ad.4.  
94 76.4 ad. 4. This is not entirely unlike the way Chalcedon comes to describe the unity of 

Christ’s two natures. They are united but not confused.  
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What does it mean to mix virtually? First, it indicates hierarchy. Second, it works 

the way we think of virtual in the modern sense and also in a more ancient way. If 

something merely mixes it would be unorganized, like oil and water, subject to 

separation. When something virtually mixes, the lower forms are subsumed and 

subordinated. On the other hand, Thomas remains aware, unlike most moderns, that 

“virtual”—virtute— is just the ablative of virtus, virtue or power (gendered male, from 

vir). To have something in virtute is to have its excellence or its power. So on the one 

hand, Thomas might say the power and excellence of the mitochondria are retained in the 

holobiont; in another way they are used and elevated for the sake of the whole.95  

Thomas says that the forms of elements mix and explains that the “quality of the 

mixture is the proper disposition for the substantial form of the mixed body for… any 

sort of soul.”96 Humans are no exception. Humans have only one form/soul that includes 

all the operations of the lower souls. Those forms of lower creatures that contribute 

materially and operationally in the form of qualities and powers to the human, are 

“modified” but do remain powerful even as they contribute their goodness to the higher 

mixed creature.97 If pressed Thomas might analogize this to think about the preservation 

of holobiont parts. Neither the form of the human nor the microbe would lose its power 

even as all donate their goodness for the sake of the holobiont. This might be one way to 

 
95 Thanks to Gene Rogers for showing me how this works. While this paragraph is 

virtually mine, the excellences of Rogers’ command of Latin, though donated, remain 

present and powerful. 
96 1.66.4 ad.l4 
97 This is why Thomas thinks Adam’s rib can be mixed with dust to make a third 

creature, Eve, in a way that is powerful and proper to Eve’s substantial form given by 

God. This is also another reason why primitive Adam and Eve could eat from the fruit of 

the garden in a way that the power of the fruit is lent to the humans without the human 

improperly becoming fruit. 
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theologically account for the persistent dignity of the human body and a water body, let’s 

say a river, even as the two flow in and out in the form of a great interdependent ecology. 

In this virtual way neither creature nor concreature is violated even as a mutual 

participation makes for a mixed intelligible creature. “I carry a river. It is who I am: Aha 

Makav.”98 

 Thomas presents ways to think theologically about the stakes and possibilities for 

a mixed anthropology despite theology’s historic aversion to mixing. Thomas thinks 

humans are a mixture of divine breath and human matter and thus of the incorporeal and 

corporeal. Humans, like all creatures, are a mixture of matter and form, action and 

potential. They have always been hybrid. Though substantial, they are not static creatures 

who possess who they are, rather, they are creatures who are becoming who they are. 

Diaz says, “I mean a river as a verb. A happening. It is moving within me right now.”99 

Receiving the potential of the lower elements, humans bear and act according to their 

potential, or according to their form, which Thomas describes as intellectual. Humans 

possess all of the powers, operations and movements of the physical, vegetative, animal 

and intellectual soul. These souls are happenings. Humans are a mixture of different 

materials or elements, like dust, like fig, like river. These elements contribute their power 

to make a mixture of blood and flesh and bone, to make a mixture of rib and heart and 

hand and mouth. Just one step further I might add that the power of this composite human 

and these composite microbes contribute their excellences to make a proper holobiont—

form all the way down, creature through and through.  

 
98 Diaz. 
99 Diaz. 
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By and large, I gather that Thomas would be delighted for us to think about 

holobiont theology. He might say, “Have a good time, but take care to guard 

creator/creature distinctions for the sake of their relations and the preservation of the 

dignity of each. Take care to keep the relationship and not the means to relationship at the 

center.” He’d say, “Holobionts are creations, sustained by participation in God and other 

creatures, not by protective isolation.” Aha Makav.  

7.4 Thomistic resources for the holobiont 

 

Before moving on to the final section where I explore whether and how the imago 

dei remains functional despite the entanglement of microbes, I turn briefly to explore a 

few Thomistic resources for a holobiont theology.  

7.4.1 On trinitarian persons  

 

 The word human has come under scrutiny with the discovery that a significant 

percentage of the DNA and cells we bear are microbial. Holobiont discoveries amplify 

our ecological, multi-species nature, bringing western science one step closer to what 

indigenous wisdoms have known all along. It is hard to identify what a human is apart 

from her dynamic ecological relations.  “I am the river and the river is in me.” To take 

full advantage of holobiont anthologies we need new language that, one, is thinkable and, 

two, disciplines us to think of ourselves in this ecological way. Thomas’ deployment of 

personhood language is one way to lexically discipline ourselves to think.100 Some 

theologians like Ian McFarland, in seeking a theological anthropology that positively 

 
100 Thomas is not necessarily the best resource for thinking about how the language of 

hypostasis might be good theological language for holobionts. Maximus’ appropriation of 

Chalcedon’s trinitarian language for the person of Christ and how divine and human 

natures relate in the hypostasis of the incarnate Word, might be preferable. 
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accounts for difference rather than homogenizing it, turn to the Cappadocian language of 

hypostasis or person, used in the development of Trinitarian language.  

One of the greatest benefits to personhood language is that it was developed to 

speak about something humans can’t see. Early Christians, did not claim to have 

knowledge of the immanent Trinity. “Person” became the word used to speak about 

something without assigning it any content. The potential for a more inclusive conception 

of what it means be a “person” is due in part to the word’s content-less nature. If we want 

to think with Thomas about holobionts (about parts and wholes) personal language is 

what’s on offer. A person is what Thomas calls “ a vague individual thing.”101 The word 

person does not specify what sort of person a thing is but that it is. Remembering Diaz’ 

admiration for New Zealanders who have granted the river a status of person, perhaps 

thinking of the holobiont, whether human, hound or live oak, in terms of person is a way 

to deepen the inherent plurality and multispecies nature of what we are coming to see as 

ourselves. Holobionts as persons.  

For those anxious about the leap from human persons to holobiont or river 

persons, I would hazard to guess that this leap pales in comparison to one with which all 

Christians seem to be quite fine, that is the leap from divine persons to human ones. In 

the borrowing of hypostatic language from the persons of the Trinity, theologians have 

sufficiently proved by example that the word can translate to all sorts of natures—from 

divine, to human, to river to holobiont. 

7.4.2 On person versus species 

 

Questions remain when thinking of holobionts in terms of personhood. Is a 

 
101 1.30.4 co. 
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holobiont a person made of parts or made of other whole human and microbial persons? 

In Christian discourse it is not uncommon to speak of the person of God who is made of 

the persons of the Trinity. This is a person made of persons. This is three in one. At the 

same time, even if trinitarian language provides language for holobiont theology, which I 

think it can, this does not mean that holobionts become a metaphor or image of Trinity. 

Rather, Trinity is a resource for thinking about the holobiont as a person in part because 

in trinitarian formulations, numbers and math do not work in the ways we think they 

ought. Trinitarian grammar destabilizes confidence in basic math. Trinitarian grammars 

support an imaginative humility that makes room to wonder about a holobiont grammar 

and the insufficiency of how numbers work in relation to personhood.  

 Isn’t personal language still too punctiliar and atomistic? While some might not 

first think of Aristotelian metaphysics as privileging relations, Thomas, in writing about 

the Trinity does. Where modern humans living under the shadow of hyper individualistic, 

buffered anthropologies privilege an enclosed essence to ground a creature’s identity, 

Thomas cannot imagine the persons of the Trinity without their relations. In Question 40, 

he considers whether the hypostases of Trinity remain if, by means of  thought 

experiment, relations are mentally removed. Thomas squarely answers “no.” If for 

example, “filiation be removed, the Son’s hypostasis no more remains; and the same 

holds as regards the other persons.”102 Relationship is what distinguishes (Thomas’ word) 

and actualizes (my word) the persons of the Trinity. Otherwise, says Thomas, there is 

only the distinction between Creator and created. So while moderns aren’t trained to 

think this way, personal language is inherently relational in a way that species language is 

 
102 1.40.3 co.  
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not. Species language would define the microbe and the human by their essential 

differences. To think of ourselves first as holobiont persons instead of human individuals, 

might help Christians embrace and privilege the idea of relational dependency in their 

sense of self. 

 As to the content-less nature of personhood, this is not to say that persons do not 

share similarities. In 1.40.4 Thomas argues that each person within the Trinity can be 

called a person because of what is shared. Might we say that what the persons of a 

holobiont share is the reality of dependence, whether it’s a Thomas holobiont or a Fido 

holobiont? Thomas, in attempting to navigate what is shared by the persons of the 

Trinity, says that perhaps the best language is simply to say a person is a “reality.” This 

reality is not an individual nor a species because the language of person “is not a name of 

exclusion nor of intention.” I can almost imagine Thomas smiling and shrugging as he 

says, “We must therefore resolve that even in human affairs this name person is common 

by a community of idea, not as genus or species, but as a vague individual thing.”103 

What works about the language of personhood in trinitarian thought is exactly that the 

word is naked of any qualifiers. A person is an individual but there is no designating 

indication of what that thing or person is, only that it subsists as a nature. This sort of 

vague naked language for a thing is a lexical possibility for what we think of when we 

say holobiont. It gives us less command over exactly what we are as holobionts even as it 

affirms that we are. It’s more verb than noun. 

 Now, it is time to fess up. Thomas does think about composite creatures, but only 

to a point. He didn’t know about microbiomes. When it comes to relations between 

 
103 1.30.4co. 
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created persons, he does not say that creaturely relations are constitutive. Whereas 

relations are equated with the essence of God, “in creatures relations are accidental.”104 

This is because Thomas doesn’t know that humans evolved to subsist in relation. When 

Thomas says, “In creatures relations are not subsistent,” he doesn’t know any better. At 

the same time, Thomas shows profound humility in the entire argument, ending with the 

admission that the words we use to name and describe God are human words, created 

words, not divine realities.105 If human language falls short in describing God in a way 

that is complete, perhaps we might borrow some of this apophatic humility in loosening 

our grip on how western theology has defined the self-contained human apart from its 

“environmental” relations. Perhaps we can become accustomed to a more agnostic way 

of thinking about ourselves. Thomas’ way of naming the persons of the Trinity and 

indigenous ways of knowing and naming the world are not possessive. Neither describe 

beings in terms of nouns so much as look to verbish or collective ways to describe the 

dynamics and flows of relations. This sort of naming is a gentler, light-footed, more 

provisional and humble way forward. Personal language might work this way. When we 

say a holobiont is a person, we acknowledge organization, and shared reality but we are 

slow to say we know what this means.106 “We carry the river, its body of water, in our 

 
104 1.39.1co. 
105 This is not unlike John Calvin’s admission that language for and of God is a sort of 

accommodation. 
106 Indigenous languages, especially ones deriving from hunter-gatherer societies function 

with verbs and nouns in a lopsided relationship. Whilst the English language is majority 

noun, the preponderance of verbs in many indigenous languages once again opens away 

to think about restorative paths of being and knowing that cultivate attentiveness to the 

emergence of human life as part of a larger multi-species ecology. Personhood language 

might serve as an onramp. Tim Ingold explains, “And what if we were to think of persons 

not as individuals whose identity is fixed in advance of their life in the world, but as loci 

of ongoing activity without beginning or end?... For persons are not beings that move, 
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body. I do not mean to invoke the Droste effect. I mean river as a verb. A happening. It is 

moving within me right now.”107 

7.4.3 On the limits of trinitarian analogy 

 

 As Thomas defends the oneness of God despite the multitude of persons, he 

explains that substance can have unity or multitude. In God this works because the 

supposita share one form. Thomas acknowledges that creatures do not share one form 

amidst many persons. Could personhood then work for a holobiont made of persons with 

different forms? Are we back to imagining holobiont in terms of a chimera? Is there are 

way to think of a unity of nondivine, diverse, persons in the form of a holobiont? Thomas 

thinks so. “In creatures, one form does not exist in several supposita except by unity of 

order, as the form of an ordered multitude.”108 Here we see a theological history of 

language and thought on the goodness of ordered mixing and collectivity. “For we say 

that many men are a college, or an army, or a people.”109 Now Thomas is arguing 

towards a different point, but he nevertheless offers a way to think about creaturely 

personhood in the plural and in a rational or ordered way, in a way the lets difference 

 

they are their movements. It is in their very patterns of activity that their presence lies. 

And places are not so much locations to be connected as formations that arise within the 

process of movement, like eddies in a river current. In short, in such a world names are 

not nouns but verbs: each one describes a going on.” Ingold, Being Alive : Essays on 

Movement, Knowledge and Description, 168. Thus humans might come to think of 

themselves in a way that Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari describe as less 

anthropocentric. It is, as Ingold says, a way “to regard the animal [person or holobiont] as 

a going on: not as a living thing of a certain kind but as the manifestation of a process of 

becoming, of continuous creation, or simply of being alive. From this perspective the 

wolf, for example, ‘is not fundamentally a characteristic or a certain number of 

characteristics; it is a wolfing’).” Ibid., 174. Thomas will say something similar about 

God. God is pure act. God is the act of God’s knowing. 
107 Diaz, "The First Water Is the Body." 
108 1.39.3co. 
109 1.39.3co. 
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unify towards personhood. To say that I can imagine that the human and the river and the 

microbes become a personal ecosystem or a holobiont is not to say that I know what it 

means to be that sort of holobiont but it emphasizes that there is order and a diversity 

where parts contribute or donate their powers to the united whole. 

7.4.3.1 Anthropomorphic language 

 

To use the word “person,” given that many think human and person are 

synonymous, might lend itself to anthropomorphizing the world’s holobiont ecosystems 

such that we see traces not of God but of humanity in all corners of creation, where our 

being a microcosm of creation is really creation being a microcosm of man. Perhaps 

person for some of us is already too filled with the content of humanity, inclining us to 

anthropomorphize the holobiont of say an otter or a river or any sort of holobiont 

ecosystem. Or maybe it’s just familiar enough that we don’t mind being “downgraded” to 

holobiont as long as we are still a person, and somehow it helps us see the world from a 

new place. Personal language doesn’t radically emphasize the entangled ecology of being 

but it is familiar and thinkable. And as we’ve seen, there’s precedent for sharing this 

word with the non-human holobionts. 

Some might be worried that the problem with personhood language is that it is 

still too human and thus anthropomorphic. New materialist Jane Bennet does not 

categorically condemn hints of anthropomorphism as fatal but as way of learning to 

attentively observe and recognize rules of organization that aren’t really about 

anthropomorphism but isomorphism. It’s not that other ecosystems are reflections of us, 

but that all sorts of holobionts or ecosystems (natural and political) share a form of order 

to which anthropomorphism helps us pay attention. “A touch of anthropomorphism, then, 



 

 

 

311 

can catalyze a sensibility that finds a world filled not with ontologically distinct 

categories of beings (subjects and objects) but with variously composed materialities that 

form confederations.”110 I am a person. The river is a person. The mountain lion with her 

multitudes is a person. To be a collective and to be mixed is not to be uncreated or to 

jeopardize our dignity or personhood but to receive the gracious donations of creatures. 

Thus, to gratefully embrace holobiont personhood is a step towards recovering from the 

Fall. This is like what Barth thinks it means to be a Christian, willingly taking “his place 

under the table, in the company of publicans, in the company of beasts and plants and 

stones, accepting solidarity with them, being present simply as they are, as a creature of 

God.”111 

This is not to say that reconceiving the world is without cost. To consider the 

mutual contributions and dependencies between the human and the river and the microbe 

agitates the categories we’ve used to think our faith. Bennet admits:  

… to truly take worms seriously, we would not only have to revise our assessment 

of their activities but also need to question our larger faith in the uniqueness of 

human and to reinvent concepts now attached to that faith. Theories of democracy 

that assume a world of active subjects and passive objects begin to appear as thin 

descriptions at a time when the interactions between human, viral, animal, and 

technological bodies are becoming more and more intense.112  

 
110 Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, 99. On the other hand, 

granting status via anthropomorphizing might be like granting the racialized other status 

by making them white persons. Zkiyyah Iman Jackson brilliantly argues why this sort of 

presumed plasticity of the black body [and I add animal body] to become human is hardly 

a win. She does not “propose the extension of human recognition as a solution to the 

bestialization of blackness,” for “Recognition of personhood and humanity does not 

annul the animalization of blackness.” Jackson, Becoming Human: Matter and Meaning 

in an Antiblack World, 17-18.    
111 Barth, Church Dogmatics 3/3, 242. I have not feminized Barth’s masculine language 

because, sadly, it is more striking to imagine Barth saying a man’s place is beneath the 

table, than it is to imagine a theologian saying a woman’s place is beneath the table. 
112 Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, 99. Furthermore, medical 

anthropologist Christos Lynteris argues that to acknowledge these intense co-
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To willingly embrace the grace of creatures as part of what makes us who we are is to 

rewire anthropology away from homogeneity, division and separation and towards a 

multispecies plural way of being and knowing. Personhood language is anthropomorphic 

but that might give us the courage to think ourselves anew. 

7.4.4 Microcosmic language 

 

If the weakness of personhood language is that it is not strange enough, Thomas 

also has microcosmic language on offer. Nyssa had one set of anxieties about the 

language. He resisted the trope of man as microcosm for its deformative influence. The 

image of a world of creatures in man threatened recovery from the fall as sinking too low 

into animal life. Microcosmic and holobiont language does not foster rising above 

humanity’s plight, it humbles us all the more. But as we saw in Chapter Six, with a 

different view of the Fall as turning to the wrong tree, Nyssa might change his mind 

about what it looks like to recover from the Fall. If willingness to receive the flows of 

creaturely graces as part of how God makes humans is a reverse of Adam’s fall in the 

garden, if acknowledging with Diaz that I cannot live a week without the river is a sign of 

recovery, then finding ways to name the human that centers dependency and humnaity’s 

mixed nature is pastorally wise. Dependency and taking in creatures is not a sign of the 

 

evolutionary entanglements with viruses is to acknowledge that new diseases are 

emerging in ways that defy human control and mastery. “This new configuration of 

human/nonhuman relations plays a key roles in the pandemic imaginary by setting 

entanglement at the center of epidemiological reasoning and, at the same time, of 

anticipation of human extinction.” In other words, the cost of acknowledging the verbish, 

personal nature of being holobiont is to relinquish delusions of control, but also hope of 

human survival, a thought almost entirely at odds with a tradition that imagines humanity 

as central in the story of God’s economy. On the other hand, such pessimism could not 

help but in Irenaeus’ words, make humanity more aware of its mortality. Lynteris, 

"Zoonotic Transformations."  
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fall.113 Given Thomas’ allowance of both procreation and digestion in the garden, it 

should not surprise that Thomas embraces microcosmic theory.  

I have a love hate relationship with microcosmic theory. George Conger Perrigo 

explains that in general, microcosmic theories serve to concentrate attention upon the 

human as the favored or most distinguished member of the cosmos.114 This alone should 

give us pause. In the age of the “anthropocene,” when human hands have altered the 

geological and atmospheric and biological story of the cosmos, and when figures like 

Bulgakov, suggest that man as a microcosm is able to stretch his arms to every part of the 

planet, concentrated uncritical attention on the human as privileged is not necessarily the 

direction that ecological theologians should seek. Thomas links the trope to humanity’s 

dominion and mastership over animals.115 But when being holobiont means that human 

and viral lives co-emerge possibilities of dominion and mastership vanish.116 

On the other hand, Perrigo suggests that microcosmic theories tend to emphasize, 

though typically only for a moment, the natural element of otherwise supernatural 

narrations of the world. Microcosmic theories highlight that the human is in fact a 

member of the natural world (as do multispecies theories).117  For this 

reason, microcosmic theories can be a helpful tool for a tradition that too often, as the 

saying goes, is so heavenly minded that it is no earthly good. When Thomas admits that 

 
113 1.96.3co 
114 Conger, Theories of Macrocosms and Microcosms in the History of Philosophy. 
115 1.96.1. 
116 See footnote above on Christos Lynteris. His Zoonotic models of disease makes this 

plain as day. Lynteris, "Zoonotic Transformations." 
117 Ibid., 53. 
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“Man in a certain sense contains all things” this is certainly an opening to think about a 

diverse unity and about the way God uses creatures to make humans human.  

Thomas acknowledges that humans need animals to understand themselves. 

Thomas gets it right. But Thomas, inheriting a tradition that wants to base humanity’s 

status on domination, (remember Pelagius?) also instrumentalizes animals. Thomas gets 

right and wrong. Microcosmic language is fraught. To resist it on account of its 

entanglement of the human and non-human world is a sign of humanity’s fall. It may also 

be used to cling to a history of human domination and anthropocentric exceptionalism. 

Thomas can take us only so far, but his openness to think with science and with 

his observations of the world make him amenable to diverse, multitudinous, mixed 

wholes where difference doesn’t signal sin but rather beauty. We see it in 1.96.3. Against 

the objection that everything, according to Nyssa, would have been equal and thus the 

same in a state of innocence, and against the idea that love and bonds form best between 

those things that are alike, Thomas thinks bodily life requires bringing different kinds of 

things into exceedingly intimate contact. His examples are procreation and digestion. In 

1.47.2, Thomas works against Origen’s confusion about the nature of diverse things. 

Remembering that Fall and Creation are on a continuum for Origen, Origen links 

diversity and sin. “And those who were turned away from God were bound down to 

bodies according to the diversity of their sins and he said this was the cause of the 

creation and diversity of bodies.”118 In this mode of creation each difference creates a 

hierarchy of inequality whereby each instance of difference is a reflection of varying 

 
118 1.47.2co. We should also remember Thomas has over 10,000 years on Origen and 

Origen aims to protect the justice of God. 
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grades of sin. A distaste for diversity is a distaste for creation at all.119 Inequality but also 

difference and diversity are all tragic.  

Against this view, Thomas, with Augustine, gives one of his best defenses for 

viewing the parts of creation in light of the whole, as well as a way to think theologically 

about the goodness or holiness of composite, mixed creatures. He uses microscopic 

language but in a radically non-anthropocentric way.120  

It is the part of the best agent to produce an effect which is best in its entirety; but 

this does not mean that He makes every part of the whole the best absolutely [that 

would mean all the parts are the same], but in proportion to the whole; in the case 

of an animal, for instance, its goodness would be taken away if every part of it 

had the dignity of an eye. Thus, therefore, God also made the universe to be best 

as a whole, according to the mode of a creature; whereas He did not make each 

single creature best, but one better than another. And therefore we find it said of 

each creature, God saw the light that it was good….But of all together it is said, 

God saw all the things that He had made, and they were very good (Gen.1.31).121 

 

Look what Thomas does! The non-human animal is a microcosm of God’s very good 

creation. This is non-anthropocentric microcosmic language. It’s traditional and 

subversive. If microcosmic language is to be an ecologically friendly way of reading the 

world, it needs to be an other-than-human microcosm. Further, here is a case for thinking 

about bringing together different parts or species. Each part is good. The microbe, the 

river, the human, they are good parts on their own—but together they are very good. The 

animal, especially thinking of it as a holobiont, is a microcosm of creation. The 

 
119 Where for the gnostics matter is a problem, the source of pain and inequality, we see 

that where mixing is a problem, gnosticism lurks in the background. 
120 Thomas also thinks of art as a microcosm of creation. Like a builder or an architect, 

“the roof of a house differs from the foundation…in order that the house may be made 

perfect of different parts, [thus] the artificer seeks different material.”1.47.2ad.3 
121 2.47.ad.1 (italics   mine) 
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multispecies holobiont better reflects the “very good” nature of creation. The question is, 

Why? 

7.4.5 Imaging God is symbiotic 

 

 Thomas redirects the anxieties of those worried about status, rank and equality, by 

playing up the benefits and goodness of bringing a whole creation of difference together 

and calling it a creature. He thinks in terms of the parts lending their goodness to the 

whole. He re-narrates inequality of parts, employing it as difference for the sake of 

making something greater than the parts. In the end, this greatness, this beauty that comes 

through submitting different parts to the whole, is not about being the best or about 

greatness in itself. Thomas doesn’t use microcosmic language to nurse human ambition.  

God creates a diverse symbiotic whole because this is how God is most able to 

make his goodness and beauty legible to the world. It is the best way to image or reflect 

God. “Man as a microcosm,” which funds both man as priest of creation and an image of 

God, puts the human at the center. Thomas, though denying that nonrational animals or 

plants or stones bear the image of God, suggests the best way to image God is not looking 

at a human (as microcosm or not), but by looking at the human alongside the animal and 

the plant and the river and the trillions of microbes.  

For God brought things into being in order that God’s goodness might be 

communicated to creatures, and be represented by them; and because God’s 

goodness could not be adequately represented by one creature alone, God 

produced many and diverse creatures, that what was wanting to one in the 

representation of the divine goodness might be supplied by another. For goodness, 

which in God is simple and uniform, in creatures is manifold and divided; and 

hence the whole universe together participates the divine goodness more perfectly 

and represents it better than any single creature whatever.122 

 

 
122 1.47.1 co. I have made Thomas’ language for God gender-neutral here. 
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The best creaturely image of God is a symbiotic one where a diversity of parts donates 

towards the whole. The imago dei is symbiotic. Humans image God symbiotically. 

 If we take Thomas at his word, the best way to see a reflection of God is by 

looking at a whole collection of lives. Humans plus microbes reflect God better than 

sterile humans. If humans are made in God’s image, by this logic we should expect 

diverse unity not because of social trinitarianism but because of the manifold greatness of 

God that we see in the mixture of God’s world that doesn’t extract humans from creation. 

The image of God is holobiontic. And it needs to be that way, because a solobiont would 

not be multitudinous enough to image God, since creation needs multitudes to image 

what God is simply. Thomas insists, “Any single creature” would not be enough. What in 

God is simple must be manifold in creatures. So the human being is manifold necessarily. 

In thinking about guardrails for developing a holobiont theology, Thomas sets a 

high priority on thinking not so much in terms of what keeps a human human or what 

makes her unique. Yes, being mixed with others who make being possible complicates 

what it means to think about the self and no, being mixed doesn’t compromise the parts. 

Thomas might say that fixating on these anxieties is not prudent in the first place. What is 

at stake in theological anthropology for Thomas is what the human is for and where she is 

headed. Yes, Thomas, like most theologians, thinks a human is made in God’s image in a 

way that E.coli is not. But a human is made to represent God in the best and most perfect 

way she can—symbiotically. Holobionts image God. 

To suggest that along with freedom, self-movement and intellect, microbial 

relations somehow also contribute to our imaging God could easily renew theological 

anxiety. “Where does it stop? Is there nothing that can’t image God? What about the vile 
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or the gross?” Thomas anticipates the anxieties. In fact, his entire inquiry into imperfect 

creatures, into the maggots spontaneously generating, comes right after the article where 

he asks “Whether in Creatures is Necessarily Found a Trace of the Trinity? (1.45.7) He is 

asking, can traces of God be found in everything? His answer is a resounding yes. Even 

the most seemingly random and spontaneous creatures that humans might be rather 

inclined to exclude as events or anomalies, even smoke bears the trace of fire, even 

smoke bears traces of the Trinity. Even the river over which we run a pipeline. “But in all 

creatures there is found the trace of the Trinity.” (1.45.7 co.) Signs of Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit, covered in crude oil. 

As if to really test the limits of this claim, Thomas’ very next challenge is by 

means of the microbial, by means of the maggot. His final word to this challenge? Even 

“the products of nature are called creatures.” (1.45.8 ad.4) Thomas takes the vilest, most 

disturbing instance, an organism that breeds itself from rotting death or from feces and 

says even this bears the trace of the Trinity—Father, Son, Spirit. “Therefor as it is a 

created substance,…it shows the Person of the Father….it represents the Word….it 

represents the Holy Ghost.” (1.45.7 co.). Thomas is explicit. The worm, the maggot, the 

river, (the holobiont) bear traces of the Trinity and represent Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

Without these, 

What does ’Aha Makav mean if the river is emptied to the skeleton of its fish 

and the miniature sand dunes of its dry silten beds? 

If the river is a ghost, am I?... 

What we do to one—to the body, to the water—we do to the other.123 

 

 
123 Diaz, "The First Water Is the Body." 
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What we do to anything we do to traces of God. While Christians have long given 

themselves to the temptation of thinking that the best way protect God’s image is 

emphasize humanity’s distinct possession of the imago dei, and to guard this humanity by 

shielding it from its “baser” qualities, Thomas thinks that the human is made to image 

God best as a part of a larger, diversely mixed and thus more perfect whole. He thinks 

Christians should expect that the world beyond the human also reflects traces of God, and 

that we bear the beyond human as microcosms. We carry a world of microbes. It is who 

we are. This is not metaphor. 

 Holobiont is a better way to image God that in the end does not sit athwart 

Thomas’ formal definition of the imago dei as intellect, free will and self-movement. For 

as we will see, even these capacities are symbiotic. If the composite nature of the human 

runs all the way down (human is made of hand and foot, hand is made of blood and bone 

and so on), the composite nature runs all the way up (human joins to microbe, holobiont 

to holobiont, ecosystem to ecosystem) in the form of an ordered multitude, a creaturely 

college, a proportioned ratio that reflects the person of God. 

7.5 Imago dei and microbiome are compatible 

 

 While the best way to image God is as part of a larger diverse whole, Thomas, like 

most western theologians, aligns with a long-standing tradition that views humanity’s 

exclusive possession of the imago dei as that which makes us who we are and distinguishes 

humans from all other creatures: 

Since, as Damascene states (De Fide Orthod. ii. 12), man is said to be made 

to God's image, in so far as the image implies an intelligent being endowed 

with free-will and self-movement: now that we have treated of the 

exemplar, i.e., God, and of those things which came forth from the power 

of God in accordance with His will; it remains for us to treat of His 

image, i.e., man, inasmuch as he too is the principle [principium] of his actions 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08459b.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09580c.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08066a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06259a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/15624a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09580c.htm
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[operum], as having free-will and control of his actions.124 

 

Thomas defines the imago dei in terms of reason, freewill, and agency. Humans move 

according to their intelligent nature, by freedom, and have authority over (postestas) their 

works (operum).  

If God is intelligent and free and moves of God’s own accord, if nothing imposes 

on God as God creates and relates to God’s creation, then to image this God, says 

Thomas, humans must be creatures of intelligence, free-will and self-movement. What is 

more, Thomas grounds the conditions for these in human agency, in self-possession, or 

control over oneself. Microbiome science trouble this.125 Many today think of 

intelligence, freedom and agency as contingent upon being in control of oneself, of not 

being possessed nor being unwittingly influenced, especially from within and at the 

precognitive level. In learning that microbes influence human desire, thought, emotion 

and activity, it would seem, that either human holobionts do not possess the image of 

God in the way many thought, or that these words—intelligence, free-will, agency—do 

not mean to Thomas what many think. 

In this final section, I use Fergus Kerr’s reading of Thomas to suggest that far 

from compromising the imago dei in humans, holobiont reality contributes to humanity’s 

 
124 ST Prologue to 2-1. 
125 John Bienenstock Paul Forsuthe, Wolfgang A Kunze, "Vagal Pathways for 

Microbiome-Brain-Gut Axis Communication," in Microbial Endocrinology: The 

Microbiota-Gut-Brain Axis in Health and Disease, Advances in Experimental Medicine 

and Biology (2014).; "Microbes and the Mind: Emerging Hallmarks of the Gut 

Microbiota–Brain Axis."; Rob R. Dunn, The Wild Life of Our Bodies: Predators, 

Parasites, and Partners That Shape Who We Are Today, 1st ed. (New York: Harper, 

2011).; Lorimer, "Hookworms Make Us Human: The Microbiome, Eco-Immunology, 

and a Probiotic Turn in Western Health Care.."; Novotny, Klimova, and Valis, 

"Microbiome and Cognitive Impairment: Can Any Diets Influence Learning Processes in 

a Positive Way?." 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06259a.htm


 

 

 

321 

participation in God’s nature, that microbes can add to human freedom and that those 

capacities which make humans image God are commensurate with a mixed anthropology. 

For this to be true, we have to unhinge medieval conceptions of human agency from the 

modern picture of the bounded self. Doing so not only preserves possibilities of 

anthropological dialogue between science and theology, thus potentially nurturing pro-

microbial practices. Unhinging agency from the buffered self can aid the modern 

inheritors of an uncreaturely anthropology who otherwise are apt to face this 

microbiological news either with incredulity (We’ve seen it before—“I did not evolve 

from monkeys!”), anxiety, or antibacterial armament in defense of the very thing they 

have wrongly presumed preserves their humanity, human isolation. 

The prospect of unhinging medieval agency from the modern Cartesian individual 

lies in Thomas’ view of Eden’s tree of life. As long as the Christian keeps Adam’s 

relationship to the tree in view, she knows who she is. Thomas’ anthropology of the tree 

signals that humans have always already been incomplete. Humans have always lived off 

divine and creaturely graces.  

Thomas’ Mind/world epistemology 

 Remembering back to Chapter One, and Kerr’s claim (Barth’s as well) that 

Cartesianism is more than difficult to be rid of, we face yet again signs of a lingering 

Cartesian mindset. If the analysis of the Fall as a play for immortality is correct, this 

should be no surprise. If all human doing is conditioned by the fall, we should expect to 

see the arrogance of human incredulity at the impossibility of unmediated access to truth. 

We should see a desire to be like the angels and to be immortal at work in our 

epistemological projects. And in fact, we do. Kerr explains: 
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The ‘Cartesian’ myth of the ‘ghost in the machine’ (Gilbert Ryle’s phrase) takes 

its origin and authority from something much deeper than any philosopher’s 

theorizing….The set of problems which philosophers know as ‘Cartesianism’ – 

how much we can know of the world or of other people’s minds or of anything 

transcendent -- is only an intellectually refined expression of an age-old desire to 

escape the contingencies of history and limits of language. In short, the threat of 

skepticism is the flip side of the longing for immortality.126 

 

Meanwhile, the microbiome threatens the modern Cartesian project as it 

encroaches on that secure standpoint from which the isolated buffered self can possess 

and prescribe unbiased meaning, as if it ever could. Microbiologists say there is no 

isolated self. If the average western Christian sitting in the pews is influenced by 

Cartesianism thinks reason is a task of the individual rational, bounded self, it is not hard 

to understand why they would either need to abandon Christian anthropology’s high 

value on reason or declare some sort of anti-bacterial war on microbial life (the latter 

being the western tactic since the beginning of the 20th century).127 But, if Thomas’s 

medieval rational anthropology is not threatened by the microbiome, a third response 

opens up.  

The microbiome does not threaten Thomas’ rational anthropology the way it does 

a Cartesian subjective individualism because intellectual reason for Thomas is not first 

associated with the skeptical question of collecting accurate information about the truth 

of the world. In fact, Thomas seems more concerned to stave off the idolatry of 

presuming we can know introspectively, like angelic divinities, or as Kerr puts it, Thomas 

is more concerned with what “in effect is a demand for divine knowledge.” The problem 

is not so much a compromised place from which to finally know truth as much as it is the 

 
126 Kerr, After Aquinas: Versions of Thomism, 22. 
127 See: Nancy Tomes, The Gospel of Germs:  Men, Women, and the Microbe in 

American Life (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998). 
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skepticism itself. For Thomas, there is a truth of things, so there’s no problem about the 

truth of the world. The world is true when it’s adequated to the mind of God, and the 

human being has truth when her mind is adequated to the thing. Reason has to do with the 

manner by which God has chosen to make humans ready for relationship with Godself. 

Thomas might gently point out to modern Christians anxious about the integrity of their 

intellectual capacities that the anxiety itself is a diagnostic indicator of a disordered 

longing for something that was never properly theirs to begin with—immortality. 

Desiring unmediated truth is akin to desiring immortality, both are divine, not human 

realities. This being so, Thomas might celebrate holobiont theology for its pastoral use. 

The holobiont makes invites Christians to rethink what the dignity of the intellect is for. 

 Intellectual reason, ratio, for Thomas is not primarily about thinking rightly for 

the sake of knowing, as in grasping true information, a presumably worthwhile project if 

one views themselves as a res cogitans. Ratio is not based on a self-standing subjective 

“I” projecting meaning onto objects, out there. Ratio, following Aristotelian logic, has to 

do with how God makes human creatures to ensure that they fulfill their telos, which is 

seeing, knowing and being in relation with God, an end only possible if a creature is like, 

or reflects the likeness of God. This is the case because for Aristotle, as for Thomas, we 

cannot apprehend what we do not already have in ourselves as part of our form.  

Thus, the new form that God gives to humans is God’s very Spirit that comes to 

inhabit the human at creation and again in sanctification—microbes are not our only 

inhabitants without whom we could not be. This grace is beyond the way God is present 

to all of the rest of creation.128 “. . .there is one special mode belonging to the rational 

 
128 “For God is in all things by His essence, power, and presence, according to His one 
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nature wherein God is said to be present as the object known is in the knower, and the 

beloved in the lover. . . . God is said not only to exist in the rational creature, but also to 

dwell therein as in His own temple.”129 This real, temporal dwelling in the human 

creature is a pouring by the Spirit of God into the human. It is a grace that begins to 

replace the original “power of preserving the body” that Thomas explains Adam and Eve 

were given in Eden. This preservative power “was not natural to the soul, but was the gift 

of grace” (again a sign that we have never been just our pure natural selves, even pre-

fall).130  

This Spirit, as the restored form of the person, functions as a new nature for the 

human, a new orientation or inclination that creates a way to see or recognize the essence 

of God in the things of the world. It sets the human back on its way (via) to perfect this 

nature. Willis Jenkins explains that in Thomas’ Aristotelian teleology, the human, or any 

creature, is perfected “through active desire for the object proper to its nature.”131 The 

object proper to human nature is, according to our form (the intellectual soul), to know 

with all of the operations of the soul, all of the objects of desire of the intellectual, 

sensible, vegetative and physical soul.132 Knowing is the object proper to human nature. 

To desire to know or understand is to act according to human nature. This is what Jenkins 

calls Thomas’ epistemological soteriology because being rational is not only or finally 

about data acquisition but about desiring to know God. Such knowing in this life does not 

 

common mode, as the cause existing in the effects which participate in His goodness.” ST 

1.42.3 s.c. 
129 ST 1.42.3 sc. 
130 ST 1.97.1. ad. 4.  
131 Willis Jenkins, "Biodiversity and Salvation:  Thomistic Roots for Environmental 

Ethics," Journal of Religion 83, no. 3 (2003): 403. 
132 ST 1-2.94.2. 
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pertain to knowing the essence of the immaterial God, but about knowing God the only 

way Thomas insists humans can know anything, through the senses. Because God’s 

essence is “continually being poured out” into creation, the Holy Spirit as the knower in 

our souls, recognizes what the human perceives in creatures and we come understand. 

The way God moves this human then towards God is not though through recognition, 

rather as the human senses and then understands what God has made, the human’s 

appetite, desire for what it understands comes awake and the will, as the seat of this 

desire, is moved by the intellect.133 Intellectual reason then is not a faculty at all but is 

acting according to our nature, which is to desire to know God. The question remains, is 

the human desire to know God inhibited or aided by the internal presence or contributions 

of the microbe? To answer this, I turn to Fergus Kerr’s account of Thomas’ mind/world 

identity grounded in his doctrine of creation. 

Rather than prioritizing the “I” as the knowing subject, Thomas has a “non-

subject-centered conception of the self.”134 Kerr explains,  

We are inclined to begin with the mind, asking how our mental acts relate to the 

world; he [Thomas] begins on the contrary with the external objects which evoke 

intellectual activity on our part, and thus bring to fulfilment the capacities with 

which we are endowed.135  

 

In this sense the world has agency before or in tandem with the human. Kerr explains that 

for Thomas the object known, the material world outside, is primary and the self is 

secondary and more passive in its knowing. It participates in the object known, not as a 

“subjective-individualist,” but as Christopher Gill highlights, as an “objective-

 
133 ST 1.76.1.sc. 
134 Kerr, 27. 
135 Ibid., 31. 
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participant.”136 Because of what Kerr calls “Thomas’ metaphysics of participation,” this 

knowing changes both the knower and the known.137 By thus account, the microbe, an 

intelligible creature, made rational because of its given structure, is made so in the 

baptizing of the human’s intellectual apprehension of the microbe.138 It participates in 

ratio, because ratio can mean not only reason, but also structure. Kerr describes this 

knowing as “a new way of being on the knower’s part” and this being known as “a new 

way of being on the part of the object known.”139 This is a mutual, reciprocal, becoming 

in tandem. For Thomas, “Our experience of things is not a confrontation with something 

utterly alien, but a way of absorbing and being absorbed by the world to which we 

naturally belong.”140 Aha makav.  

This is anything but knowing in isolation. This is knowing and becoming in 

relationship, in the world, not behind the confines of a hazmat suit that buffers us from all 

microbial penetration. This is knowing through our material sensing, which is always 

material touching that leads to a knowing that has more to do with mixing or assimilating, 

as Bernard Lonergan describes it, than with cognitive purity.141 Thomas does not view 

 
136 Ibid., 27. 
137 Ibid. 
138 Kerr continues, Thomas “never pictures the mind as projecting significance on 

intrinsically unintelligible and valueless objects but always rather as the actualization of 

intellectual capacities by potentially significant objects, according to the axiom 

‘intelectus in actu est intelligibile in actu’: our intellectual capacities actualized are the 

world’s intelligibility realized.” Ibid. When, as for Thomas, the structure of the world 

matches the structure of the human intellect, good rational thinking has nothing to do 

with thinking by oneself. Rather than the subject projecting significance onto 

meaningless matter, the subject and object, both rational, are moved towards their telos 

and become more of what they are made to be.  
139 Ibid., 30. 
140 Ibid., 31. 
141 Ibid., 29. 
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these sensible, material “encroachments” or participations as threatening but rather as 

collaborative.142 Epistemology is symbiotic. Mojave Natalie Diaz agrees. “This 

knowing comes from acknowledging the human body has more than six senses. The body 

is beyond six senses. Is sensual. Is always an ecstatic state of energy, is always on the 

verge of praying, or entering any river of movement.”143 For Diaz this is because “water 

is not external from our body, our self,” and because “the first water is the body.”144 

For Thomas, knowing is symbiotic because of how he views God and creation. 

Co-perfecting, and being rational is possible not because the mind is on some continuum 

with the divine mind, but because the structure of the mind of the knower and the 

structure of the thing known are both given and dependent upon the same primary cause, 

God, making them both rational with synchronized teloi. “We receive knowledge from 

natural things, of which God, by his knowledge, is the cause.” (1-2, Prologue). Because 

God’s being, as one who is pure act, is his knowing, (because God is a verb) humans 

made in God’s image are those creatures who come into their being in their cooperative 

act of knowing, not as extracted minds but through bodied relationship in and with the 

world. Diaz explains, “When a Mojave says, Inyech ’Aha Makavch ithuum, we are 

saying our name. We are telling a story of our existence. The river runs through the 

middle of my body.”145 Far from being necessarily ontologically threatening, the relations 

that change us through our knowing (which for Thomas is always touching and thus 

includes the touching of microbes) are essential to what it means to be at all, to be on the 

 
142 Ibid. 
143 Diaz, "The First Water Is the Body." 
144 Ibid. 
145 Ibid. 
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way to be becoming what God has made humans to be, rational and part of a symbiotic 

imaging of God’s manifold greatness.146  

Thomas’ anthropology can harmonize with holobiont anthropology, but this might 

not be the only gleaning. Rather, Thomas, through the wisdom of indigenous accounts of 

the ecological body, can teach us about what is at stake in anthropology, setting aside 

anxieties of the self for the sake of a Christian theology that might be an ecological good 

after all.  ’Aha Makav 

  

 
146 This is not to preclude the possibility that all relations are necessarily positive and that 

some knowing and becoming might distort or violate the creature who is on the way to 

becoming. 
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As a species, we still fear the eccentric in our views of ourselves. 

           -Lynn Margulis 

1998147 

 

 

 

8. Afterword: Microbes, “The Gifts of God for the People of God” 

 

 

Five years ago, I began to consider the implications of the biome for Christian 

theology. I thought it was “just a metaphor.” It turns out there’s no such thing. As Mary 

Douglas knows, “Metaphors transform our world by replacing the old and outworn with 

the new. In this way, metaphors comment critically on conceptual idols.”148 An holobiont 

theological anthropology, even if it is “just a metaphor,” is also disruptive, critical and 

iconoclastic. With the advancements in metagenomic sequencing, the ubiquity of 

microbes and our entanglement therein brings new metaphors whether we want them or 

not. Part of how humans think is through metaphor. They are “the way by which we 

understand as well as enlarge our world and change it.”149 With the microbial metaphor, 

the world is changing how we understand ourselves. Metaphors are how we first learn to 

talk about God and ourselves. If theology is “the self-examination of the Christian 

Church in respect of the content of its distinctive talk about God,”150 the holobiont casts 

light on and transforms how we have talked about God and ourselves. This provisional 

 
147 Margulis, Symbiotic Planet: A New Look at Evolution, 3-4. 
148 Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concept of Pollution and Taboo, 8. 
149 quoting Janet Soskice, Ward, 8. 
150 CD 1/1,11. 
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framework for a holobiont theology cannot in every way be true or beneficial, but even 

that which is not, the microbe teaches us, can still be for our good if only because 

microbes change a reader’s world, one where she is unable to think about herself as set 

apart from it. If nothing else, holobiont theology can teach us to see ourselves as never 

just ourselves.151  

This project began well before I was a theologian—when I was a chaplain and a 

new mother and often too sick to be either of these very well. After a long medical 

journey, it turned out that I needed to be a better host to the multitudes of microscopic 

organisms living in and on my body, especially in my gut. With the guidance of 

naturopaths, integrative medicine, medical journals and the emerging trickle of popular 

publications on the "human microbiome," I learned to clear my home and body of 

chemical toxins, to prepare and ferment foods and even brain-trained my sympathetic 

nervous system, all to allow a healthier and more diverse profile of microbes to flourish; 

in turn so did I. Dysbiosis, the imbalance of gut flora, subsided, and I got well. 

I write in the past tense to recall a time long before and quite apart from Covid. 

My work on a holobiont theology began by researching and writing about the strange 

phenomenon happening at the Eucharist. A "third element" had been added to the Lord’s 

Table, without any world councils, gatherings of bishops, not even a committee meeting 

or a potluck. Eucharist—God sustaining humans with real material faith—had become 

antibiotic. Every Sunday in many churches across the United States, clergy would lift 

 
151 This is the optimistic view of metaphors. If metaphors expand and transform, they also 

close down, pervert and protect. If the metaphor of a holobiont God, and the 

microbiopolitical body opens and expands, that of the germ blesses postures of defense, 

isolation and war.  
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body and blood, praying for God to bless the elements. “The gifts of God for the people 

of God.” Pastor or priest then would set down the elements and lifts the 64 oz. Purell 

bottle, pumping anti-bacterial gel into her hands and those of additional servers. A cool 

antiseptic aroma would waft towards the people, signaling the safety to approach the 

Lord’s table: 99.99% of non-human microbial life had been removed from the feast. 

What was a sanitation ritual doing in the middle of a sacramental one? The Canaanite 

Woman, whom Jesus allows to best him in repartee, says “even the dogs are allowed the 

crumbs that fall from the Table.” She identifies with the dogs to turn a stereotype 

ironically to her advantage and win the argument—in a way that Jesus’s followers would 

remember for 2000 years. Purell in our liturgies becomes a window into the theological 

fears and distortions that lead churches to fence all non-human life, whether microbes, 

dogs or Canaanite women from the Table. And if, as I suspect, the symbolic load of 

microbes is not just the threat of disease but more generally the threat of the “other,” 

Purell also reinforces much of the North American church's marginalization and 

demonization of those human lives considered lower and threatening to its own.  

Innocent of Covid, I planned to use this antibiotic fencing of the table to expose a 

longstanding enmeshment of germ-theory within a modern, anthropocentric theological 

anthropology—one that I think currently hamstrings environmental and anti-racist efforts 

in the North American church. To my mind, anti-microbial rituals, whether ecclesial or 

domestic, malform the Christian imagination. In addition to my research, I made it a 

secret goal to convince Duke Divinity School to remove the Purell dispensers lining the 

halls that to my mind distorted the ecology and theology of America's future clergy. 

While I knew that antibiotic and antiseptic efforts have saved millions of modern lives, 
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given my own experience and the fact that more people in the United States die each year 

from non-communicable diseases and given the landslide of microbiome research 

supporting a link between this late modern rise of non-communicable disease and gut 

dysbiosis,152 I thought the church needed a pro-biotic theology as a way to challenge the 

false distance humans presume between themselves and microbes. We needed to befriend 

the microbe. 

Post-colonial and feminist scholar Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak develops the 

ideological concept of “othering” to describe the social and psychological ways a 

dominant person or group subordinates another group, stigmatizing and amplifying 

difference in order to positively secure one’s superior identity. Whether the markers are 

gendered, racial, species-based or otherwise, the mechanism of “othering” marginalizes 

and excludes based on differences and binaries that are inherently fragile. They depend 

on illusion; on, stereotyped, essentialized divides and exceptionality, the falsehood of 

which constantly threatens the hierarchy.153  

The ballooning cases of auto-immune, allergenic and inflammatory diseases and 

their relationship to a compromised microbiome made it easy to think about pro-

microbial theology as part of a remedy to some modern theological ailments—namely 

racism, anti-environmentalism and a perennial angst about matter. The genealogy of all 

 
152 “Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) have replaced communicable diseases as the 

leading cause of premature death worldwide over the past century. Increasing numbers of 

studies have reported a link between NCDs and dysbiotic gut microbiota.” This dysbiosis 

or imbalance is largely caused by environmental factors. Ruixue Huang, Zhao Ju, and 

Ping-Kun Zhou, "A Gut Dysbiotic Microbiota-Based Hypothesis of Human-to-Human 

Transmission of Non-Communicable Diseases," Science of The Total Environment  

(2020). 
153 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, quoted in Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen 

Tiffin, Key Concepts in Post-Colonial Studies (Psychology Press, 1998), 171-73. 
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these ailments traces back to early theological but also more primal human perversions. 

As far back as Edenic narratives, humans have been turning away from the ones meant 

for friendship. Theological anthropology has not been spared the lies some have long 

cherished about what it means to be human. People in the pews are taught to draw a line 

between themselves and the rest of creation, as if humans and nature were dichotomous, 

separate. For too long, theological anthropology's subject has been the angelic human 

extracted from the rest of the cosmos, an isolated specimen stuck in sterile Cartesian agar. 

Sometimes, theological anthropology's subject is even extracted from her own body, the 

human in essence is a mind, or a soul, free-floating as it mirrors an immaterial god. Our 

othering turns back on us. 

The nineteenth century germ theory of disease, along with the "anti-microbial 

regime" and pasteurian microbiopolitics took, blessed and institutionalized these 

theological extractions. It whispered, “Danger, keep out!” This is a modern version of 

ancient heresy. Call it gnosticism or Manicheism—it thinks the world is not good enough 

for us, even as the world proves us no better. The concept of the "germ" helped solidify 

the modern concept of the human body as "buffered."154 Social fear and frenzy around 

death-dealing germs tapped into seemingly primal temptations to blame shift and define 

oneself over and against enemy. As soon as men were able to see the terrible abundance 

of microbes haunting human bodies, they went on the attack. Man over microbe.155  

Evolutionary scientist Lynn Margulis, and anthropologist of science, Bruno 

Latour have long since acknowledged that it was not the hard fact of "the germ" that led 

 
154 Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard Publishers, 1989). 
155 Gender exclusion intentional. 
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to the rapid advance of Pasteurianism and the almost total social embrace of germ theory. 

Microbes are real. Germs are an invention. Margulis and Latour are not alone in their 

suggestion that something other than the lab drove germ theory’s eclipse of more 

ecological models of health and disease. From a religious perspective, I wondered, what 

was it that made people so hungry for an enemy? What was the "symbolic load"156 these 

microbes bore?  

 Microbes—demonized, reviled, “lowest-rung” non-human creatures—live inside 

of and make possible the lives of those “highest-rung” humans. Human dependence on 

microbial inhabitants for proper physiological functioning, from immune-defense and 

digestion, to mood-regulation and cognition, is an afront to an overly intellectual, 

disembodied anthropocentrism. Our dependence is not only cause for offense, but an 

invitation to reconsider, to discover othered flesh in the economy of God, to learn that 

symbiosis extends beyond biology to salvation. Developing a holobiont theology is a 

therapy for over-inflamed attacks upon members (human and otherwise) of the body of 

Christ, against whom the parts of the North American church have defined themselves. 

That was the plan. But all the while I had this nagging problem. Sure, the biome is 

a generative metaphor to think about the self, about human dependence on those we 

deemed previously as inferior threat, and sure the notion of beneficial microbes provokes 

reconfiguration of political metaphors of the foreigner, of the invader, of occupation and 

 
156 Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concept of Pollution and Taboo, 4. 

Germs function in Mary Douglas’ scheme the way pollution or “dirt” do. “. . . the kind of 

contacts which are thought dangerous also carry a symbolic load. This is a more 

interesting level at which pollution ideas relate to social life. I believe that some 

pollutions are used as analogies for expressing a general view of the social order.” 



 

 

 

335 

colonization. But some microbes—less than one percent—are just plain deadly.157 How 

would a pro-microbial theology, aimed at re-centering microbes and those the dominant 

culture pathologizes and marginalizes in the name of the social body's health, deal with 

the nuisance of communicable disease? Maybe no one would ask? 

Then the Covid-19 pandemic happened. The woman who railed and wrote against 

Purell at the Eucharist now keeps sanitizer in her house, her car, her purse; it’s 

everywhere. Images of hazmat soldiers spraying antimicrobials over streets and subway 

stops fill my newsfeed. Duke University announced plans to install Purell dispensers in 

every hallway of campus.158 Sheltering at home, I no longer write at Duke Divinity 

School, or anywhere but on land around our home. I haven't had communion in months. 

Almost three-hundred days into quarantine, it is the microbe known as the novel corona 

virus that has fenced me from the Table.  

We are all learning together now about the revelatory power of microbes. The 

corona virus reveals things about bodies, personal and political. With titles like: “The 

coronavirus didn’t break America. It revealed what was already broken,” “Coronavirus: 

What this crisis reveals about the US - and its president,” and “What COVID Reveals 

About Relationships,”159 the virus has begun to take on an apocalyptic identity. Like a 

 
157 "Microbes and Disease," Microbiology Society, https://microbiologysociety.org/why-

microbiology-matters/what-is-microbiology/microbes-and-the-human-body/microbes-

and-disease.html. 
158 https://today.duke.edu/2020/07/putting-sanitizer-hands-duke 
159 George Packer, "We Are Living in a Failed State: The Coronavirus Didn’t Break 

America. It Revealed What Was Already Broken.," The Atlantic  (2020)., Nick Bryant, 

"Coronavirus: What This Crisis Reveals About Us - and Its President,"  

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-52012049., Helen LaKelly Hunt, "What 

Covid Reveals About Relationships,"  https://philanthropywomen.org/article/what-covid-

reveals-about-womens-history-and-relationships/. 

https://today.duke.edu/2020/07/putting-sanitizer-hands-duke
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nurse pulling up all the shades to let in healing rays, the virus now shines a light on the 

weaknesses and vulnerabilities in food systems, marriages, American individualism, 

isolationist xenophobia,160 persistent racial inequality and, though far less important, my 

own writing.  

At the same time, amidst pandemic, in the wake of the police murders of George 

Floyd in Minneapolis, Breanna Taylor in Louisville, and countless more, part of our 

nation was reckoning with the U.S. history of white supremacy and the prevalence of 

police brutality of black men. Black Lives Matter protests went global, Donald Trump 

deployed federal troops against his own citizens. You might call this a reckoning with 

White America's, or at least Donald Trump's, auto-immune response to our own citizens. 

Then, of course, there are linkages that are emerging like the one in a Washington Post 

interview with Steven Taylor, author of The Psychology of Pandemics. “What we are 

finding with our research is that people who are highly frightened of becoming infected, 

… some people are also very frightened about being around strangers, with some people 

becoming more racist or xenophobic than others."161 Anthropologists of pandemics know 

this is not an accident. It’s by design.162 

With Covid-19's swell, media commentators began to celebrate that Trump could 

distort facts but not mother nature.163 Despite Trump’s wishful prophecy, the virus has 

 
160 The nation that has increasingly locked down its borders to beneficial immigrants has 

now been fenced out of entire continents. In August of 2020, US Citizens are banned 

from entry to thirty-nine countries including Canada, New Zealand and the entire E.U.  
161 Wash Post June 3, minute 3:43. 
162 Christos Lynteris, "Introduction: Infectious Animals and Epidemic Blame," in 

Framing Animals as Epidemic Villains (Springer, 2019).; "Sinophobia, Epidemics, and 

Interspecies Catastrophe," Society for Cultural Anthropology  (2020). 
163 Jon Keller, "Trump Can’t Lie and Bully His Way out of Coronavirus Reality,"  

https://boston.cbslocal.com/2020/04/10/coronavirus-covid-19-cbs-news-poll-president-
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not magically disappeared and under my breath I whisper, "Flesh doesn't lie." Matter, 

even the kind that keeps me quarantined, tells its truth. 

 If holobiont theology could edge us away from anthropocentrism, bearing 

witness to interconnections, embeddedness and microbial aid, the gifts don’t end there. 

It’s more complicated than celebrating dependence on microbial benefactors. Beyond 

"beneficial bacteria," pathogenic microbes—the kinds that kill us—also reveal that 

modern Western Christianity has failed to adequately deal with human mortality, with the 

problem of death. We’ve long known that such failure manifests in demonizing and 

scapegoating and violence. These are on display in 2020. 

I have said that mortality and death are two very different things. Alexander 

Schmemann calls ours a death-denying culture, remarking at the "strange conspiracy of 

silence concerning the blunt act of death."164 As if the Church has nothing to offer. Paul 

Griffiths thinks he knows why. In what he calls the prevalence and prevenience165 of 

Christian immortalism, Griffiths suspects that dreams of resurrection and angelic 

thoughts of immortality have numbed American Christians to the grave. It might seem 

harsh to suggest in a moment of so much death that Christians need to take a longer look 

at their mortality, to become even less offended by it. But I am not saying death is no big 

 

trump-jon-keller-wbz-tv-news/. 
164 Schmemman, For the Life of the World:  Sacraments and Orthodoxy, 95. 
165 And at the very same time, a certain sector of the American public has decided that 

death is not a threat because it is not a problem. Schmemman also notes this sort of 

denial. It’s a denigration of the material body, placing all human significance in the 

immaterial age to come. Perhaps this sort of denial is the theological perversion used to 

defend those Americans more concerned to preserve their "civil liberties" than their lives. 

Thus, the lessons learned over 100 years ago, that individual hygiene and health are 

linked because of microbes, doesn’t matter. See: Latour, The Pasteurization of France, 

36. 
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deal for the Christian. Rather, Christians have used the lie of immortality to ignore death 

altogether. I have begun to suspect that scapegoating disease, nature or black bodies for 

the tragedy of death is symptomatic of the lie of human immortality. The work of a 

theology of the microbiome is an occasion both to explore the genealogy of this blame-

shifting and to begin to recover from it.  

If asking Christians to dwell on the prevenience of mortality amidst pandemics of 

violence and disease risks adding insult to injury, my being daft is still the most innocent 

of wrong tracks this project could take. Worse might be that a microbial pandemic 

theology enables thoughts of karma or divine retribution—“God is evening the score," or 

turning the entire project into a silver lining—“at least microbes teach us we're mortal." 

With my critique of the liturgical use of Purell and the "fencing of microbes," I might 

also sound like an anti-vaxer or like the pastors who refuse to let microbes shut down 

their church services, banking on faithfulness or the blood of Jesus to shield congregants 

from Covid-19—“Jesus is my vaccine,” “the medicine of immortality.” Just yesterday a 

Serbian orthodox patriarch died from Covid-19 after leading the open-casket funeral of a 

bishop killed by the virus. Serbia's President Aleksandar posted a photo of the patriarch 

on Instagram with the immortalist driven denial that Schmemman and Griffiths lament: "I 

was honored to know you. People like you never depart."  

A theology of the microbe need not be any of these so long as it faces the 

complexity of human dependence on microbes that make us well and that kill us at the 

same time. A theology of the microbe is the possibility of waking from the 

anthropocentric and anti-ecological lies we’ve believed—to receive the gifts of God for 

the people of God that extend beyond bread and wine, to trees, whales, worms, water and 
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a world teaming with life.  
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