 The texts of the Convivium
THE  OPPOSITE  OF  SIN

IS  BY  NO  MEANS  HUMAN  VIRTUE

BUT  FAITH  IN  GOD

To be a sinner means to be a creature who forgets to be such.  

To sin is an attitude, much more than a separate negative action, or a sequence of such deeds. It is the attitude of living as if God were not existing. 

We are sinners in that – and so far as – we forget that God is the centre of our being.   

We acquire the sense of sin when, and so far as, we become aware of our oblivion of God. 

Faith means to commit oneself to God, whereas sin means to neglect him. 

God is the Being whom man may just and only commit himself to. Committing oneself to God is the only right attitude before him, once man, although in all his imperfection, has become aware of what God really is.   

Faith appears to be the most fundamental of all possible attitudes before God. Faith is commitment to God, and it is such a commitment that opens man’s inner nature and makes it receptive, so that the divine grace may enable man to know God, to love him, to dedicate all his life to God, to obey his law, to co-operate to God’s creative work.   

Nevertheless, just like every action or attitude, faith is motivated. Its motivations, that is all factors which lead us to believe, can be summed up in these two words: knowledge and love. Both of them are supposed to be extremely imperfect, at this initial stage. 

Knowledge: we perceive the reality of God, in some way; we feel his presence; we get the hang of him. 

Love: such a presence, which we inwardly feel, attracts us, instils into us a sentiment of love, of inner joy.          

All this means that a true faith, deeply lived, deeply experienced, is sensitive and loving as well. 

Just the opposite of such a faith, of a faith in the fullest sense of this word, is sin. The genuine believer commits himself to God whom he feels present, whom he adheres to with all his might, with all his love. It is a commitment which opens the believer’s soul to a deepening of such an experience. So both the sense of God and the love of God increase more and more, with all forms of religious engagement and co-operation in God’s creative work. 

On the contrary, sin means to look away from any possibility of seeing, even indistinctly, God’s presence anywhere. A God more and more marginalized ends by disappearing at all from our mental horizon. 

Faith and sin are opposites, are poles apart the one from the other. The believer commends himself to God. The Christian believer commends himself to that God who becomes incarnate in Jesus Christ. 

The believer trusts in God and in Christ, whereas the sinner trusts only in his own forces and resources. 

The believer draws everything and every good from God’s living Source, whereas the sinner relies on cracked stagnant water tanks of his own.

As Yahweh says through the voice of Jeremias (2, 13), “my people have committed a double crime: they have abandoned me, the fountain of living water, only to dig cisterns for themselves, leaky cisterns that hold no water”. 

Faith is anything but a mere mental act. It is an action which involves man in the whole of his vital being. 

The true Christian believer who commits himself to the God incarnate adheres in such a way to the person of Jesus Christ, that he can grow into him until reaching his same stature. 

This finds a confirmation in the words of Jesus, when he says to his disciples: “I tell you in truth, whoever believes in me will perform the same works as I do myself, he will perform even greater works…” (John 14, 12). 

Faith strongly helps healing. Jesus is requested by two blind men to let them see. He asks them: “Do you believe I can do this?” They answer: “Yes, Lord, we do”. Then Jesus touches their eyes saying: “Let this be done according to your faith”. And their eyes are enabled to see at once (Matthew 9, 27-30). 

Jesus says the same to the centurion, whose servant, who is lying paralysed far from there at home, is cured just in that moment (Matthews 8, 5-13). 

At Nazareth Jesus’ fellow townsmen did not believe in him, so “he could work no miracle there, though he cured a few sick people by laying his hands on them. He was amazed at their lack of faith” (Mark 6, 5-6). 

“Courage, my daughter”, Jesus says to the woman with a haemorrhage, “your faith has saved you” (Matthew 9, 22). 

Salvation means much more than mere healing. It is a realisation, a transformation of the whole being of a person, of which healing is the mere physical aspect.    

Faith in God and in his Christ is the way of salvation: “If your lips confess that Jesus is Lord”, Paul says, “and if you believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, then you will be saved” (Romans 10, 9). 

On the contrary, sin clearly lies in the lack of such a faith. Jesus identifies the sin of many people with “their refusal to believe” in him (John 16, 9). 

In substance, the truest and most original sin is atheism. So, just as faith and sin, faith and atheism are poles apart the one from the other. 

The very first sin is the one that we can attribute to the angels. It even precedes the original sin of man. The rebel angels refuse to see and acknowledge God, and so they end up by ignoring him, setting themselves up as gods. 

Atheism may be an inherited attitude, just as the original sin in human nature. 

A man culturally conditioned in a certain way can inherit the sin of atheism without being to blame for it: not even in the least! Nevertheless atheism is definable as a negative attitude, as an objective sin, even though not subjective. 

An atheist can be the most respectable man of good will. He clearly thinks and acts in good faith. He is honest. He can also prove himself to be much more honest and generous than a religious man. Nevertheless, from an objective point of view, he is a sinner. He is a man who actually doesn’t realize himself according to his deep nature. Although unawares, he behaves against nature. 

Many individuals can be “honest” according to a moral sensitiveness, which is indeed widespread among a lot of people. In mere human terms they are definable as “virtuous” men; however a virtuous man in this sense can be a “sinner” before God. 

A man is really saved and liberated from sin not by an exact observance of law, but by faith in God: “…A man is justified by faith and not by doing something the Law tells him to do”  (Romans 3, 28). 

Salvation, as  such, doesn’t come at all from  a mere observance of the Commandments. So much the less it depends on a mere honest or virtuous or righteous behaviour in terms of the human ethics that people commonly accept. 

Says the Psalmist to God: “No living being is righteous before you”. It could be freely translated in other words: No man is really virtuous, honest, good by your standards, which are sovereign, transcendent, inscrutable (Psalms 143, 1).  

Paul develops this concept assuming Abraham as a paradigmatic figure: “Apply this to Abraham, the ancestor from whom we all descended. If Abraham was justified as a reward for doing something, he would really have had something to boast about, though not in God’s sight, because scripture says: Abraham put his faith in God, and this faith was considered as justifying him. If a man has work to show, his wages are not considered as a favour but as his due; but when a man has nothing to show except faith in the one who justifies sinners, then his faith is considered as justifying him” (Romans 4, 1-5; Genesis 15, 6).

The opposite of a sinner is not a good, honest virtuous man, but a “righteous”, one of a wholly different “righteousness” indeed. It is a  “righteousness” which comes not “from the Law” that one can follow by his own efforts, but “comes through faith in the Christ, and is from God and based on faith” (Philippians 3, 9). 

In this sense “righteous” is a man “justified”, made right by God through faith in him. A “righteous” man, whom God himself has justified, is the same as a “saint”, whom God, the Saint, has sanctified.

All this doesn’t mean at all that honesty and virtue have to be put down. A true believer is rigorously honest and virtuous. He is such in the fullest sense at any level. A contradictory behaviour would annul his faith, would annul that commitment to God which calls for an extreme purity of thoughts and actions.   

I would like to add that a true believer, who puts into practice just all implications of his faith, shall come to appreciate all true human values, in which he can somehow perceive a divine Presence. For this reason such a believer is also a humanist, a passionate promoter of human endeavour, science, art, technology, social progress, of everything which betters the quality of our life in this world.      

There are so many, too many believers who don’t appreciate at all human endeavour, the human world and creation in general. On the contrary, I have an extreme appreciation for all this. I enjoy, I feel exalted seeing the great spectacle of such an advanced civilisation, as that in which we find ourselves living today. Surely there are a lot of problems and of evils as well, but the sight of so many progresses – scientifical and technological at least – is something really exciting.       

Then, however, I consider how far is the attention of modern men from that Other Dimension which gives everything its absolute meaning. At best we find ourselves sailing on a super-equipped transatlantic, the course and the port of destination of which we completely ignore.   

We know everything, but we have not the faintest idea of God, of that supreme Being who is our Creator, our First Cause and Ultimate End, our All. How can we live in the total oblivion of the Giver of all life? I deeply feel that this is extremely painful. 

Subjectively one can also be in good faith. So let us limit ourselves to considering things from an objective point of view. Well, the original, fundamental sin, as an objective disorder, is atheism, which even ignores God. 

But let us go on with our argument. Once man perceives God’s powerful and august presence, he can sin as well as far as his thoughts and actions are out of tune, as far as they jar against God’s sanctity or sacredness. 

“Come no nearer”, Yahweh himself tells Moses, speaking from the burning bush. “Take off your shoes, for the place on which you stand is holy ground” (Exodus 3, 5). 

“Who can stand his ground before Yahweh, this holy God?” say the men of Beth-shemesh (1 Samuel 6, 20). 

While all seraphs around the throne of God cry “Holy, holy, holy is Yahweh Sabaoth…” Isaiah says: “What a wretched state I am in! I am lost, / for I am a man of unclean lips / and I live among a people of unclean lips, / and my eyes have looked at the King, Yahweh Sabaoth”.

“Then”, Isaiah goes on, “one of the seraphs flew to me, holding in his hand a live coal which he had taken from the altar with a pair of tongs. With this he touched my mouth and said: ‘See now, this has touched your lips, your sin is taken away, your iniquity is purged’” (Isaiah 6, 1-7). So Isaiah is made worthy of speaking to the Jewish people as a prophet of its God. 

This need of being pure is deeply felt by Jews. Something analogous can be said of all primitive and archaic religion. But such a necessity is felt among Jewish people in a very particular  way. 

“I will count you a kingdom of priests, a consecrated nation” says Yahweh to his people in Exodus (19, 6). 

“You have been sanctified and have become holy because I am holy”, says God to his people in the Leviticus; and “you therefore must be holy because I am holy” (11, 44-45; cfr. 19, 2).  

 The Leviticus is full of rules about sacrifices and  offerings that each Jew must make in order to recover his lost purity in many different cases. 

The prophets talk about a great final purification which the whole of Israel will pass through. “Look”, says Yahweh through the voice of Malachi (3, 1-4), “I am going to send my messenger to prepare a way before me… He is like the refiner’s fire and the fuller’s alkali. He will take his seat as refiner and purifier; he will purify the sons of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, and then they will make the offerings to Yahweh as they should be made. The offerings of  Judah and Jerusalem will then be welcomed  by Yahweh as in former days, as in the years of old”.

A third of the people of Israel will escape from death, says Yahweh through the words of Zechariah (13, 7-9); and “I will lead that third into the fire and refine them as silver is refined, test them as gold is tested. They will call on my name and I shall listen; and I shall say: ‘These are my people’, and each will say: ‘Yahweh is my God!’”

The idea of such a general purification is stressed by Zechariah’s image of a fountain which, “when that day comes, will be opened for the House of David and the citizens of Jerusalem, for sin and impurity” (13, 1). 

Jesus Christ doesn’t belittle by any means such a need of purity: he re-defines the idea of a true purity in more spiritual terms, as purity of intention and not of mere external behaviour.  

It is sufficient remembering these words of Jesus about the question of the purity of certain foods and, with them, of certain external observances: “Can you see that whatever goes into the mouth passes through the stomach and is discharged into the sewer? But the things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and it is these that make a man unclean. For from the heart come evil intentions: murder, adultery, fornication, theft, perjury, slander. These are the things that make a man unclean. But to eat with unwashed hands does not make a man unclean” (Matthew 15, 17-20).    

As far as we deepen the experience of the Divine, we become aware that we must not only be and remain pure in God’s presence, but also obey his law. 

Now a genuine experience of God has its implications. The man who totally loves God ends up by feeling the same love that God fosters for his creation: so the true religious man gets involved to co-operate with God himself in carrying on the creation of the universe, which aims at its ultimate goal of perfection. 

Each man has his own vocation. To sin means to disregard it consciously. Now, as it has already been hinted, man can sin consciously, or even unawares. Well, a conscious sin is always a sin in the fullest and truest sense: here man knows God in some way or, at least, gets the hang of him, but disregards him and looks away from him out of  his own will. 

Nevertheless, a man can behave against nature, and, in spite of all, he can do this in good faith. In such a case we could by no means define his “sin” as a culpable behaviour, but merely as a negative one: something which provokes an objective damage, especially in spiritual terms.

We can conclude that there are two different and opposite attitudes before God: on one hand there is faith, i.e. loving commitment to God; on the other hand there is that looking away from any possibility of seeing God’s presence, which properly is the attitude of sin, and can also be called atheism. 

Sin can be either guilty or not. Here we could also try to establish a graduation. 

An individual or a collectivity can be, as it were, in a mental condition of atheism without being “chargeable” with it by any means. In such a case, even if it isn’t the “fault” of anybody in the present situation, we could still go back to the origin of this attitude. 

We must, in any case, be able to date back to somebody who somehow had an experience of God, and yet looked away  from such a Presence, and did it of his own will, at least in some extent. 

A sinful act must be, in some way, at the origin of what is definable as an objective, even though not chargeable, state of sin.   

It is in this sense that the religious path of man starts from his liberation from sin, and then passes through an experience of faith towards the final goal of a full sanctification and deification. 

