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TO MR KEVIN FLAHERTY, EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, 27.6.99, SUNDAY XII(A) CREDO BY FR FRANCIS MARSDEN

Last week we looked at various theories concerning the emergence of the human race and how original sin might have occurred. Today I want to examine what the Catholic Church has actually defined as revealed doctrine on these questions.
In his encyclical Humanae Generis of 1950, Pope Pius XII noted that “the teaching of the Church leaves the doctrine of Evolution an open question, as long as it confines its speculations to the development, from other living matter already in existence, of the human body. That souls are immediately created by God is a view which the Catholic faith imposes on us.”


The Council of Trent (Session 5) treated of original sin: “The first man Adam, when he transgressed the commandment of God in paradise, immediately lost the holiness and justice in which he had been constituted, and through the offence of that prevarication he incurred the wrath and indignation of God and thus also death, with which God had previously threatened him, and together with death a captivity under him who thenceforth “has the empire of death’, that is, the devil, and that the whole Adam was changed for the worse in both body and soul through that offence of prevarication. If anyone denies this, let him be anathema.” 

So man was first constituted in “holiness and justice” or integrity. This original holiness consisted of the gift of sanctifying grace and intimacy with God. We see this closeness in Genesis where the first man walks with Yahweh God in the garden.

There were four gifts of integrity or “iustitia originalis” as follows: freedom from irregular desire, the gift of bodily immortality; the gift of freedom from suffering; and a knowledge of natural and supernatural truths infused by God – shown symbolically when Adam named the animals in Eden.

Original sin deprived man of sanctifying grace and all that it implied. He lost his close companionship with God and the gift of bodily immortality and freedom from suffering. His nature was wounded. The whole man in both body and soul was changed for the worse. However, he did not lose free will. His powers of reasoning, damaged by sin, were nevertheless not totally corrupted. Fallen man could still know natural religious truths and perform morally good actions.

St Thomas lists four wounds to the soul resulting from original sin: 

1. Ignorance, in the sense that it is difficult for man to know the truth. He is easily deceived by error, especially in spiritual matters.

2. Malice, in the sense of a weakening of the will and hence proneness to doing evil

3. Weakness. Man tends to give way before difficulties in the struggle to do what is good. He lacks fortitude and gives in easily to temptation.

4. Concupiscence or fleshly desire, the opposite of temperance. The desire to satisfy the sensual appetites in ways opposed to right reason.

Trent’s second canon deals with the transmission of sin from Adam to the entire human race:   

“If anyone asserts that the transgression of Adam injured him alone and not his posterity, and that the holiness and justice which he received from God, which he lost, he lost for himself alone and not for us also; or that he, being defiled by the sin of disobedience, has transfused only death and the pains of the body into the whole human race, but not sin also, which is the death of the soul, let him be anathema, since he contradicts the Apostle who says:  By one man sin entered into the world and by sin death; and so death came to all men, because all men sinned.”

Yes, it is complicated. Try reading it once more!

Canons of General Councils of the Church carry the mark of her infallibility. The Holy Spirit preserves such solemn teaching from error. Therefore Catholics are bound to accept that original sin, death and suffering, were passed down from “the first man Adam”. In any debate as to whether Adam was only one human person, or a “collective personality”, the Council Fathers obviously assume the former.     

Thirdly, Trent insisted that “this sin of Adam, which in its origin is one” is “transfused into all by propagation, not by imitation.” It cannot be removed by “either  the forces of human nature or any remedy other than the merit of the one mediator, our Lord Jesus Christ, who has reconciled us to God in his own blood, made unto us justice, sanctification and redemption.”

In other words, we inherit this original sin, and we cannot save ourselves from its consequences. The Council Fathers were combatting the error of Pelagianism. This suggested that a man could save himself by right living, without the redeeming merits of Christ. Trent condemned such a proposition.

The new Catechism agrees that original sin is “contracted”, not “committed” – it is a state and not an act. It is a state which we inherit in our human nature, received as something imperfect, injured and fallen: “The Church has always taught that the overwhelming misery which oppresses men and their inclination towards evil and death cannot be understood apart from their connection with Adam’s sin, and the fact that he has transmitted to us a sin with which we are all born afflicted, a sin which is “the death of the soul.” (CCC 403-5)

After death “the souls of those who die in actual mortal sin or only in original sin, soon descend into hell, but however to very different punishments.” (Councils of Lyons and Florence) That is why baptism – of water, blood or desire -  is so important.

The modern world ignores the reality of original sin and our captivity under the power of the devil. The diabolical cruelties uncovered in Kosovo are a sign of Satan’s power, as is the British blindness to the equal iniquity of abortion. Our political culture entertains the illusion that we can build a perfect world with science, technology or economics. But the ancient evil in the human heart keeps reasserting itself. “Ignorance of the fact, that man has a wounded nature inclined to sin, gives rise to serious errors in the areas of education, politics, social action and morals.” (CCC 407).

Even Vatican II is not blithely optimistic about human progress. Rather it speaks of man’s entire history as “dour combat with the powers of evil.” It teaches that man “finds himself in the midst of a battlefield” and has to struggle to do what is right. (GS 37.2) 

Original sin is an essential of Christian belief. But there is a yawning hiatus between modern anthropological discoveries, evolutionary biology, and this classical account of man’s creation and fall. It is not entirely clear how the two approaches slot together. Many theologians have a poor understanding of the scientific mentality, and they skirt round the problems. They have failed to present original sin in a way comprehensible to those coming from a background in biology and geology.

Of course, anyone who believes in neither original sin nor the devil, nor any personal sin, will obviously see no need for a Redeemer, His Church or its Sacraments. “The sin of the century is the loss of the sense of sin.”

St Paul this Sunday teaches us in Romans 6: “When we were baptised with Christ Jesus, we were baptised in his death . . . having died with Christ, we shall return to life with him. When he died, he died once for all, to sin, so his life now is life with God; and in that way, you too must consider yourselves to be dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.” Baptism is the remedy for original sin. It must be followed by a virtuous life of discipleship to Christ:

“Anyone who does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Anyone who finds his life will lose it: anyone who loses his life for my sake will find it.”

Fr Francis Marsden

