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Last Sunday I baptised a lovely little baby, Abigail Grace. Grace isn’t a name one often hears. 

The word “grace” appears frequently in the prayers of the Mass. In popular parlance, it signifies elegance, politeness or attractiveness, or prayers at mealtimes. Moreover, it has associations with Grace Kelly the actress or Grace Jackson the athlete. Amazing Grace?

When recently I asked the parents of the First Communicants what is “grace,” worryingly none of them knew the theological answer I’d hoped for - that grace is the life and the love of God, freely given to us. This share in the Divine Life God imparts through the Sacraments and through prayer. 

“Our justification comes from the grace of God. Grace is favour, the free and undeserved help that God gives us to respond to His call to become children of God, adoptive sons, partakers of the divine nature and of eternal life.” (CCC 1996)

Sometimes the presence of grace is palpable: we feel God’s love and peace consoling us, upholding us. Sometimes it is not, and we have to take it on faith. After all, we go by faith, not by feelings.

We need grace, because we are born in original sin, but at baptisms it is difficult to explain exactly what original sin is. 

As Catholics we do not accept the bizarre theology of Calvin, who wrote that “infants bring their own damnation with them from their mothers’ wombs; the moment they are born their natures are odious and abominable to God.”

Robbie Burns parodied Calvin’s depressive belief in his poem: Holy Willie’s Prayer:

O Thou, wha in the heavens does dwell,
Wha, as it pleases best Thysel’,
Sends ane to heaven an’ ten to hell,
                A’ for Thy glory,
And no for ony gude or ill
                They’ve done afore Thee!  

When frae my mither’s womb I fell,
Thou might hae plunged me in hell,
To gnash my gums, to weep and wail,
                In burnin lakes,
Where damned devils roar and yell,
                Chained to their stakes. 

Yet I am here a chosen sample,
To show thy grace is great and ample……..”

Individuals appalled by Calvinist doctrine have not necessarily rejected Christianity!

Nevertheless, why indeed should a little baby be contaminated with the harmful consequences of some ancient disobedience committed by the first parents of the human race in prehistoric times?

Original sin is defined as our lack of sanctifying grace or “original justice,” consequent upon the sin of Adam. The whole Christian religion, says St. Augustine, can be summed up in the intervention of two men, the one to ruin us, the other to save us. 

We meet them both in this weekend’s readings at Mass: the first Adam is disobedient to God, and brings death into the world. The second Adam, Jesus in the Gospel, resists Satan’s temptations, and wins salvation for all who obey Him.

 However, how can babies be “guilty of original sin”?  Augustine noted that “There can be no sin that is not voluntary, the learned and the ignorant admit this evident truth.” 

When sin is considered precisely as voluntary, then original sin is only the “shadow of sin.” Indeed, according to St. Thomas Aquinas, original sin is called sin only in an analogous sense.

Newman explained his belief in original sin as a fundamental alienation from God and from neighbour when he described: 

“the greatness and littleness of man, his far-reaching aims, his short duration, the curtain hung over his futurity, the disappointments of life, the defeat of good, the success of evil, physical pain, mental anguish, the prevalence and intensity of sin, the pervading idolatries, the corruptions, the dreary hopeless irreligion, that condition of the whole race, ……I can only answer, that either there is no Creator, or this living society of men is in a true sense discarded from His presence.” 

The fact that we are “deprived of sanctifying grace,” explains this derangement, this “cussedness of human nature.” 

Our relationship with God has been badly damaged. We have an innate self-centredness. Progress in the spiritual and moral life is difficult. We experience a lack of freedom in doing good and are beset by irrational fears.

It does not come easily for us to pray or to trust in our loving Father. In spirit and in flesh, we instinctively rebel against any idea of asceticism, sacrifice, divine teaching or obedience to God.

Original sin is therefore not an act but a rebellious state, a woundedness, a privation of grace. Just as a man who is born deaf, cannot appreciate what hearing means, so too we, born naked of that “original blessing” which our first parents enjoyed, struggle to imagine that original state of grace, “gifted with every virtue and free from every sin.”  

Recent research in human mitochondrial DNA suggests that the human race may have descended from one single mother, Eve. However, Darwin’s theories and fossils can tell us nothing about the point when the Creator breathed His Spirit into our first human parents. 

Presumably prior to this climactic development, the pre-human primates lived as animals do, without immortal souls, subject to death and disease.

The inbreathing of the divine Spirit clothed our first parents with sanctifying grace. They began to share in the divine nature of God. They were in union with Him, perfectly conformed to Him. They were truly holy.

In addition to these supernatural gifts, divine grace perfected our first parents in natural or physical ways. They would never know suffering or fear. Provided they remained obedient to Yahweh, they would never experience death, the terrifying separation of the soul from the body. They enjoyed strength and beauty and self-awareness. They had complete mastery of their emotional life and desires, and the promise of the direct vision of God in the life to come. 

Some of the most imaginative descriptions of what this pre-lapsarian life might have been like can be found in CS Lewis’ Cosmic Trilogy: “Out of the Silent Planet”, “Perelandra”, and “That Hideous Strength.”

 Today’s first reading from Genesis 2-3 reveals to us, however, that our first parents tragically ruined their paradisal state by pride and disobedience. 

“The account of the Fall……..affirms a primeval event, a deed that took part at the beginning of the history of man…..the whole of human history is marked by the original fault freely committed by our first ancestors.” (CCC 390). 

The Anglican writer John Keble, with Newman a pioneer of the Oxford Movement, wrote a poem on the Fall for Sexagesima Sunday: 

'Twas but one little drop of sin

   We saw this morning enter in,

And lo! at eventide the world is drowned.
Keble compared the state of fallen Adam and Eve to his own feelings: 

   “Ruin below and wrath above

Are all that now the wildering fancy meets.

   Lord, when in some deep garden glade,

   Of Thee and of myself afraid.

From thoughts like these among the bowers I hide,

   Nearest and loudest then of all

   I seem to hear the Judge's call:-

"Where art thou, fallen man? come forth, and be thou tried."

Adam and Eve’s original sin had four main effects upon their human nature, two in the soul and two in the body. 

Firstly they suffered now from concupiscence – “the rebellion of the lower faculties against the higher.” Man tends towards evil, following the inclinations of his body over the promptings of conscience. He experiences “a strong attraction to pleasures of the senses, covetousness for earthly goods, and self-assertion, well beyond the dictates of reason.” 

Secondly, he is subject to ignorance: his intellect is darkened and he has no infused knowledge of God, but must struggle to come to know Him.

Thirdly, the human body is now subject to death, i.e. mortality.  Finally, he experiences corruptibility, suffers illness, disease and undue pains of childbirth.

Nevertheless, on Holy Saturday at the Vigil, we will sing: "Oh happy fault, O necessary sin of Adam, which gained for us so great a Redeemer!"

Out of ruin, God in His mercy has brought forth redemption. 

Baptism wipes away original sin, regenerating our souls anew, filling us with sanctifying grace and enabling us to live a properly ordered life of virtue and goodness. Although we still suffer some effects of original sin, we should model ourselves upon the new Adam, and to share in the Divine Life. 

Inevitably, a society addicted to the myth of perpetual progress – in a technological sense – and fondly dreams of a perfected humanity in a perfect world, rebels against any doctrine of original sin. It regards the idea of some innate flaw in human nature as repellent and retrograde. 

However the denial of this reality lead only to serious errors in education, politics, social action and morals (CCC 407). “We cannot tamper with the revelation of original sin without undermining the mystery of Christ.”  (CCC 389)

So it is that “The utopian illusions and sentimental aberrations of modern liberal culture are really all derived from the basic error of negating the fact of original sin.” (Ronald Niebuhr)

