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knowledge over against those of empire. Also, 
although the book of Daniel advocates nonvio-
lent forms of resistance, Portier-Young’s discus-
sion of Dan 11: 32, 34 will fail to convince some 
readers that Daniel’s conception of resistance is 
exclusively nonviolent. These minor weak-
nesses notwithstanding, this is an excellent 
book, which should be read by any serious stu-
dent of Second Temple Judaism. It would make 
a wonderful textbook for a seminary or graduate 
course on apocalyptic literature.

RYAN E. STOKES
SOUTHWESTERN BAPTIST THEOLOGICAL 
SEMINARY
FORT WORTH, TEXAS
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“THE THESIS OF THIS BOOK,” Duane 
Olson writes, “is that the developments of 
modernity are decisive for contemporary self-
understanding” (p. ix). Olson’s thesis is admi-
rably carried through in a somewhat distinctive 
introductory textbook suitable for college 
courses and perhaps adult education in 
churches. It is distinctive because of its extraor-
dinary accessibility and economy of presenta-
tion; there is a lot of material packed into this 
relatively small volume.

Olson begins by laying out the historical 
backdrop of contemporary theology, focusing 
on the development of autonomous reason 
during the Enlightenment and the ensuing 
challenges of biblical criticism. He suggests 
that responses to these developments were 

momentous for carving out the possible 
niches for contemporary theological reflec-
tion and offers a typology of such responses: 
biblical literalism (which rejects historical 
criticism), theological literalism (which 
accepts historical criticism but maintains 
adherence to traditional doctrines), and theo-
logical reinterpretation. The middle of the 
book covers three groupings of classical theo-
logical loci (God and creation, Christ and his-
torical providence, and anthropology and 
eschatology) in terms of these three perspec-
tives. Finally, Olson tackles four contempo-
rary topics (Christianity and other religions, 
feminism, homosexuality, and the natural 
environment), once again offering sensitive 
and accessible accounts of the various posi-
tions taken by “literalists” and “reinterpret-
ers.” Appended to the book are suggestions 
for further reading and a glossary.

This book is not an academic monograph 
advancing and defending original claims. It 
clearly targets beginning students, and is free 
of excessive annotation and technical jargon. It 
is also, perhaps, a little thin on nuance and sub-
tle distinctions between views. Many readers 
will find his typology of “biblical literalist,” 
“theological literalist,” and “reinterpreter” a 
little clunky and perhaps misleading. Olson 
seems intentionally to avoid potentially 
unhelpful words like “liberal” and “conserva-
tive,” but it is not clear that a word like “liter-
alist” is much better. Is “literalist” the best way 
to characterize Barth’s position vis-à-vis clas-
sical liberalism, for example? Teachers will 
need to make their own judgments about the 
importance of subtle nuances in comparison 
with the need to communicate the broader 
sense of the field to beginning students. 
Olson’s book fulfills the latter quite well, and 
his selection and treatment of contemporary 
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issues is judicious as well as admirably clear 
and fair.

THOMAS JAMES
UNION PRESBYTERIAN SEMINARY
RICHMOND, VIRGINIA
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DEREK NELSON OFFERS a critical history of 
the doctrine of sin from two perspectives: the 
individualist and the social doctrine of sin. In 
the first two chapters, under the heading 
“Nineteenth Century Types of Social Sin,” he 
offers two comparisons of one individual doc-
trine of sin and one social doctrine of sin, one 
from Germany (Schleiermacher vs. Ritschl) and 
one from America (the Reformed revivalist 
Charles Grandison Finney vs. the founder of the 
Mercersburg School of Reformed theology, 
John Williamson Nevin). The remainder of the 
book, under the heading “Twentieth Century 
Application,” takes readers on a tour of various 
approaches to sin broadly deemed “liberation-
ist,” including Latin American, feminist, wom-
anist, and minjung theologies.

Nelson rejects the individualist notion of sin 
as an insufficient explanation of the various 
causes and effects of sin as we experience it in 
our own lives, our relationships, our communi-
ties, and our world. Instead, he calls for a doc-
trine of sin that takes seriously its social, 
interpersonal dimensions. However, Nelson’s 
historical investigation of the available 

doctrines of sin reveals what he perceives to be 
deficient attention to important implications of 
this social doctrine of sin, two of which are par-
ticularly important for understanding his project 
as a whole. For Nelson, social sin can be under-
stood in two distinct but related ways: in terms 
of structures or in terms of the relational self. 
Each has its unique strengths and weaknesses.

Naming structural sin acknowledges our 
embeddedness in structures and systems much 
larger and more complex than the sum of their 
parts, and the sins manifest in these structures 
(sins such as racism, sexism, or economic 
exploitation) cannot be overcome on a purely 
individual level. However, Nelson engages sev-
eral theologians in these sections who appear to 
grant agency to the structures themselves, so 
that in a very real sense, the structures them-
selves can be said to sin. Nelson repeatedly asks 
how, in any meaningful sense, structures them-
selves can be said to “sin” without thereby 
granting agency to non-personal structures, the 
results of which would be highly problematic on 
several fronts.

Related to the criticism of structural sin taken 
to potentially illogical conclusions, Nelson 
uncovers a similar problem with doctrines of sin 
that emphasize the irreducibly relational charac-
ter of human personhood. Drawing from femi-
nist and process thinkers, Nelson notes the 
prevailing definition of the human person as a 
self-in-relation, influencing and influenced by a 
host of other entities, including persons, events, 
the environment, and social and institutional 
structures. Up to this point, Nelson applauds this 
model for its convincing description of human 
personhood but, again, he detects potential prob-
lems on the horizon should this model be pressed 
to potentially illogical conclusions. In discuss-
ing process theologian Marjorie Suchocki’s 
work, Nelson asks whether a self always in the 
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