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As John tells it in his gospel there’s a dramatic moment in the trial of Jesus when the crowd is shouting for his crucifixion. Pilate shuttles back and forth between the crowd outside his palace and the one they are condemning. He tries to get Jesus to defend himself, but Jesus says nothing. “‘Do you refuse to speak to me?’” Pilate says.

“‘Do you not know that I have power to release you, and power to crucify you?’ Jesus answers him, ‘You would have no power over me unless it had been given you from above; therefore the one who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin.’” (John 19:8-11)
A greater sin? Are some sins worse than others? That’s a good question; to answer it we’ll need to think together about a topic that is often avoided in church these days.

Nearly forty years ago psychiatrist Karl Menninger wrote the book, Whatever became of Sin? Today that’s a better question than ever. Menninger argued that the notion of sin had all but disappeared, giving way to self-help and positive thinking, assuring us that we were all, basically, OK. Menninger felt that without a healthy sense of our own failings and our own limitations – both personally and corporately – we were destined to wander aimlessly over the moral landscape. Cutting ourselves free from sin lets us relinquish responsibility.

Sin, of course, is a theological term, not a psychiatric diagnosis. Dr. Menninger – wouldn’t you know it – was a Presbyterian elder. His church took sin seriously. People often think of Roman Catholics and their penchant for guilt, but among Protestant Christians, we Presbyterians are considered specialists on the topic of sin – not because we’re particularly good at it, although we can hold our own with the best of them, but because theologically we make the presence of sin in each one of us a central feature of our understanding of human nature. 

That sounds a lot like the doctrine of original sin, whereby the church has held that humanity’s fall from innocence in the Garden sets up a never-ending problem for people in every succeeding generation. We’re born into sin, according to this view, hopelessly caught in the web of human wickedness. 

Original sin as interpreted by the church has been problematic for many, and understandably so. It has been for me. Beginning with Augustine, the church taught that the sin of Adam was passed on as an inheritance, a biological fact of life. “Indeed, I was born guilty,” the psalmist writes, “a sinner when my mother conceived me.” (Psalm 51:4-5) That’s a rather grim perspective.

Thus, original sin closely linked human wrongdoing to human sexuality; it was, after all, through sexual relations that original sin was handed down to the children of Adam. That’s why Roman Catholics developed the doctrine of the immaculate conception of Mary, so that the mother of Jesus herself would not have inherited original sin and could not, therefore, pass it on to her child, like some dread disease.

But another way to look at the account of Adam and Eve and their fall from grace is to see them as representing all human beings. The psalmist with his gloomy self-image may simply be pointing out that every one of us – merely because we’re human – has to live with our capacity to sin. Like the human beings in Genesis, we can expect to be tempted to wander from God, we can expect to be tempted to rebel, we can expect to be tempted to try to put ourselves at the center and distance ourselves from God. It’s what we humans do. 

A character in William Faulkner’s book Requiem for a Nun, says paradoxically about sin: “You ain’t got to. You can’t help it.” (Quoted by Shirley Guthrie in Christian Doctrine [Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1994), p. 221)

That’s another way of saying, with the Apostle Paul, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” You ain’t got to. You can’t help it.
Let’s go back to the Garden, back to Genesis where it all begins. The story opens with God bringing order to the windy, brooding chaos. God sees, moment by moment as it unfolds, that the creation is good – the day, the night, the water, the earth, plant life, creatures in the sea, on the land, in the air – all creation is good. At the end of each day in the story, including the day on which human beings are formed, we are told that God pauses, takes a look at it all, and sees that it is very good.

Life begins in goodness. Life begins in a garden. That garden is not destroyed when human beings give in to temptation. The garden is still there. The goodness is still there. We are exiles from it. The doctrine of original sin would have us believe that human beings are essentially sinful; the earlier doctrine of creation rejects that view, seeing human beings as essentially good, but broken; good, but flawed. In either case, it’s the grace of God that saves us.

John Philip Newell, a good friend of this congregation, writes about these matters from the perspective of one steeped in the creation-centered faith of the ancient Celtic people. Newell sees the goodness of God in the baptisms at which he presides.

“The parents whom I meet,” he writes – and I think of those children brought by their parents to the font this morning – “are not bringing their children for baptism because they think what is deepest in them is sin. They are bringing their infants to the community of faith because they know innately, with a gratitude that is beyond words, that their children carry within them the sounds and scents of the Beginning.” (Christ of the Celts [San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008], pp. 22-23)

Human life is characterized by a woundedness of the soul that comes from forgetting who we are. It results from the profound loss of our memory of the Beginning. We forget that we’re made in God’s image. We forget that we are, at our core, good because we belong to God. Our spiritual amnesia causes us to violate God’s image in ourselves and in others. We wound ourselves, we wound the world, and God is not well served.

Another Presbyterian author, Annie Lamott (who is about as different from Dr. Karl Menninger as you could get), has her own take on the prevalence of sin in our lives. In her book about her first year of being a parent, called Operating Instructions, Lamott describes being at home in the San Francisco Bay area in October, 1989, when the Loma Prieta earthquake takes place. Her novel had just been published a few days earlier; she’s appalled to find herself more concerned about how the quake will affect book sales than about victims of the disaster. She hates herself for her misplaced priorities. 

Lamott assumes that Sam, her six-week old son, will not be immune to such ways, because one day he’ll be an adult human being just like his mom. Here’s Lamott, looking at her sweet infant boy:

“I know Sam will grow up and have all these terrible secret thoughts, too. His self-centered, petty, envious, conniving, mule-stupid side will haunt him… I hope I can remember to tell him then that on the night of the 1989 earthquake, I was trying to figure out how distributors would … get copies of my book into stores, what with the Bay Bridge down and all. I guess he’ll have to figure out someday that he is supposed to have this dark side, that it is part of what it means to be human, to have the darkness just as much as the light – that in fact the dark parts make the light visible; without them, the light would disappear. But I guess he has to figure other stuff out first, like how to keep his neck from flopping all over the place and how to sit up.” (Operating Instructions [New York: Pantheon Books, 1993], p. 77)
Lamott makes a good point about sin: whether we like it or not, the capacity for it exists in each one of us, side-by-side with the goodness and light of God’s love. Faithful living begins when we name our brokenness, when we name our tendency to wander from God, when we face our loss of memory of the Beginning in the Garden. In my own devotional life I feel as if my daily prayer is incomplete if I don’t take time to acknowledge that I fall short of God’s hope for me. Not that I “have no good in me whatsoever,” as the old prayer of the church says, but simply that I need to face each day with all the modesty and truthfulness about myself that I can muster.

Barbara Brown Taylor describes sin this way: “Deep down in human existence there is an experience of seeing the light and turning away from it because it spoils the dank, but familiar darkness.” (Speaking of Sin, p. 62)
Being good Presbyterians, every time Westminster gathers to worship God we acknowledge that darkness, we name our shortcomings by confessing them together, and then in silence, alone before God. This Lent we’re using a Prayer of Confession from the Church of Scotland. As we pray it together each week during this season we speak of “the secrets of our hearts,” and then we name three of them: envy, greed, and pride. We can assume that the other four of the traditional “seven deadly sins” are also in those secret places in us: sloth, lust, gluttony, and anger. 

Are some of those sins worse than others? That’s the question provoked by Jesus when he tells Pilate, “the one who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin.’”
The Church has worked hard over the years to create a hierarchy of sin: our Roman Catholic brothers and sisters speak of venial and mortal sins – the former being only slight infractions, like an offside penalty that costs you only five yards, while the latter are more serious, more like a like a clipping penalty, that’ll get you 15.

The church has wanted to treat sin like that, as if it were something that comes in graded degrees, from not so bad to terrible. But who determines where sins fall on the scale? That has historically belonged to the church, and that may give the church too much power. Does a scale of sin promote risky behavior – giving us permission to ignore certain things we know are wrong, but are not that wrong? 

Presbyterians have always cautioned against turning sin into a list of bad things we are tempted to do – precisely because that suggests that if we control our baser instincts we will master the list of sins. Not a chance. We cannot escape our own humanity – which always wants to break with God. Nothing we do can earn us God’s favor; Paul is right: only the grace of God saves us.

So – are some sins worse than others? I’m not sure it matters to God, since we cannot ever change our humanity. On the other hand, it certainly matters to our neighbor, the one against whom we sin. So the answer, perhaps, is yes and no; no from the vantage point of the Almighty, but yes from the point of view of our neighbor.

In any event, no matter how hard we try – and don’t we try hard – we can never put out the light of God’s goodness that shines in us, because we are human beings made in the image and likeness of God.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge: Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Pastoral Prayer – David Liddle – 8:30 worship

We approach you in these days of Lent, O God, as people burdened by the limitations of our humanity.  You made us part of your good creation, yet we betray that goodness by our willful disobedience.  We confess that we can’t escape the reality of our sin, which disconnects us from you, sets us over against our neighbors, and violates your image in us and in each other.  Were it not for your love for us, your patience with us, and your grace poured out upon us, our lives would be empty, our world a barren landscape, our future a wispy dream that vanishes upon waking.
But we know that you do love us, that you are patient with us, and that your grace is readily available to us in Jesus Christ, by whose life among us and whose death for us and whose resurrection life redeems us, you seek to reduce the distance between us and you, so that the covenant you established with your people can once again define the boundaries and renew the intimacy of that covenant connection.  As those who break that connection by our wandering ways, we thank you for the grace that welcomes us home. 

God of second chances…and of seven, and of seventy times seven…it is in the warm embrace of that welcome that we dare to approach you with our hurts and our hopes, our fears and our failures, our cares and our crises, our doubts and our hearts’ desires.  So hear us now as we lift up our petitions for others and for ourselves…
Comfort and relieve, O God, all who are in places of danger and devastation…all who bear the burden of sorrow…all who live in poverty…all who cry for justice…all who struggle with illness or disability…all whose futures are foreclosed by bad choices or bad fortune…all who going through hard transitions…  We pray especially for those known to us, whom we name before you in silence…  Heal them in body, mind, or circumstance, working in them, by your grace, wonders beyond all they may dream or hope.
O God, we are overwhelmed by your love, which goes to the cross for us, endures the grave, and leads us to new life.  Now give us grace to renounce our sin and to cling more closely to Christ, that in every way we may be your loving, faithful children; through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Now, in his name and for his sake, hear us as we pray together the prayer he taught his disciples saying, Our Father…

“Are Some Sins Worse Than Others?”   


Psalm 51:1-5; Romans 3:19-23; John 19:1-11
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