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Chapter One

Introduction:  
The Transhumanist Challenge

Technology is being used more and more today in an attempt to 
enhance human lives by directly modifying human traits or capaci-

ties. Athletes use drugs to increase their strength or stamina. Cosmetic sur-
gery is widely used around the world to improve physical appearance, while 
millions of  men take drugs like Viagra to enhance their sexual performance. 
University students take prescription drugs not just to treat learning difficul-
ties but to enhance their mental abilities. Others take drugs designed to treat 
anxiety and depression in order to elevate or brighten their mood. 
 The common feature here is the use of  technology for the purpose of  
enhancement. As these technologies become more powerful and prevalent, 
a new challenge arises for theology, which is taken up by various Christian 
theologians and ethicists in the pages that follow. Today’s technologies of  
human enhancement are largely limited to prescription drugs and surgery. 
Research is under way, however, on new and exotic technologies such as 
nanotechnology, information technology, cell regeneration, and implantable 
devices that interact directly with the brain. Any one of  these fields may 
lead to far more powerful ways to expand human powers, augment human 
capacities, and—arguably at least—enhance human lives. 

But what exactly is meant by enhancement? According to Maxwell J. 
Mehlman, “a biomedical enhancement . . . raises a person up by improving 
performance, appearance, or capability. If  only it were that simple.”1 Any 
attempt to define enhancement raises new questions that are anything but 
easy to answer. For example, there seems to be no way to define enhance-
ment without saying that it is an increase in worth or an improvement. But 
how do we define “improvement” or, as Mehlman puts it, that which “raises 
a person up”? The athlete may think that being stronger is a clear enhance-
ment, but not if  it comes at the cost of  overall health. Smarter is better, 
unless of  course it leads to memories that cannot be escaped or softened 
with time. Who really is in a position to say what counts as an improvement 
or an enhancement—who, that is, except the person who is modified? “For 



the most part,” Mehlman writes, “an enhancement is an improvement if  the 
enhanced person thinks it is one.”2 

The judgment about whether a technological modification really enhanc-
es is left to the “enhanced person.” This is probably the only way a society 
like ours can settle what would otherwise be endless debates about what we 
value most and what it takes to increase or improve what we value. After all, 
we leave it to each individual to decide the meaning of  a good life, allowing 
each person to choose from all the competing versions of  a life well lived. 
If  enhancing our lives means increasing its value or goodness, something 
defined only by personal choice, then what counts as an enhancement can 
only be judged for and by each individual.

But even if  we leave it to the individual to decide what counts as an 
enhancement, other perplexing questions about enhancement still arise. Are 
individuals really free to choose their view of  life or their way of  achiev-
ing and enhancing that good? Does it matter if  they are coerced into using 
enhancement technology, either overtly or covertly, for instance by an 
employer that wants them to be more productive? And if  they are free of  
coercion, can society as a whole really trust every adult to make prudent 
decisions? Perhaps limits must be put in place to keep people from enhanc-
ing the very traits that others find offensive or dangerous. And we must also 
ask: How far can an individual be changed without becoming someone dif-
ferent, even “someone else”? (For more on this point, see chapter  in this 
book.) And above all, how far can humanity be modified without becoming 
“posthuman”? 

With questions like these, it should come as no surprise that ours is an 
age not just of  expanding technologies but also of  growing debates about 
the ethics of  these technologies. What may be surprising, however, is that 
relatively few religious scholars and leaders have joined in, despite the fact 
that the religious themes are often apparent at the very surface of  these 
debates. Theological explorations of  human enhancement through technol-
ogy or on the subject of  transhumanism are just beginning to appear.3 

This volume includes chapters by many of  the key contributors to the 
theological discussion so far. Our goal is to contribute to the public under-
standing of  the role that theology might play in the debate about trans- 
humanism and the use of  technologies of  human enhancement, to clari-
fy the challenge brought by technology and transhumanism to theology, 
and to explore as far as possible some of  the forms of  human yearning for 
transcendence that are found in theology and transhumanism. The present 
chapter introduces transhumanism and suggests some of  the ways in which 
it raises questions for all human beings, especially for Christians interested 
in theology. The next chapters explore some of  the historical antecedents 



of  transhumanism, whereas the midsection of  the book asks what insight 
theology might bring to some of  the bioethical reflection about technol-
ogy and transhumanist visions. The final chapters address the theological 
challenge that is posed by enhancement technology and especially by the 
transhumanist vision, arguing sometimes at odds with each other about the 
most appropriate theological response. Our first task, however, is to try to 
define enhancement and consider how it differs from therapy.

Therapy versus Enhancement

Defining enhancement by distinguishing it from therapy seems obvious, 
almost intuitive. It is one thing to treat a disease or to repair an injury and 
quite another to use the very same techniques to help someone become un- 
usually strong or beautiful. According to Mehlman, “by definition enhance-
ments are not aimed at preventing, treating, or mitigating the effects of  a 
disease or disorder.”4 Medical insurance companies agree by denying all 
claims for “cosmetic” surgery. In fact, if  we are going to address the topic of  
enhancement at all, we find ourselves drawing the therapy/enhancement 
distinction in order to limit the scope of  the subject matter before us. And so 
it is that in almost every discussion of  enhancement technology, the subject 
matter is defined as the use of  technology, especially medicine, to “treat” or 
modify human beings quite apart from any disease. For example, cognitive 
enhancement occurs when those without any diagnosis use drugs that may 
have been developed and approved to treat cognitive impairment but that 
are now being used solely to boost brain power. 

Drawing the distinction between therapy and enhancement may be intui-
tive and unavoidable, but it is important that we not expect too much from 
the distinction. For example, sometimes critics of  enhancement technol-
ogy use the distinction not to identify a topic for discussion but to brand 
the whole attempt as immoral. They recognize that the same biomedical 
technology may be used for therapy and enhancement, and, not wishing 
to condemn this technology altogether, insist that a clear line can be drawn 
between the moral use of  this technology for therapy and its immoral use 
for enhancement. The problem, of  course, is that the line between therapy 
and enhancement may seem obvious, but it is anything but clear. “Disease” 
itself  is a socially constructed category, not something unambiguous in 
nature, and the list of  diseases changes over time, often in light of  cultural 
preferences or the marketing of  a new drug. If  “therapy” treats “disease,” it 
treats a moving target. Furthermore, sometimes individuals treated for a dis-
ease are helped so much that they become healthier than “normal,” however 
the human “normal” is defined at various stages of  life. In the course of  one 



medical treatment, they experience therapy that brings them up to normal 
health and enhancement that takes them beyond.

Leon Kass, the former chair of  the President’s Council on Bioethics 
and certainly no friend of  technological enhancement, is right when he 
concludes: “Those who introduced this distinction [between therapy and 
enhancement] hoped by this means to distinguish between the acceptable 
and the dubious or unacceptable uses of  biomedical technology: therapy is 
always ethically fine, enhancement is, at least prima facie, ethically suspect.”5 
He continues: “But this distinction is inadequate and finally unhelpful to the 
moral analysis.”6 And then he redirects our attention away from attempts 
to draw a morally significant distinction between therapy and enhancement 
and back to the central question posed by the use of  technology in the first 
place: “Needless arguments about whether or not something is or is not an 
‘enhancement’ get in the way of  the proper question: What are the good 
and bad uses of  biotechnical power? What makes a use ‘good,’ or even just 
‘acceptable’?”7 

The therapy/enhancement distinction will not go away, nor should it, 
but its value is limited. Above all it should not seduce us into thinking that 
we can draw simple lines that separate the good and bad uses of  technol-
ogy. The power of  technology to transform humanity raises questions and 
concerns that go far beyond any definitions or boundaries we might draw 
around therapy, and as Kass suggests, it is to these wider questions that we 
must turn our attention. 

Embracing Technology 

A central issue in the debate is the issue of  the proper role of  technology. 
After all, almost no one objects to the idea that human beings should strive 
to enhance or improve themselves. The desirability of  human enhancement 
is the presupposition underlying most of  our attitudes about the duties 
of  parents, the value of  education, and the need for that hard work that 
prepares us for life. And to say that religion, Christianity in particular, also 
endorses at least some form of  human enhancement is an understatement 
in the extreme. 

At the very core of  Christianity is the dynamic of  human redemption 
and transformation. Christian theology grounds this transformation in its 
distinctive view of  God, who enters the human condition in order to trans-
form it. An interesting comparison can be found between two distinctions, 
one made in theology and the other in bioethics. The distinction in theology 
is between redemption and glorification, between God redeeming humanity 
by restoring us to an original state from which we have fallen and glorifying 



or transforming us far above any original status. The bioethics distinction 
that is similar, and perhaps related historically, is of  course the one between 
therapy and enhancement. Redemption and therapy are both aimed at 
restoring what was (or what should be regarded as a “normal” state, even if  
it never actually existed), whereas glorification and enhancement take us far 
beyond toward something completely new. In both cases, those who argue 
for the legitimacy of  therapy/redemption (but not enhancement/glorifica-
tion), whether secular or religious, seem to presuppose a definition of  nor-
mal grounded either in a creationist theology or some secular alternative 
that views the human species, if  not as static, then as having attained a status 
that no one should dare to alter without threatening all that humans hold 
dear. 

The main point, however, is that human transformation is central to 
Christian thought, and thus it affects the way in which Christian theology 
understands not just the character but the very being of  God as triune and as 
capable of  entering into and taking up the human condition, thereby trans-
forming it beyond all human expectation. This belief  is summed up in the 
simple saying that God becomes like us so that we might be made like God. 
This saying goes back at least to Irenaeus of  Lyon, who died in about  
CE, and it has been echoed by major theologians ever since. Vladimir Lossky 
restates the saying and comments on its significance: 

“God made Himself  man, that man might become God.” These 
powerful words, which we find for the first time in St. Irenaeus, are again 
found in the writings of  St. Athanasius, St. Gregory of  Nazianzus, and St. 
Gregory of  Nyssa. The Fathers and Orthodox theologians have repeated 
them in every century with the same emphasis, wishing to sum up in this 
striking sentence the very essence of  Christianity: an ineffable descent 
of  God to the ultimate limit of  our fallen condition, even unto death—a 
descent of  God which opens to men a path of  ascent, the unlimited 
vistas of  the union of  created beings with the Divinity.8

The significance of  this saying for our purposes in this volume is that it 
shows the centrality and depth of  the theme of  human transformation in 
Christianity. Through the centuries and continuing today, Christians have 
debated how far it is possible for human beings to be improved, and even 
more sharply about whether it is possible for us to improve ourselves or 
whether such improvement (or more precisely, redemption and sanctifica-
tion) is utterly by grace acting without the cooperation or joint action of  the 
one who is being redeemed. But there has been almost no debate at all about 
the need for the improvement of  human beings. 



Human enhancement through technology, however, is another question. 
Even when the goal is the same—smarter children, for example, or more 
loving and faithful spouses—the method that is used seems to matter a great 
deal. Nearly everyone is more comfortable with the idea that we improve 
our cognitive ability through the mental disciplines of  traditional education 
rather than through the use of  technological “shortcuts.” Even our choice 
of  technology seems to matter: We are more at peace with using a calcula-
tor or software that checks our spelling than with taking a pill that makes us 
concentrate more clearly so that we can solve more demanding problems in 
arithmetic. 

Some who prefer “old-fashioned hard work” might object that the use of  
technology is a kind of  cheating, as if  technology makes achievement effort-
less and therefore “fake” or illegitimate, something gained but not earned. 
Others counter that technology of  some kind or other is an inescapable part 
of  being human. If  calculators are a kind of  cheating, why is it legitimate 
to enhance human ability by using a much earlier technology called paper? 
If  computer implants trouble us because they might put a library of  data in 
the brain, how do we justify books and libraries buildings, which are also 
data-access technologies that enhance our cognitive abilities? Is there not 
something profoundly and essentially human about creating technologies 
that enhance what we most value? Is it not part of  our nature to invent, to 
enhance our powers, and to set new expectations for striving and achieving? 
Is not our nature as a species shaped by evolutionary processes in which tens 
of  millions of  years of  tool making has played a selective role? But if  so, does 
it matter how far we go, especially in putting these technologies inside us in 
such a way that we no longer experience the joy of  “going” to the library but 
rather experience implanted memory as indistinguishable from “natural” 
memory? And so the debate goes on.

For secular bioethics the question of  the proper role of  technology in 
human enhancement is usually explored in the context of  the philosophy of  
technology that emerged in the Enlightenment, most notably in the work of  
Francis Bacon, through to the various critics of  technology, especially those 
grounded in the work of  Martin Heidegger or Hans Jonas. For Christian the-
ology, however, the question of  technology draws upon all these sources but 
fits more properly within the larger theological question of  the meaning of  
humanity as created in the image of  God, living always in need of  redemp-
tive grace, and destined in Jesus Christ for transformation and everlasting 
life. How does Christianity understand technology—particularly its growing 
powers to transform human beings—within the framework of  this theologi-
cal vision? It is no longer possible, if  indeed it ever was, to see technology 
as irrelevant to the theological meaning of  humanity. One way or another, 



the transformations through technology are part of  the larger cosmic drama 
of  creation and redemption. But should we think of  technology as a mis-
guided effort to save ourselves, a refusal to live as God intends and await the 
salvation God brings? Or is it a risky but necessary way in which we open 
ourselves to what God is doing in us and through us, thereby allowing God’s 
work to be done in us and through us by new means? 

Identity and Authenticity: Enhancing the Individual

When we use technology for enhancement, we change more than just our 
bodies or our biochemistry or our performance. We are embodied crea-
tures, and any use of  technology that affects any part affects the whole 
being, including the very core of  identity and personality, our mental powers 
of  memory, understanding, and will, what traditionally has been called the 
soul. In some respects, all technology transforms those who use it or upon 
whom it is applied. Technology that is pointed at what surrounds the human 
organism affects the organism indirectly but often profoundly. Technologi-
cal changes to our environment rebound in changes in ourselves, something 
that has been true at the species level in the history of  our evolution but is 
also true on the individual level, in our own adjustment to the changing 
world around us. 

More than that, our use of  technology changes the way we see the world 
around us. No longer does it appear as given and unchangeable but more 
like a tentative proposal that we can accept or change at our discretion. Like-
wise, when technology is now turned inward upon ourselves, on our bodies 
and brains, we are changed more directly, more intentionally, and in the end 
more profoundly than ever before. Furthermore, just as technology aimed 
at the world around us inclines us to see nature as something to be changed, 
so technology turned on ourselves will teach us to see ourselves in a new 
way, as our own projects for improvement. The aim of  the technologies of  
human enhancement is not to change the world but to change ourselves to 
fit better, to compete better, or to live better in the world as it is. And along 
the way, these technologies change the way we see ourselves, turning our 
bodies and brains into something to be changed at will. 

The paradox, of  course, is that the will is changed in the process. It may 
have made sense once to say something like this: “I will use technology to 
change the world around me. I will decide what changes to make, and I will 
remain largely unaltered over the course of  the changes, the sovereign agent 
who judges the actions.” But now, as we turn technology on ourselves so 
that we change our own bodies and brains, the “I” is swept up in the change 
and modified through its own action. When these technologies of  human 



enhancement get inside us, they become part of  us, turning us into our own 
products and blurring the lines we once drew between subject and object, 
agent and effect. When “I” use technology to change myself, just who is this 
“I” who decides and who is the “I” that is the result of  the decision? Have 
I tried to draw an untenable line between the self  that chooses and the self  
that is chosen, between self  will and willed self ? 

Through technology, it is possible today to modify the memory in lim-
ited ways. In the future biomedical technology might offer powerful tools 
to increase or diminish the storing of  memories. Unpleasant or traumatic 
memories can be selectively deleted. (For more on eliminating memory and 
emotion, see chapter .) The memory of  what is about to be experienced or 
learned can be intensified, and the general capacity and acuity of  memory 
can be heightened, if  only to combat the effects of  aging, or at least these 
are the hopes of  researchers in the field. Not just memory, however, but 
psychological mood can be modified. More difficult but not impossible is the 
modification of  our moral predispositions, our attachment or bond to other 
human beings (e.g., our spouse), and our level of  self-esteem. The pathway 
of  these modifications is through the biochemistry of  the brain, but the 
capacities or traits that are modified lie at the very core of  personal identity, 
affecting the deepest desires of  the heart and the hidden motivations of  the 
will. 

How are we to think of  the self  that modifies itself ? Is one real and the 
other fake or inauthentic? Assuming that there is not some changeless core 
of  the soul that is immune to the transformations of  the body and brain, 
some immaterial self  that is untouched and unchanged by these neurologi-
cal interventions, how are we to think of  the human person as a continu-
ous identity through change, especially change that is elected and effected 
and then serves as the basis for yet more technologically managed changes? 
Some see this as a kind of  suicide whereby the old self  wills its end by using 
technology to become someone else. For example, Susan Schneider writes: 
“For even if  you would like to become ‘superintelligent,’ knowingly embark-
ing upon a path that trades away one or more of  your essential properties 
would be tantamount to suicide—that is, to your intentionally causing your-
self  to cease to exist.”9 

This conundrum is hardly new for Christian theology. Paul’s theology 
is full of  the paradox of  transforming grace, whereby the “old self ” is put 
to death and the “new self,” the new identity of  the Christian “in Christ,” 
comes into existence, yet without the disappearance of  the old body or the 
total negation of  the old behavior, at least not until the final resurrection. 
Paul writes: “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, 
but it is Christ who lives in me” (Gal : – ). In this important text Paul is 



quite explicit about the paradox of  the personal identity of  the Christian, 
whose old self  is being transformed into a new self, at once more real and 
authentic and yet profoundly different from the original self. For Paul and 
for Christianity, the identity of  the new self  is not grounded in the wishes 
of  the old self, as is the case for the advocates of  the uses of  the technolo-
gies of  human enhancement. Rather, the new self  is the gradual creation 
of  the persona of  Christ (“it is Christ who lives in me”) at the expense of  the 
desires of  the old self, which is diminished rather than enhanced. Christian-
ity and transhumanism share the notion that the self  is being transformed 
to the point where it will no longer be the same self. But Christianity and 
transhumanism could not be more different in how they view the goal of  
transformation. For Christianity, it is to put the old self  to death in order to 
be like Christ in his resurrection and glorification; for transhumanism and 
for the advocates of  technological enhancement, the goal is to bring the old 
self  to a higher life while worrying about whether it will remain the same. 

If  the paradox of  personal transformation is nothing new for Christian 
theology, the possibility of  technology as the means of  such transforma-
tion is both novel and perplexing. If  Christians believe it is God’s will for 
them to be more committed to their marriage partners, and a pill seems to 
make this possible, is it God’s will to cause this change through a pill? Julian 
Savulescu and Anders Sandberg believe that technology should be used to 
increase romantic attachment: “Love is one of  the fundamental aspects of  
human existence. It is to a large part biologically determined. We should use 
our growing knowledge of  the neuroscience of  love to enhance the quality 
of  love by biological manipulation.”10 Should Christians agree? 

Saying no seems wrong in light of  all the ways in which Christians use 
medical technology, not only believing it is God’s will but also praying that 
it will be effective. Saying yes seems odd because it seems to undercut or at 
least to reroute what Christians say they believe about the power of  God to 
make us, if  not perfectly holy, then at least morally better human beings. 
We could say that God does this in part through technology, just as we have 
always said that God does this in part through the church, our parents, or 
the influence of  friends. Is this simply a case of  Christians needing to update 
their repertoire of  the modalities of  grace? And might we blunt the scope of  
the updating by saying that there are always aspects of  ourselves—the deep-
est sins and the predisposition toward sinning that lurks inside us, and above 
all our longing for oneness with the divine—that technology in principle 
will never touch, so use it in its limited ways without fear? Others will argue 
that grace and technology cannot work together precisely because technol-
ogy is so much within our control and therefore always a threat and never 
an aid to grace. 



When secular bioethics leaves it up to the individual to decide whether 
any particular technological modification really enhances, it opens itself  to 
an interesting problem, one not faced in at least the same way by Chris-
tian theology. What are we to think if, after the technological enhancement, 
there is a change of  mind—literally? Before the modification, the person 
completely understands and truly believes that the change is an enhance-
ment. After the modification, the person completely understands and truly 
believes that it is not an enhancement, not because anything went wrong 
but because the enhancement worked and the moral core of  the person has 
been changed. In such a case, is the change an enhancement? If  all we can 
do is to leave the choice to the person, to which person are we leaving it? 
For Christian theology, however, if  technology is used at all, its role is not to 
satisfy the will, either before or after the change, but to transform the person 
in the direction of  the new creation in Jesus Christ, a theme that is explored 
more fully in the final chapter of  this book.

Beyond the Human Species: The Challenge of Transhumanism

The technologies of  human enhancement raise a puzzling question about 
the transformation of  the human individual: Is the enhanced person still 
the same person? They raise an even more profound question, however, 
about the transformation of  the human species: Is the enhanced person still 
human? At what point if  ever will technology produce a change that results 
in the emergence of  a new species beyond Homo sapiens? Some believe that 
given enough time, technology will modify human beings so much that they 
will no longer be human in the usual sense but will have become some other 
species of  hominid. If  this were to happen, would it amount to a kind of  
species suicide, the death of  human nature as evolved and as we have always 
known it? And if  so, would this be a step of  technologically sophisticated 
lunacy, something akin, say, to a mass exchange of  nuclear weapons? Or is 
there something deep in evolution itself  that drives us forward in this direc-
tion so that we would have to regard such a step as comparable to the evolu-
tion of  conscious or self-conscious beings? 
 Questions like these lie at the heart of  the debate over transhumanism. 
Transhumanists see human nature as incomplete, human biology as limiting, 
and human technology as the pathway to a new form of  humanity. Critics 
see this as a kind of  mass death, a willful destruction of  humanity. Theolo-
gians, as we will see in the subsequent chapters of  this book, are suspicious 
of  the optimism and the pretensions of  transhumanists but divided in their 
opinion about transhumanism’s core claim that human beings should use 
technology to enhance human nature. 



What is transhumanism? In the simplest terms, it is a movement that 
advocates the development and use of  new technologies to improve human 
capacities and enhance human lives. According to James J. Hughes, trans- 
humanism holds to “the proposition that human beings should use tech-
nology to transcend the limitations of  the body and brain.”11 Nick Bostrom 
defines transhumanism this way: “Transhumanism is a loosely defined 
movement that has developed gradually over the past two decades, and can 
be viewed as an outgrowth of  secular humanism and the Enlightenment. It 
holds that current human nature is improvable through the use of  applied 
science and other rational methods, which may make it possible to increase 
human health-span, extend our intellectual and physical capacities, and give 
us increased control over our own mental states and moods.”12

A more lengthy definition is provided in “The Transhumanist FAQ” post-
ed on the Internet by Nick Bostrom, according to which transhumanism is

. The intellectual and cultural movement that affirms the possibility 
and desirability of  fundamentally improving the human condition 
through applied reason, especially by developing and making widely 
available technologies to eliminate aging and to greatly enhance 
human intellectual, physical, and psychological capacities.

. The study of  the ramifications, promises, and potential dangers of  
technologies that will enable us to overcome fundamental human 
limitations, and the related study of  the ethical matters involved in 
developing and using such technologies.13

The common theme that runs through these definitions is that human biol-
ogy should be modified by technology, even to the point of  fundamental or 
species change.
 Transhumanists advocate the use of  technology to change the human 
species, but in what direction or with what goal in mind? Bioethics leaves 
the question of  what counts as a personal enhancement up to the individual. 
Accordingly, transhumanists today leave the question of  species enhance-
ment up to the aggregate of  individual choices made by those with the 
means and the motivation to use the emerging technologies of  enhance-
ment. There appears to be no invisible hand guiding the process, no deep 
purpose or goal of  evolution, and no objective measure of  progress along 
the pathway of  species enhancement. 

This is not how Julian Huxley or Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, however, 
used the word “transhumanism” in the s. Teilhard was a Jesuit priest 
also trained in paleontology, and some of  his ideas are explored briefly in 
chapters  and . His theological transhumanism, centered on a controver-
sial vision of  the future of  Christian hope achieved through future human 



evolution, landed him in a great deal of  trouble during his lifetime. Hux-
ley, who though an agnostic was close to Teilhard, introduced the term 
“transhumanism” this way in : “The human species can, if  it wishes, 
transcend itself—not just sporadically, an individual here in one way, an indi-
vidual there in another way, but in its entirety, as humanity. We need a name 
for this new belief. Perhaps transhumanism will serve: man remaining man, 
but transcending himself, by realizing new possibilities of  and for his human 
nature.”14 Huxley goes on to identify himself  as a believer in transhuman-
ism, adding that “once there are enough people who can truly say that, the 
human species will be on the threshold of  a new kind of  existence, as differ-
ent from ours as ours is from that of  Pekin man. It will at last be consciously 
fulfilling its real destiny.”15 Huxley seems to suggest that technology will cre-
ate a new species of  hominid, more advanced than its Creator. 

For Huxley and Teilhard, transhumanism is not simply a proposition or a 
cultural movement. It is the future of  evolution itself, grounded in objective 
reality quite apart from human awareness but now known to us through the 
science of  evolution, which is being driven forward not just by genetic muta-
tion and natural selection but also by technology aimed at transcending the 
evolved form of  the human species.

Fading echoes of  this “future of  evolution” claim can be found in the 
thought of  today’s transhumanists. For example, according to Bostrom, 
“Transhumanists view human nature as a work-in-progress, a half-baked 
beginning that we can learn to remold in desirable ways. Current humanity 
need not be the endpoint of  evolution. Transhumanists hope that by respon-
sible use of  science, technology, and other rational means we shall even-
tually manage to become posthuman, beings with vastly greater capacities 
than present human beings have.”16 But it is instructive to look carefully at 
statements like the “Transhumanist Declaration,” where we read: “Human-
ity will be radically changed by technology in the future. We foresee the 
feasibility of  redesigning the human condition, including such parameters 
as the inevitability of  aging, limitations on human and artificial intellects, 
unchosen psychology, suffering, and our confinement to the planet earth.”17 
The change may be radical, even species-altering. But the goal is defined by 
getting rid of  what we do not like, not by the deep logic of  the evolutionary 
process. In a similar way, Bostrom is candid about what counts as “progress.” 
Progress for today’s transhumanist is not the evolutionary advancement 
of  biology but our expanded freedom from biology: “To a transhumanist, 
progress occurs when more people become more able to shape themselves, 
their lives, and the ways they relate to others, in accordance with their own 
deepest values.”18



According to transhumanism, the final result of  the technological modi-
fication of  human nature is not something “better,” merely something dif-
ferent, something no longer human, something we might call “posthuman.” 
The word “posthuman,” however, is somewhat confusing because it has been 
used recently in a quite different context where it has been given a far differ-
ent meaning, not primarily associated with technology and transhumanism 
but with some of  the cultural and literary movements of  the past genera-
tion. In fact, transhumanists like Bostrom seem wary of  the word “posthu-
man” because of  its literary use. He defines posthumans as “possible future 
beings whose basic capacities so radically exceed those of  present humans 
as to be no longer unambiguously human by our current standards.”19 He 
clearly wants to dissociate the transhumanist’s use of  “posthuman” from 
its literary meaning, arguing that literary posthumanism is a change of  con-
sciousness while transhumanism is a change of  biology through technology. 
“Some authors write as though simply by changing our self-conception, we 
have become or could become posthuman. This is a confusion or corrup-
tion of  the original meaning of  the term. The changes required to make 
us posthuman are too profound to be achievable by merely altering some 
aspect of  psychological theory or the way we think about ourselves. Radi-
cal technological modifications to our brains and bodies are needed.”20 But 
then he pleads a kind of  agnosticism, saying that the changes expected from 
technology are so great that the consequences cannot be predicted. He 
writes: “Posthumans might shape themselves and their environment in so 
many new and profound ways that speculations about the detailed features 
of  posthumans and the posthuman world are likely to fail.”21 

The difference between the transhumanist and the literary views of  post-
humanism is intriguing and deserves the sort of  attention given it in chapter 

 of  this book. The now-classic statement of  what we are calling “literary 
posthumanism” is found in N. Katherine Hayles’s How We Became Posthu-
man. According to Thomas Carlson, Hayles “defines the posthuman very 
clearly and concretely by its contrast with the logic that defines the subject 
of  modern Western liberal humanism. If  the latter is understood as a dis-
crete, self-possessed, and self-governing individual, who exists as such ‘by 
nature’ and thus prior to the involvements of  social being and its prosthetic 
supports, the posthuman subject is instead an indeterminate, irreducibly 
relational, and endlessly adaptive figure whose intelligence and agency are 
not simply possessed or controlled by the individual or his will, but always 
already distributed throughout complex networks that exceed, even as they 
constitute, any individual.”22 In contrast to Hayles and Carlson, the posthu-
man that lies ahead for transhumanism is not just a continuation of  the self-



governing individual but the individual set free of  anything biological that 
interferes with this governing. 

Technology and Transhumanism: A New Challenge  
for Theology

It may seem tempting to many to respond to transhumanism by ignoring or 
dismissing it. After all, as a cultural movement, it claims only a few thousand 
members, hardly the critical mass needed to launch the next stage of  human 
evolution. But ignoring transhumanism comes at the risk of  failing to see 
the more basic and pervasive dynamic upon which it depends. Even if  all the 
dues-paying transhumanists go away, the technology of  human enhance-
ment is here not just to stay but to work its transformations. Of  course, 
it is possible to focus our attention on technological enhancement without 
discussing transhumanism. Mehlman’s The Price of  Perfection contains no ref-
erences to transhumanism in its index. A recent report by the British Medical 
Association on cognitive enhancement offers this assessment: “Philosophers 
speculate about the possibility and the implications of  people becoming 
‘post-human’ or ‘trans-human’ and our development into a new species that 
has ‘super-human’ powers. But this should not distract us from the very real 
and practical issues that are confronting us now, or will confront us in the 
near future.”23

 Of  course there are some “very real and practical issues” that are com-
plex and require careful thought. But to suggest that it is a distraction to con-
sider the broadest possible context of  our actions is to give way to an even 
more dangerous distraction, one that focuses only on the challenge of  the 
moment and fails to see the full context that shapes our attitudes and choic-
es. In this regard transhumanism renders an invaluable service to humanity, 
for by suggesting that we are doing away with ourselves—and that this is a 
good thing—transhumanism is forcing us to ask uncomfortable questions 
about our deepest desires, the means we use to achieve them, and the final 
outcome of  all our technological transformations. 
 The longings that lie at the core of  transhumanism are familiar to anyone 
who knows the texts of  nearly any of  the world’s religions or traditional phi-
losophies. Our situation is new, not because human beings have begun for 
the first time to yearn for long or endless lives of  perfect health and greater 
intellect, but because the development of  recent technology seems to sug-
gests that, even if  these goals are not now achievable, they may become so, 
at least in part, in the decades or centuries that lie ahead. Transhumanism 
may exceed technology today, but the gap is closing. It is no longer just 
another fantasy. 



 Theology in particular is being challenged by transhumanism to address 
questions that are too easily set aside. Is there direction or purpose in evo-
lution that is grounded in the creative purposes of  God even if  not wholly 
discernible by science, a future and a purpose that we human beings can 
now begin to comprehend and in which we can play a part, for instance 
through technology? How are we to regard nonhuman species and our role, 
intentional or not, in their modification? How are we to think about the 
deep human yearning for transcendence, the longing to go beyond what we 
are given as biological creatures and to enter into what we seem destined to 
become, whether by our own design and achievement or because there is a 
God who has made us for something beyond ourselves?

Questions like these are explored throughout this book. In chapter  
Michael Burdett explores some of  the predecessors of  today’s transhuman-
ists, taking us first to the writings of  Francis Bacon, whose religious convic-
tions were clear to his contemporaries but which are often forgotten today 
when he is simply regarded as an exponent of  empiricism and practical sci-
ence, what we have come to know as technology. Burdett also introduces 
us to the writings of  the Russian intellectual N. F. Fedorov, and then briefly 
to Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. In chapter  David Grummett explores the 
thought of  Teilhard more deeply, tracing his influence on today’s trans- 
humanists while also showing how clearly rooted Teilhard was in Chris-
tian theology, even while expounding a less-than-official interpretation. 
Although other antecedents might be chosen, it is remarkable that these his-
torical examples suggest that transhumanism, if  not born of  Christianity, is 
solidly grounded in traditional Christian visions of  the future, secularized 
now through technology as the new pathway to what lies ahead. 

In chapter  Karen Lebacqz draws our attention to the more explicitly 
bioethical themes of  human dignity and whether transhumanism is its full 
expression or its worst violation. Do enhancement technologies threaten 
something essential about what makes us human, or are they the most elo-
quent affirmation of  human creativity? Finding neither argument fully per-
suasive, Lebacqz sounds a note that runs through this volume: Christians 
may be hopeful about the use of  technology but also cautious, mindful not 
just of  biblical warnings but also of  historical failures. Ted Peters takes us 
further into this question in chapter  by arguing that transhumanists are a 
bit naive in their optimism and their failure to see how technology can go 
wrong even when it goes right. Christians should be wary of  transhumanism, 
Peters suggests, not because they are wedded to the status quo but because, 
ironically, only they seem prepared to recognize the degree of  change that 
human beings truly need. Patching up our “half-baked” human nature will 
not solve the problem that lies at the core of  our humanity.



 Cyborgs take center stage in the next two chapters. In chapter  Stephen 
Garner argues that technologies that will enhance human beings will have 
the tendency to blur the boundaries (whether in nature or only in our mind) 
between the human and the nonhuman or between the living and the nonliv-
ing. When conceptual boundaries are blurred, people become apprehensive 
because, quite literally, they no longer know how to think about things. For 
Garner, however, the pathway forward is not to stop technology but to rec-
ognize that cybernetics (or more generally, “hybridity,” the mixing of  species 
or natures) is fundamental to Christianity, a way of  unifying rather than con-
fusing. In chapter  J. Jeanine Thweatt-Bates takes the discussion forward by 
drawing upon the idea of  the “feminist cyborg,” which is not some creation 
of  technology so much as a recognition that women find that they inevitably 
step out of  the boundaries created for them by modern Western thought. 
She explores this idea by criticizing its misuse by several transhumanists, 
thereby offering a critique of  the tendency among transhumanists to view 
the human self  as disembodied. 
 In chapter  Celia Deane-Drummond argues that the mistaken idea that 
human flourishing is to be found in freedom from the limitations of  biology 
is rooted in a long-standing theological tendency to draw too sharp a line 
between human beings and other animals. Too often, theology drew a line 
by arguing the human beings are uniquely rational and that this point of  
uniqueness is the basis for our being in the image of  God. In transhuman-
ism, the idea reappears in the notion that humans will be enhanced through 
a form of  rationality set free from biology. 

In chapter  Todd Daly explores the similarities and differences between 
the transhumanist goal of  extending the human lifespan and the Christian 
hope of  eternal life, suggesting that Christian practices might have the effect 
of  extending the life span but that the hope of  the Christian lies not just in 
the length of  life but also in its moral and spiritual character. In chapter  
Michael Spezio endorses a theological perspective that is largely sympathetic 
to transhumanism and open to the enhancement of  human strengths. On 
this basis, he argues against those who want to base human moral reason-
ing on strictly rational as opposed to emotional and relational grounds by 
eliminating some forms of  human emotion and specific memories, such as 
the memory of  traumatic events. For him, this is a loss of  human capacity, 
not an enhancement. 
 In chapter  Brent Waters takes the view that though human frailties 
and limitations cannot be called good, they are nonetheless vindicated by 
the Incarnation of  God in Jesus Christ, who assumes our condition and 
thereby already transcends it for us and in us, if  only we will remain crea-
turely. In chapter  Gerald McKenny contrasts the transcendence sought by 



transhumanists and by Christians, arguing that Christians are wary of  trans- 
humanism not because they oppose going beyond the present but because 
they oppose going beyond the human. Finally, chapter  draws some of  
these themes together by asking about the meaning of  salvation or religious 
transformation in an age of  technological enhancement. 
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Chapter Two

Contextualizing a Christian  
Perspective on Transcendence and 
Human Enhancement

Francis Bacon, N. F. Fedorov, and  
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

Transhumanism is the contemporary movement that advocates the 
use of  technologies—biotechnology or information technology—

to transcend what it means to be human. Its dependence upon cutting-edge 
technologies might make it seem to be a fairly recent phenomenon. Today’s 
transhumanism has its antecedents, however, and its engagement with Chris-
tianity is not something that has only begun in the past decade. Although it 
is true that some Christian theologians have raised warnings about technol-
ogy, it is equally true that other Christian intellectuals have promoted the 
use of  technology, sometimes with a sense of  urgency that rivals that of  the 
transhumanists. Indeed, there is a strong tradition that does not see Christi-
anity as at odds with human enhancement through technological means. 

In this chapter I summarize the thought of  three Christian thinkers who 
have advocated human enhancement through the avowal of  technologi-
cal and scientific means. First I turn to Francis Bacon, the English philoso-
pher and political leader whose writings four hundred years ago profoundly 
shaped the rise of  scientific culture. The next is N. F. Fedorov, whose work 
late in the nineteenth century was influential in his own time and is being 
rediscovered today. Finally I turn to the French paleontologist and Jesuit 
scholar Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, whose writings about the convergence 
of  technology and theology were largely banned in his own lifetime but have 
become widely influential in recent decades, precisely because he was able to 
foresee some of  the technological transformations that have occurred since 
his death in . In their own way these thinkers regard technology as an 
important movement in Christian history itself—they advocate technologi-
cal, human enhancement on Christian theological grounds. 

Although Bacon, Fedorov, and Teilhard de Chardin are among the most 
important precursors of  contemporary transhumanism to look favorably 



on transhumanism, others have made important contributions as well. For 
example, Freeman Dyson and Frank Tipler in the twentieth century come 
to mind, and perhaps one might even go as far back as Athanasius or Ire-
naeus and much of  the Orthodox Christian tradition because of  its avowal 
of  divinization or theosis. The focus here, however, is on Bacon, Fedorov, and 
Teilhard de Chardin because these three represent, across some  years, 
major strides in bringing together contemporary transhumanism, with its 
emphasis on modern technology, and Christian practice and theology. Mod-
ern technology is a key component in their avowal of  transhumanism, and 
their engagement with Christianity is not superficial but absolutely central 
to their advocacy of  transhumanism. 

Francis Bacon

Sir Francis Bacon ( – ) is a pivotal figure in both English political his-
tory and in philosophy and science. He has often been called the father of  
modernity and of  contemporary science.1 He wrote on a wide variety of  
topics spanning a number of  academic disciplines. His most important work 
for our consideration is the Instauratio Magna, a work organized in six parts: 
The Division of  Sciences, The Novum Organon, The Phenomenon of  the Universe, 
The Ladder of  the Intellect, The Forerunners, and The New Philosophy.2 The term 
itself, Instauratio Magna, reveals how the work relates to transhumanism. 
This term was not in common use at the time and, in this way, points to 
the very specific way Bacon used it.3 The term instauration is taken from the 
Vulgate and alludes to the restoration of  Solomon’s Temple.4 So, whereas 
“establish” and “restore” might adequately translate the word instauratio, 
one must also recognize that for Bacon, the term carries a very particular 
connotation charged with symbolic values and religious undertones. What 
is being restored are human faculties that have been lost in the Fall. As Bacon 
states: “Both things can be repaired even in this life to some extent, the for-
mer by religion and faith, the latter by the arts and sciences. For the Curse 
did not make the creation an utter and irrevocable outlaw. In virtue of  the 
sentence ‘In the sweat of  thy face shalt thou eat bread,’ man, by manifold 
labours (and not by disputations, certainly, or by useless magical ceremo-
nies), compels the creation, in time and in part, to provide him with bread, 
that is to serve the purposes of  human life.”5

Bacon’s Instauratio Magna is supposed to help humanity limit the effects 
of  its unredeemed state. The Fall brought with it alienation from God and 
a marred relationship with creation. Bacon held that the rift between God 
and humanity could only be remedied through supernatural and ecclesial 
means. Bridging the chasm separating humanity from Creation, however, 



was within the power of  humanity. As Harrison claims, “In essence, this is 
how we are to understand Bacon’s account of  the two distinct ways in which 
there might be a restoration of  what was lost at the Fall. While the loss of  
innocence could be restored only by grace, human dominion, made possible 
by Adamic knowledge, was not a supernatural gift but a natural capacity.”6 
The Instauratio Magna is the formula Bacon proposes to restore the original 
human sovereignty over nature, which is evident in the book of  Genesis. 
Regaining sovereignty over nature is central to Bacon’s task, as is attested 
by Bacon’s first usage of  the term in an unpublished essay titled “Time’s 
Masculine Birth, or the Great Instauration of  Human Dominion over the 
Universe.”7 

Arguably, Bacon’s most important work in the Instauratio Magna is the 
Novum Organon, or new instrument. In this text Bacon speaks of  the spe-
cific ways in which humanity’s fall from grace limits the reliability of  what 
human beings can actually know about the world. Bacon refers to these 
imperfections or illusions as the idols. The first is the idol of  the tribe. This 
idol describes the error that is inherent in perception itself  and the limited 
and fallible nature of  the human senses in general. The second idol is the 
idol of  the cave. This idol refers to personal prejudice. People have a ten-
dency to project onto the world what they think they ought to see instead of  
what is actually present. The third idol is the idol of  the marketplace. This 
idol is best characterized and manifested in our common use of  language. 
Language will sometimes fail to discriminate between distinctive phenom-
ena. This could be due to the lack of  the proper word, or the word could 
imply something that is not intended. Either way, the failure of  language is 
a hindrance to perception and understanding. The final idol is that of  the 
theater. This idol speaks of  a failure in the actual system of  belief  itself. Idols 
of  the theater “are the misleading consequences for human knowledge of  
the systems of  philosophy and rules of  demonstration (reliable proof ) cur-
rently in place.”8 
 The Novum Organon was precisely the new method that limits these idols. 
It was a qualitative and organized approach to the acquisition of  reliable 
knowledge about the natural world, one that relied upon induction rather 
than tradition. This method began with an exhaustive formulation of  lists of  
natural as well as experimental histories. The second step involved the orga-
nization of  these histories into distinct tables so that one could gain access 
to them quickly and cross-reference with great ease. Once the tables were 
collimated and relationships between them were noted, certain phenomena 
could be induced. After a cycle of  going through the tables, a claim could 
be made about the items in the table. From this first definition, a refining 
process of  countless other experiments would make the tables even more 



specific and eventually lead to a more solid axiom that might look like our 
contemporary understanding of  natural laws. It was through this method 
that reliable knowledge about nature was to be obtained, thereby limiting 
the effects of  the idols and of  the Fall.
 Bacon’s Instauratio Magna centers on this new method, which he believed 
would bring a golden age to humanity. The knowledge gained through this 
new method and its limiting of  the effects of  the Fall, however, were not its 
only benefits, according to him. He also wanted the information to be used 
in the construction of  new technologies, which manifested the redeemed 
relationship between human beings and nature, repositioning humanity in its 
rightful location of  dominion over nature.9 The frontispiece of  the Instaura-
tio Magna, seen in figure , illustrates the anthropological significance Bacon 
attributed to his work. The image carries great symbolic significance. The two 
Pillars of  Hercules represent the boundary between the known and unknown 
in the ancient world. The ship depicted represents two things related to the 
known and the unknown. The more literal interpretation suggests that Bacon 
was alluding to the great naval explorations of  the fifteenth century. In this 
way, it represented human geographical advancement into the unknown. 
More important, however, is its natural and philosophical significance. The 
columns did not just represent the distinction between the known and the 
unknown; they also signified “the concept of  the ancient cosmos in which 
man had a definite place in the order of  things. Knowledge in this concep-
tion depended on discovery of  the boundaries of  man’s nature so that he 
did not fall into a tragic life of  wanton and animalic behaviour of  sin or of  
sinful pride that caused him to overstep his boundaries and come into con-
flict with the gods.”10 What Bacon is alluding to in this image is an absolute 
transformation of  humanity from a species confined by ancient myth to one 
that broaches upon the divine. For him humanity stood on the brink of  a new 
epoch. The new method offered a way to regain our rightful place in the cos-
mos and to enjoy a more complete life in relation to both the world and God. 
 Bacon’s other highly popularized text, The New Atlantis, seems to be relat-
ed to this image as well. The New Atlantis begins with a ship blown off  course 
into unknown waters. If  the anthropological symbolism is carried through 
to this new text, then the new society represents what humanity would look 
like if  it recovered some of  its abilities lost in the Fall. Indeed, Bacon’s utopia, 
written late in his life, projects what the world would be like if  it followed 
Bacon’s program. 
 The final part of  The New Atlantis, which centers on Salomon’s House, 
is the most important for our purposes. The society of  Salomon’s House 
is founded upon “the knowledge of  Causes and secret motions of  things; 
and the enlarging of  the bounds of  Human Empire, to the effecting of  all 



Figure . The frontispiece to Francis Bacon’s  Instauratio Magna showing a ship 
sailing between the metaphorical Pillars of  Hercules at the Strait of  Gibraltar from 
the classical world of  the Mediterranean into the unexplored Atlantic. Image cour-
tesy of  History of  Science Collections, University of  Oklahoma libraries.
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