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Conditional to What? Achieving
Immortality in a Technological World

Humanity has long sought immortality - but now, with the prospect of life-
extending medical enhancement technologies, immortality is closer than

it ever has been previously. Or is it? And at what price? This paper brings
together two important strands of Alister McGrath’s teaching and research —
the history of systematic theology, and the science-religion dialogue. In this
paper, | discuss the Christian doctrine of conditional immortality in relation
to the prospects of technocentric immortality achieved through proposed
radical transhumanist technologies. Drawing on the work of Brent Waters
and Juraj Odorjak, | highlight the points of divergence between technocentric
immortality and a recognisably Christian eschatology and, in relation to
conditional immortality, | explain why the achievement of technocentric
immortality is both theologically problematic and a futile objective in relation
to the spiritual health of the Christian believer. | conclude by describing the
implications of the doctrine of conditional immortality for the prospect of
human enhancement, and vice versa, thus providing a preliminary worked
example of the interaction of science and theology envisaged by Professor
McGrath in A Scientific Theology.

Keywords: Immortality, transhumanism, eschatology, conditional immortal-
ity, theocentric immortality, technocentric immortality, hell.

Introduction

Human beings have sought to acquire immortality since time immemorial.!
The pseudo-science of alchemy, practiced from the thirteenth century on-
wards, with the emblematic ‘elixir of life’, was concerned with the notion of
human mortal transformation,? and, over the centuries, immortality has been
a preoccupation of many world religions - from the Christian doctrine of the
resurrection,® to the Buddhist idea of reincarnation.* In recent years, however,

1 Bostrom, N. ‘A history of transhumanist thought’ Journal of Evolution and Technology (2005)
14,1-25 (p. 1)

2 More, M. ‘The philosophy of transhumanism’, In More, M. Vita More N. (Eds) The Transhuman-
ist Reader: Classical and Contemporary Essays on the Science, Technology and Philosophy of the
Post-Human Future, Chichester: Wiley Blackwell (2013), pp. 1-17 (p. 9).

3 See Farrow, D. ‘Resurrection and immortality’ In Webster, J., Tanner, K., Torrance, 1. (Eds) The
Oxford Handbook of Systematic Theology, Oxford: Oxford University Press (2007), pp. 212-235.
Farrow compares the immortality demonstrated by the resurrection of Christ to the Platonic notion of
the immortal soul, which was commonplace in the Greek world.

4 Ahamad, S., Madan, P., and Singh, A K. ‘Transhumanism in India: past, present and future’ In
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interest has grown in the prospect of life-extending biomedical technology
- whether through physicochemical interventions, cryogenic body preserva-
tion or cybernetic reconstruction - because of the work of the transhumanist
movement, which seeks to change human life and experience through medical
technology. However, there have been ethical concerns about the socioeco-
nomic impact of the widespread use of life-extending biomedical technologies
in human society - for example, on welfare, employment, marriage and rela-
tionships.® In this paper, I describe a Christian understanding of immortality,
the doctrine of conditional immortality, and compare it with recent ideas of
technocentric immortality, proposed by the transhumanism movement.

However, I'd like to begin with a personal anecdote about how the idea for
this work came about. As a student at Wycliffe Hall, Oxford, in 1998, I went to
see Alister McGrath, who was the principal there at the time, to discuss a topic
for an assessed essay in Christian doctrine. I had wanted to do the essay on
eschatology - but Alister clearly thought that this was a brave - if not reckless
- idea on the part of a rookie theology undergraduate, and suggested I focus
specifically on the idea of conditional immortality instead! At that point, [ had
not heard of conditional immortality - but that’s what I did my essay on. Thus
began my interest in theological anthropology, which in turn led to my doctoral
work on the ethics of transhumanism and, in a roundabout way, to this paper.
[ am very grateful to Alister, therefore, for his inspiration for much of the theo-
logical research I have done to date.

This paper, therefore, concerns the small matter of immortality, a significant
human concern over the centuries. First, I will describe the doctrine of condi-
tional immortality - the idea that our potential for immortality is actualised by
God through Christian faith - and explain why conditional immortality arose
as a more appealing alternative to the traditional doctrine of hell as the fate of
the unbeliever at death.

Second, I will describe how the immortality conferred by Christian belief
differs from the immortality conferred by transhumanist biomedical technolo-
gies. Third, I will argue that the promises of the technological future are largely
illusory, and that the quest for biomedical immortality is both theologically
problematic and spiritually futile. Fourth, and finally, with reference to Alister
McGrath'’s A Scientific Theology, 1 will describe how the doctrine of conditional
immortality provides an important point of contact and reflection between
theology and the technological world.

Although this paper is about the futuristic implications of biomedical tech-

Lee, N. (ed) The Transhumanism Handbook, Cham: Springer (2019), pp. 701-714.

5 Stock, G. & Callahan, D. ‘Debates: point-counterpoint: would doubling the human life span be
a net positive?’ Journals of Gerontology Series A: Biological Sciences and Medical Sciences (2004)
59, B554-B559.
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nologies, the roots of the issue in view here lie firmly in the past. The tradi-
tional Christian account of post-mortem human destiny is that of heaven and
hell. Heaven is a place of eternal life, with God, for those who are ‘in Christ, who
are Christian believers, whereas hell is a place of eternal, conscious punish-
ment, separated from God, for those who have rejected Christ and the Christian
Gospel.

However, hell is hardly an attractive prospect for anyone who posits the ex-
istence of a loving God. Consequently, in the mid-nineteenth century, an age of
social progress, socially-minded theologians such as F.D Maurice began to voice
doubts about hell as eternal conscious punishment, and faced opposition from
the church because of it.° And, at that time, non-conformist ministers, such as
Henry Dobney and Edward White,” began to preach the idea of conditional im-
mortality as an alternative way for Christians to think about human destiny,
rather than the dualistic prospect of heaven or hell.

The doctrine of conditional immortality is based on the Bible teaching that
humanity is not inherently immortal but that, for the Christian, God actualises
the potential for immortality and eternal life. On this basis, the non-believer
simply passes out of existence at death, rather being consigned to the eternal
conscious torment of hell. The doctrine of conditional immortality is consistent
with Biblical material such as Matthew 10:28 and Revelation 21:8. Further-
more, it aligns with an essentially monistic account of post-mortem human
destiny, such as that implied by the doctrine of the resurrection body in 1 Cor
15, as opposed to a dualistic cosmology of heaven and hell, which scholars such
as Oscar Cullmann have claimed is due to the influence of Platonist thought,
rather than a reflection of Christian eschatology.® For these two reasons, condi-
tional immortality is a credible Christian doctrine.

But what factors gave rise to the growing interest in the doctrine of condi-
tional immortality - and a corresponding decline in belief in the traditional
doctrine of hell - during the nineteenth century? ° There were three - a spir-
itual factor, a scientific factor and a social factor.

First, the spiritual factor was about the spirit of the age. Because of En-
lightenment humanism, the climate of biblical scholarship in the nineteenth
century was increasingly critical. There was therefore a general willingness

6 Travis, S. Christian Hope and the Future of Man, Leicester: Intervarsity Press (1980), pp. 16-17;
Powys, D. ‘The nineteenth and twentieth century debates about hell and universalism’ In Norris F.,
de S Cameron, F., de S Cameron, N.M. (Eds) Universalism and the Doctrine of Hell, Grand Rapids,
MI: Baker (1991), p. 93ff

7 Rowell, G. Hell and the Victorians, Oxford: Clarendon Press (1974), pp. 181-207.

8 Cullmann, O. Immortality of the Soul or Resurrection of the Dead, London: Epworth (1958), pp.
15-20.

9 Rowell, op. cit. (7), pp. 181-207.
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to criticise Christian doctrines that had not previously been questioned. The
sweeping response to this debate from the Edwardian scholar, Cyril Emmet
was that ‘modern critical Bible scholarship had made it quite clear that the
traditional doctrine of hell wasn’t in the Bible at all.*

Second, the scientific factor related to Darwin’s theory of evolution. Darwin’s
ideas questioned the assumption that human beings were in some way unique
and that they alone of all animals possessed an immortal soul. Furthermore,
with its materialist assumptions, Darwinian theory had undermined the body/
soul dualism of a traditional Christian understanding of human nature,'! and
this influenced thinking about whether there was a soul and, if so, what it was,
and what happened to it after death.

Third, there was a social factor. During the nineteenth century, there was
considerable missionary activity, often in parallel with Britain’s global trading
routes - and it has become increasingly apparent that there were millions of
people in the world who had lived and died without hearing the Christian Gos-
pel. Was a loving, benevolent God really going to consign all these poor people
to hell? In this context, the doctrine of conditional immortality was therefore
a helpful compromise between universalism and the traditional doctrine of
hell.1?

During the twentieth century, the debate between hell and conditional im-
mortality became a touchstone of orthodoxy among evangelical scholars - but
this need not concern us here. Christians on both sides of the debate between
conditional immortality and the traditional doctrine of hell would agree that
those who die ‘in Christ’ gain immortality.

But the prospect of immortality comes in many forms. As mentioned previ-
ously, humanity has long sought immortality with alchemy and elixirs of life -
but now, with modern medical technology, immortality is arguably closer than
it has ever been before. Life expectancy has increased significantly recently;
United Nations data show that, between the 1950s and 2022, world average
life expectancy has increased by almost 30 years,'® and mortality rates have
correspondingly decreased since the late nineteenth century. These changes
are partly due to the eradication of communicable diseases and partly because

10 Emmet, C. ‘The bible and hell’, In Streeter B.H. (ed) Immortality: An Essay in Discovery,
London: McMillan (1917), pp. 202-209.

11 Pope, S. ‘Theological anthropology: science and human flourishing’, in Boeve, L., De Maese-
neer, Y., Van Stichel, E. (Eds) Questioning the Human: Toward a Theological Anthropology for the
Twenty-first Century, Oxford: Oxford University Press (2014), pp. 13-30.

12 Rowell, op.cit. (7), pp. 181-207.

13 United Nations. ‘Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2022). World
population prospects: the 2022 revision’, https://population.un.org/wpp/ (Accessed October 2022).
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of the development of modern pharmaceutical medicine in the last fifty years.!*

In the near future, genomic medicine and nano-particle technologies will
have the potential to extend the human lifespan even further, and cryogenic
body preservation may allow people to be preserved until cures become avail-
able for incurable diseases. And, in the more distant future, it may become pos-
sible to confer almost absolute immortality with radical cybernetic reconstruc-
tion, or even mind-uploading - uploading our consciousness onto a computer,
so we can live on indefinitely without the encumbrance of a frail, biological
body.

So, when faced with the approaching prospect of biomedical immortality,
why should religious immortality still matter to us? Why should we accept the
conditional immortality of religious belief, when we could strive for the abso-
lute immortality conferred by biomedical technology? However, we should be
wary of biomedical immortality because, as stated previously, there’s immor-
tality - and there’s immortality. This is nothing new; the early church sought to
distinguish the immortality of the resurrection body in Christian thought from
the Platonic concept of the immortal soul.’® It is therefore important for con-
temporary theologians to distinguish between theocentric and technocentric
immortality. There are, of course, various reasons why Christian theologians
might have concerns about radical biotechnology, but 'm going to concentrate
here on the issues relating to eschatology.

Christian ethicist, Brent Waters rightly claims that transhumanist biomedical
technologies confer a rather different eschatology on a person than the Chris-
tian eschatology of human finitude and Christ-ward destiny. Waters argues
that the postmodern view of the world assumes a sharp dichotomy between
an open and a deterministic view of the universe,'® and, in response to tech-
nology, postmodern theology tends towards the open view. Waters contends
that, while this downplays the notion of pre-destination, it also undermines
human purpose and destiny. He argues that, if there is no eschatological telos
for humanity, then there is no concept of divine providence, and therefore no
purpose to the ordering of creation.!” This is what Waters pithily describes as
an “eviscerated eschatology”.'®

Waters therefore claims that theology is faced with a stark choice if it wishes
to embrace the postmodern values that underpin the use of radical technolo-

14 Tranter, N. British Population in the Twentieth Century, Basingstoke: MacMillan (1996), pp.
71-82.

15 Farrow, Op. cit. (3), pp. 212-235.

16 Waters, B. From Human to Posthuman: Christian Theology & Technology in a Postmodern
World, Aldershot: Ashgate (2006), pp. 123-125.

17 ibid., p.123.

18 ibid., p.124.
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gies: it must either discard eschatology altogether or redefine it in realised
terms. If there is no robust eschatology, then every moral choice is a moment
of judgment, where a person may be condemned because of their actions. Wa-
ters concludes that, in ethical terms, a postmodern, transhumanist approach to
technology leads to slavery rather than freedom.

My slight quibble with Waters’ argument is that he possibly conflates moder-
nity and postmodernity as influences on technology adoption. The intellectual
influences on the development of the doctrine of conditional immortality in the
nineteenth century church were those of modernity, whereas the intellectual
roots of transhumanism are arguably postmodern too.! But, in my view, his
eschatological analysis is sound. There is theocentric immortality - immortal-
ity conferred on us by belief in an eternal God, whose Son, Jesus Christ, cheated
death and rose to eternal life - and technocentric immortality - immortality
that we might strive for by the adoption of biomedical technology. And there
are two key differences between them.

First, unlike theocentric eschatology, technocentric eschatology is realised
- it promises that immortality is ours for the taking the moment we apply the
right biomedical technology. Second, unlike theocentric eschatology, techno-
centric eschatology is purposeless - it has no teleology. If we have adopted the
technology now, and gained biomedical immortality now, what next?

In a more recent paper, the Slovakian philosopher, Juraj Odorcac, describes
the quest for technocentric immortality.? He argues that, for the transhuman-
ist, death is non-existence, which must be avoided at all costs, and that there-
fore transhumanists assume that immortality is a good thing. However, immor-
tality clearly presents problems for humanity, and Odorcac reviews these. He
cites Tod May’s claim that immortality can lead to a loss of existential meaning
in human life, Martha Nussbaum’s contention that immortality undermines
human value systems - and, of course, Bernard Williams’ famous expression
of the Makropulos Case - that immortality would be an experience so tedious
as to be unbearable. I don’t intend to describe these philosophical objections
to immortality in detail here - but, in my view, these philosophical objections
are consistent with other bioethical problems with immortality - for example,
the social ethical concerns raised by Stock and Callaghan ?!- and they align with
our lived human experience, given the increased life expectancy we already
enjoy today and contemporary concerns with the feasibility and ethical evalu-

19 Pastor, L.M. & Garcia Cuadrado, J.A., ‘Modernity and postmodernity in the genesis of transhu-
manism-posthumanism’, Cuadernos de Bioética (2014), 25(3), 335-350.

20 Odorjac, J. ‘Scientific immortalism and the problematic future of technocentric immortality’, J.
Stud. Religions and Ideologies (2020) 19, 53-68.

21 Stock & Callahan, Op. cit. (5), pp. B554-B559.
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ation of anti-ageing medical interventions.?

Here, Odorcac uses the term conditional immortality to describe a longer-
lasting form of technocentric immortality; in other words, a person’s immor-
tality is conditional to the ongoing effectiveness of the biomedical technology
they are using. However, if we consider the conditional immortality of Christian
belief, and remember how the transhumanist hopes for absolute immortality,
this situation is not at all satisfactory.

My argument is that, while there may be different forms of immortality,
immortality is always conditional. There’s always a catch. The key question
is: conditional to what? Conditional to God’s initiative in providing a Saviour,
whose love for humanity is unconditional? Or conditional to the human initia-
tive of biotechnology development?

Of course, technocentric immortality is tempting. It is tempting spiritually
- people in the postmodern world still have a deep spiritual thirst and are still
looking for transcendence, but not necessarily in doctrinal religion. It is tempt-
ing scientifically - because, with current scientific advances, technocentric im-
mortality is increasingly scientifically plausible, even if not yet scientifically fea-
sible. And it is tempting socially - because technocentric immortality appears
to offer the prospect of the relief of human suffering, and the improvement of
human wellbeing. Indeed, I believe that it’s no coincidence that spiritual, scien-
tific and social factors feature in the appeal of technocentric immortality in the
twenty-first century, just as they did with the idea of theocentric immortality
in the nineteenth.

But I contend that the promises of technocentric immortality are illusory.
First, as argued earlier, the prospect of immortality, in the context of human
society, is not ultimately a satisfying or rewarding prospect. Second, more often
than not, biomedical technologies have unintended consequences. Perhaps the
two best-known examples of these unintended consequences are the 1960s
thalidomide disaster and the unexpected addictiveness of the benzodiaz-
epines.?

Third, while it might be appealing that technocentric immortality is under
human control, in reality it may not be under our human control. Depending
on the circumstances, we might find that the technology for our immortal life
is in the hands of corporations who want to exploit us, public policies that are

22 Petersen, A. & Seear, K. ‘In search of immortality: the political economy of anti-aging medi-
cine’, Medicine Studies (2009) 1(3), 267-279; Turner, L. ‘Biotechnology, bioethics and anti-aging
interventions’, Trends in Biotechnology (2004) 22(5), 219-221.

23 Quirke, V. ‘Thalidomide, drug safety regulation, and the British pharmaceutical industry: the
case of Imperial Chemical Industries’, In Ways of Regulating Drugs in the 19th and 20th Centuries,
London: Palgrave Macmillan (2013), 151-180; King, M. ‘Is there still a role for benzodiazepines in
general practice?’ British Journal of General Practice (1992) 42: 202-205.
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arbitrary and do not care for us, or our political and personal enemies who
mean us harm.

Technocentric immortality is theologically problematic. It is a realised es-
chatology - one that we grasp now, rather than wait for God to fulfil at the
right time. It is an eschatology that we want to control, rather than one where
we surrender our very being to a sovereign God who understands all material
things better than we do. Furthermore, it is an eschatology that takes us to
a very different destination. Theocentric immortality is an eternity of perfec-
tion with the immortal Son of God in the spiritual realm. But technocentric
immortality is an indefinite - and yet uncertain - life of our own making, where
the pleasures of this world would inevitably pale and be rendered obscure, yet
where the pains of this world would persist, and where our rightful union with
God would be indefinitely delayed.

And, for these reasons, technocentric immortality is spiritually futile. It pro-
vides us with (to paraphrase St Paul) a false hope that is, in fact, no hope at
all. It leads us away from God, and our God-given destiny, and on to a road to
a self-defined nowhere. It is supremely individualistic and separates us from
both God and our neighbour.

Indeed, I would dare to suggest that, while the nineteenth century advocates
of conditional immortality objected to hell because it was eternal conscious
torment - perhaps the real eternal conscious torment - the real hell - would
be the eternity of imperfection in this world, which is the likely consequence of
technocentric immortality.

What are the implications of the prospect of technocentric immortality for
the lives and beliefs of Christians today? To explore this, I'd like return to my
opening theme in this paper: conditional immortality as an innovation in Chris-
tian doctrine. In his important work, A Scientific Theology, Alister McGrath
rightly argues that scientific theology is a system - a way of thinking - rather
than an idea, or set of ideas.?* In the light of science, theology should neither
assert doctrinal principles in a dogmatic, inflexible manner, nor change its con-
tent to accommodate science - but reformulate its proposals in a nuanced way
to reflect the unified reality of a world that may be understood theologically
and scientifically. To develop a scientific theology, McGrath advocates the reaf-
firmation of three things, among others, in theology - the role of metaphysics
in theology, the importance of the theological realm in a post-foundationalist
context, and the importance of doctrine in the religious life.

I suggest that that the doctrine of conditional immortality is important for
the church in a technological age and can be formulated in a scientific way. The
idea that the potential for immortality is actualised by God for the Christian

24 McGrath, A.E. The Science of God, London: T and T Clark (2004), pp. 1-15.
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believer provides an important layer of understanding of Christian soteriology
in a technological world and helps us to make a head-to-head comparison of
theocentric immortality and technocentric immortality, both metaphysically
and morally. While further reflection on this will be the subject of future pub-
lications, as a preliminary argument [ would contend that this approach dem-
onstrates two things. First, the Christian doctrine of conditional immortality
makes sense of the New Testament material - and it preserves the concepts of
the judgement and the sovereignty of God in a world where we can impose hu-
man will on human nature with human technology. Second, the idea of eternal
conscious torment, reappropriated as the experience of technocentric immor-
tality, shows us that the concept of hell is still real and is still the alternative
destiny for someone who resorts to technology for immortal life, rather than
to an immortal God.

The human quest for immortality is ongoing. But, at this juncture of history,
when immortality is closer than it has ever been before, we do well to remem-
ber that the technocentric immortality sought by the transhumanist move-
ment is very different to the theological immortality envisioned by the historic
Christian faith. In any case, all immortality is conditional. It’s just a question of
conditional...to what?

Revd Dr Stephen Goundrey-Smith teaches Ethics at Cuddesdon Gloucester and Her-
eford. Before ordination, Stephen worked as a pharmacist in hospitals and in the
international pharmaceutical industry.
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