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®SIN AND FORGIVENESS®
#Therefore to him that knoweth to do good
and dosth it not, to him it ie sin.”
=James lj:17

Sin is g subject most people do not like to think about, especislly in relations
ship to themselves, dJust as hell is considered a place to which other peopie sre
bound, 8o sin describes despiecable conduct of vwhich only others are guilty. ¥e ere
not simmars. We juet meke mistakes or get confused.

Az a minister I am eften questioned about these two words, sin end hell, May I
suggest that they are the religious equivalents of the juridical terms, erime and
punishment. As long as there is auch a thing a® humam soclety, there will bs a certaia
congensus among men, besed upon their experience, that some actions are good and soms
are not so good. If an actlon leads to man's satisfactions, his health and welfava,
that sction 1s considered good. If an action leads to suffering and pain, if it dee
privez man of the good thinga of life, it is gensrally considered to be bad.

Religion relates men’s actions tc the ultimate goal of life, and merely wes s
somewhat different voesbulary., Christienity alwsys pute the situstion in affirmebive
terms, The text from the 1litils epistle of James is typical: If you imow somsthing o
be & good action and you Zail to do it, you ein. But you have offended not only yonr
fellow meny in the religious context you have also offended God who always wills the
highest good for all maniind,

This, then, iz the meaning of the word sin, It 48 not a word of which to be afrald
and certainly not ome which ought to be scorned. Is 1%t not obvious that in ocur frail
human nature everyone of us occasionally fails to do what he knows is good and thevefore
sins? He falls short of the mark. He fails to be at his best. We are all sinners,

Now I am not, in offering this analysis, trying to make 1light of sin. I am morely
attempting %o explain it in terms suitsble to the twentieth century, If I am correct,
then there can be no such thing es original sin., Man doss not eome into the werld o
sinner., Sin, by definitiom, requires lmowledge of the good and a refusel to do it,
This is beyond the capacity of a mew~borm infant,

There is however within men this thing called conscience, He comes to know, somes
times almost intuitively, that some things are good and scme things are not geod, He
feels that 1ife hes, or ought to have, a goal; and he desires %o do those things which
will ensble him to remch that goal, Anything which keeps him from that gosl is evil. And
8o man has a consciousness or an awareness of sin, He knows he is a sinner whether he will
admit it or not,

II

It is not far frem the mark to say that sin is a spirituel disesse., Whan a man ig
sick, the first thing is toc accept the fact and admit that he is sick., Sin is e spiritusl
sickness and we will nover e cured if we conmstantly rum eround talling cursslves thet
8in is not realj that wo're not reslly sick, that all we have to do is spend g couwple of
hours on the conch and the paychiatrist will remove cur sense of sin the Wiy 2 surgeocn
removes tonslls, Our sin is reel. We are sinners, We will never discover whst is to
be done sbout our sickneas until we adnit that we are morslly siek.
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Now I will consede that many men misuse relipion mors than they use it, When one
sees uneducated men and women encouraged to crawl for miles on their hands and kness
on a spiritual pilgrimege until those hands and knees ares raw end bleeding, one msy
well doubt that religior is sincerely interested in humen welfare, Many thinking men
have rejocted a relinion that insists that men iz o worthless, good-for-nothing cresture
that ought %o be continuelly dsbasing himself before a God, when Jesus ssid God wag a
God of love and who held humen life to ba of infinite worth, Dose there not seem to
be soms contradietion in it all?

One psychiatrist has said that a sense of gin is the most prominent symptom 18
mental illness, There are two things which cen be done sbout this, One, which meny
have atiempted, is to wipe this concept of sin out of men's minds by insisting thst
everything is relative, There is no such thing as ripght or wrongs therefors no such
thing as sin. I there iz no such thing as sin, it iz ressoned, men will not get guiit
complexes and there will b g Vash reduction in mental ilinesas,

This solution has not worked, however, as witness the Harris poll which appesred
during the past week indicsting that the majority of Amerieans consider themselves to bo
religious, Man doss not consider himself religious if he has no sense of sin. Religien
aluays makes demends and demende which men know they do mot always fulfill. They may
call their indiseretlone and their failures by snother nams but the consequénces are the
sams, If they do mot obtein a semse of forgivemess, they will eventually become mentally
sick,

Dr, Gordon Allport, whom I mentioned last Sunday, hes momething worth listening to
on this matters

"The clergyman hes a clear duty, for the poor psychiatrist and psychologist
are ordinarily baffled by sin, More often than mot, they view it 28 they
might view an oulgrown vermiform appendix «- scmething that ought to be
removed by a psycho-anslytic scalpel. Here is one place whers the minister
has a more belanced wisdom, While there iz a neurotic type of guilt, there
is also in moet psorle @ deep sense of their own persistent, sinful, cor
vulsive shirking, William Jemes complained that modern Protestantism doem

- not avall itself of sacramental confession often enmough, I think he was
right,®

IT1

Now, any guiding philosophy of life that ie poing t be effective must includs
the concept of forgiveness. If it is trus, as Christianity surely holds it to be, that
most men have this sense of sin and wrongdoing, then we must find a way of slleviating
the gmm and the tension caused by this sensitivity. Christisnity, through the
Yenchings of Jesus, hes assured msn that God iz a God of love who does alweys forzive
those who are truly repentent.

But modern man is sometimes just as confused about the doetrins of forgivensse ap
he is about the docirine of sin, Surely it 12 not suffieient to Bay, "I am sorry®, smd
then expect thst everything will be se it wes before the sin was committed, Things cen
never be ag they were, What Christisnity means by forgiveness is that cnce a men ECoge
niges that he has ainned, and truly seeke to do bstter, he opens the way by which God
can help hin do better, His sin and his wrengdoing no longer ztand between himself and
Gedo But forgiveness does not mean, and never can mean, that the consequences of wrenge



Page 3
Sin and Forgivenass

doing are eliminated, The consequences camnot be szvolded becsuse we live in a lsuful,
orderly wiverse wherein every ceuse hae an effeect,

Let me illustrate. A man is tempted to embeszle soms company fundsz, Ve finsdly
succumbs and steals a thousand dollars, The next day he realizes what he has done,
He has committed a moral and a legal crime, His conecience bothers him, He poes ts
his minister and confesses his crine, malss restitution of the funds, and the matter 1s
closed, If the man ie sincere he may feel certain of God®s forgivenoss, But he canw
not hope to escape all the consequencee of his action. He knows he iz not quite the
game man he once was, There iz a blot on his record that ean never be removed, He
is not quite the pame men he would have baen had he never embeszled, WNothing csn ever
change that,

Returning to the matter of mental illness, therefore, if it is true g» the Py
chologists are more and more insisting, thet a eense of sin lies st the reot of most
mentel ilinces, then en assurence of forgivenese is one of the most vital nesds of mem,
And if forgiveness is essential, confession and repentencae ave no less essentialy for
there can be no permanent fesling of forgivenssa until onse has repented and confessed,
The Romen Catholice learned this a long, long time ago and the rest of us are begiming
to relearn it.

In my experience with men and women having marital difficulties I have diacovered
that right here 1ies one of the chief canses of maritel urhappiness and divorce. HMsn
and women are not maturs enough to admit that they were wrong, They have too much pride
and vanity to say, “I'm worry., Please forgive me." And so the pain and the hurt come
tinue o gnaw eway at the marriape until meconcilietion is impossible,

Let me once more guote Dr. Gorden Allports

"The main purpose of religion, I repeat, 18 not to make people healthy,
but to help them £4t themselves into the Crestor's context for then.
An adequate religica of this dimension serves, incidentally, to guard,
maintain and restore mental health, It caste out demons., The clergy-
man knows that e persomality, to be sound and fully human, resquires a
guiding philesophy of 1ife."

Jesus, therefore, was not talking about matters irrelevant to 1ife, but aboub
matters which are at the very heart of life, Sin 4s a reality, Forgivenese is a
necessity, Both must be understood in the context of our total philosophy if life is
to be healthy and whole,



