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Original Sin as Good News

Homily for the 12th Sunday in Ordinary Time (Year A)
June 22, 2008

Romans 5:12-15

By Fr. Bernhard Blankenhorn, OP

Where would man be without woman?  Think about it.  If God had never created Eve, where would we men be?  Some men would say, “Actually, we would still be in the Garden of Eden.”  Now I suspect a few of the ladies in the pews are thinking.  “Well isn’t that just the problem with St. Paul and his whole idea of original sin.  There he goes again demeaning women.  What was Paul’s problem with women anyway?”

Interestingly, when we pay close attention to the second reading from Romans, we notice that Paul never mentions Eve.  Here we have the central biblical text on original sin and Eve is nowhere to be found.  Instead, Paul seems to place the blame squarely on the shoulders of Adam.  He says, “Through one man sin entered the world.”  Of course, we know that Eve also played her part.  But perhaps it was Adam’s failure to support and protect Eve that led to her fateful encounter with the serpent.  Besides, Adam freely accepted the fruit from the tree of knowledge of good and evil that Eve handed to him.  Eating of the forbidden fruit is a biblical metaphor for the first great rebellion of the human being against God.  So man gets at least 50% of the blame.

Still, this leaves many of us unsatisfied.  For the whole notion of original sin seems highly problematic.  First and foremost, it seems to degrade human dignity.  Original sin appears to say that all those little babies we hear babbling at Mass are wicked if they haven’t been baptized yet.  Also, the human person has tremendous potential to do good, and original sin seems to deny that.  Secondly, the doctrine of original sin can strike many of us as inherently unjust.  Why should we pay for the consequences of Adam’s and Eve’s mistake?  It’s just not fair.

Let’s imagine for a minute that original sin were not true.  What would our understanding of the human being look like?  Imagine that we’re all born pure and sinless in heart, mind and body.  All that potential for greatness is just oozing out of our genes.  Now we still have to acknowledge the empirical reality of evil.  Many people do lots of nasty things to others all the time.  People still lie, cheat, steal, abuse and demean each other.  Selfishness abounds.  Just look at the world’s distribution of resources and the billions of poor people.  How would we explain these moral failures?

We’re basically left with two options: we can blame others, or we can blame ourselves.  It’s my parents’ fault, or the system has failed me.  Now, sometimes family or society can fail people.  Some of us really did suffer abuse or neglect at home.  Yet all too often, we blame others so as to excuse ourselves from all moral responsibility.  The second option is to blame ourselves.  If only we get the right education, the right therapy or self-help program, we’ll thrive.  Remember, we’re imagining a world without original sin.  Deep down, the human being is pure goodness.  We just have to peel off the outer layer of the poor self-image or bad indoctrination, and our beings will soar to their endless potential.

But what if re-education and therapy don’t do the trick?  What can we do then?  The only option left would seem to be an acknowledgment of our own complete moral failure.  I should rise to my full potential if I just try hard enough or tinker with the system.  If we’re so good deep down inside, why can’t we try hard enough?  Why can’t we fix the system?  Either I’m a complete failure, or someone else has utterly failed.

Now we can begin to see why original sin is actually part of the Good News.  You see, original sin does not mean that we’re born as wicked creatures or have little potential in life.  An essential part of the Christian message is the goodness of all creation, even after the Fall.  But original sin also tells me that I’m not born immaculate.  St. Augustine was once walking through a city square and saw twin babies fighting each other for their mother’s breast.  Neither was about to share.  Augustine turned to a friend and said, “That’s original sin.”

We’re born with a desire to seek my wants to excess.  We’re born with a tendency towards self-centeredness.  Surely, we can be raised poorly by parents and become more selfish.  Certainly, the system can place some people at a grave disadvantage.  But original sin ultimately tells me that what I don’t like in others is also present in me.  Instead of simply dismissing those who cheat, mistreat people or refuse to share their abundance with those in need, we learn to see them as fallen creatures just like ourselves.  Original sin means that we’re all in the same boat.  Everyone has been created good yet remains quite imperfect.  Everyone needs grace, everyone needs Jesus.  That’s the heart of the doctrine of original sin.

Now it’s true that baptism wipes away the guilt of original sin.  I know what you’re thinking.  It’s not fair, Adam did it, why should I be guilty?  You’re right, it’s not fair.  Get over it.

Yet just about any baptized person will know that baptism doesn’t take away the excess desire to fulfill my wants.  Baptism diminishes the consequences of original sin, but it does not wipe them away.  Part of the original wound remains.  First, I find a certain division within myself.  I bring good intentions to situations in life, yet other inclinations that are not life-giving get in the way.  I mean to be a good Christian example at lunch with my colleagues, but then quickly find myself sharing in the gossip.  St. Paul describes it this way, “I do not do what I want to.  Instead, I do what I detest.”  We are divided selves.  Secondly, original sin darkens the mind and makes it more difficult to grasp the truth.  Perhaps you’ve been trying to convince your secular co-workers that authentic tolerance includes respect for religion, but they refuse to listen.  They’re not just being obstinate or stupid.  In part, they’re acting the way fallen creatures do.  Finally, the wound of original sin means that we still must die.  God did not make death.  He made Adam and Eve to be immortal.  Many people have a tremendous fear of death.  Some of us avoid visiting our dying relatives in rest homes.  We keep them far away from our everyday lives.  Cemeteries are found on the outskirts of cities.  It’s not healthy, but that’s the way fallen creatures behave.  We weren’t meant to die.  We’d rather search for the fountain of youth through medical advances.

Original sin teaches me a profound patience for others with all their faults and failings.  It teaches me a deep humility.  When I see others who do wicked things, instead of condemning them, I can say, “That could have been me.”  Original sin also teaches me a healthy realism.  It reminds me of the limits to human progress in this world.  I learn to bring a healthy critical mentality toward any grand political program for radical reform.  No politics, no matter how well-intentioned, can ultimately heal us.  Fixing broken systems can help, but they are hardly the final answer.

The way to ultimate healing for a broken humanity is not the right system, though systems help.  The only lasting healing is found at the Tree of Life.  When Adam and Eve sinned, they could no longer eat its fruit of immortality.  It is no accident that St. Paul compares Adam to Jesus.  Adam’s disobedience led to death, while Jesus’ obedience on the Cross leads to life.  Eve accompanied Adam on the path to sin, while Mary accompanied Jesus on the way of the Cross, on the path of sacrificial love.  Jesus is the New Adam.  He hung on a tree.  The Cross is the tree of life, and its fruit is Christ’s flesh and blood.  The Eucharist is fruit for healing and immortality.  That’s where Mary brings us.  She stood under the Tree of Life as Jesus died, because Mary is the New Eve.  She beheld its fruit, and saw that it was good to eat.  She has taken Christ from the Cross and given him to us.  She says to you, “Here, eat of the fruit of the Tree of Life.  Eat the Eucharist, and finding healing for your fallen self.”  Mary the New Eve says, “I found the Tree of Life.”  Everyone needs to eat this fruit, for everyone is fallen.  Everyone needs Jesus.

