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³The worst sin towards our fellow creatures is not to hate them, 
EXW�WR�EH�LQGLIIHUHQW�WR�WKHP���WKDW¶V�WKHEHVVHQFH�RI�LQKXPDQLW\�´ 

-George Bernard Shaw 
 
 
A couple years ago there was a Doonesbury comic strip that seemed to get right to the heart 
RI�UHOLJLRXV�OLEHUDOV¶�DWWLWXGHV�WRZDUG�VLQ���,Q�WKH�VWULS��D�³FKXUFK-VKRSSLQJ´�FRXSOH�LV�VSHDNLQJ�
to the minister oI�D�TXDLQW�OLWWOH�ODNHVLGH�FKDSHO�FDOOHG�³7KH�Little CKXUFK�RI�:DOGHQ´�WR�GHFLGH�

if that might be the church for them.  The minister describes the approach of the church to 
WKH�FRXSOH�WKLV�ZD\���³,¶G�OLNH�WR�GHVFULEH�LW�DV���-step Christianity.  Basically,�,�EHOLHYH�ZH¶UH�
DOO�UHFRYHULQJ�VLQQHUV���0\�PLQLVWU\�LV�DERXW�RYHUFRPLQJ�GHQLDO��LW¶V�DERXW�UH-commitment, 

DERXW�UHGHPSWLRQ���,W¶V�DOO�LQ�WKH�EURFKXUH�WKHUH�´ 
7KH�FRXSOH�UHVSRQGV���³:DLW�D�PLQXWH«VLQQHUV"��8V"��5HGHPSWLRQ"�� 

'RHVQ¶W�DOO�WKDW�LPSO\�JXLOW"´ 
³:HOO��\HV��,�GR�UHO\�RQ�WKH�RFFDVLRQDO�GLVLQFHQWLYH�WR�NHHS�WKH�IORFN�IRUP�JRLQJ�DVWUD\�� 

*XLOW�LV�D�SDUW�RI�WKDW�´ 
7KH�KXVEDQG�UHSOLHV��³,�GXQQR���7KHUH¶V�VR�PXFK�QHJDWLYLW\�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�DV�LW�LV���:H¶UH�
ORRNLQJ�IRU�D�FKXUFK�WKDW¶V�VXSSRUWLYH��D�SODFH�ZH�FDQ�IHHO�JRRG�DERXW�RXUVHOYHV���,¶P�QRW�

VXUH�WKH�µJXLOW�WKLQJ¶�ZRUNV�IRU�XV«�2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��\RX�do�RIIHU�UDFTXHWEDOO�´ 
7R�ZKLFK�WKH�ZLIH�DGGV��³6R�GLG�WKH�8QLWDULDQV��KRQH\��DQG�ZLWKRXW�WKH�JXLOW�� 

/HW¶V�JR�EDFN�WKHUH�´ 
 
My guess is that few of you lLH�DZDNH�DW�QLJKW�WDNLQJ�LQYHQWRU\�RI�WKH�GD\¶V�VLQIXO�LQIUDFWLRQV���
$QG�,¶G�JR�HYHQ�IXUWKHU�WR�VSHFXODWH�WKDW�PRVW�RI�\RX�KDYH�ORQJ�DJR�GLVFDUGHG�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�
sin as an antiquated and even oppressive concept.  Our very religious tradition was born of 
the conviction that God was love, that Hell was a lie, and that all were saved, by virtue of 
EHLQJ�WKH�FKLOGUHQ�RI�*RG���7KRVH�ROG�8QLYHUVDOLVWV�GLGQ¶W�GHQ\�WKH�UHDOLW\�RI�VLQ��EXW�KHOG�WKDW�
all could and would be reconciled. 
 
2YHU�WKH�SDVW�����\HDUV��ZH¶YH�lost the language to speak of the profound alienation hat sin 
FUHDWHV�EHWZHHQ�RXUVHOYHV�DQG�DOO�WKDW¶V�XOWLPDWH�DQG�HVVHQWLDO�DQG�VDFUHG���:H�KDYH��E\�
and large, substituted alternate frames of reference to explain the consequences of sin.  
There are psychological diagnoses.  There are sociological theories.  There are 
environmental explanations.  I have no doubt that such disciplines each have their rightful 
place in describing dimensions of human behavior.  But, it seems to me, that what each 
respective discipline lacks is a certain moral dimension that goes beyond explaining cause 
and effect, and is capable of interpreting the meaning of our frequent sense of estrangement 
from the good. 



 
I realize that for many of you, sin may remain something of a spiritual anachronism that is 
MXVW�PRUH�WKDQ�\RX�FDQ�LQFRUSRUDWH�LQWR�\RXU�UHOLJLRXV�YRFDEXODU\���,¶P�FHUWDLQ�WKDW�,�KDYH�OHVV�
WURXEOH�ZLWK�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�VLQ�WKDQ�PRVW��VLQFH�,�JUHZ�XS�88��DQG�QHYHU�KHDUG�RI�LW�µWLO�,�ZHQW�
WR�'LYLQLW\�6FKRRO���,�GLGQ¶W�KDYH�WR�peel away layers of guilt and shame that so many spend 
so much of their lives recovering from.  Sin is a case of suffering; but if exists mostly, not as a 
consequence of our behavior, but as a condition of our being.  Anger ±�RQH�RI�WKH�³%LJ�
6HYHQ´�VLQV�LV not a behavior.   It is a state of being.  A state of being, which brings about 
suffering, alienation, separation.   
 
$�ORYHO\�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�VLQ�OHDSW�RII�WKH�SDJH�RI�D�ZRQGHUIXO�QRYHO�,�UHDG�WKLV�VXPPHU���,W¶V�
called The Solace of Leaving Early, and in it, one of the main characters, a minister, was 
ZUHVWOLQJ�ZLWK�KLV�RZQ�VHUPRQ�RQ�VLQ�ZKHQ�KH�SXW�WR�SDSHU�WKLV�VHQWHQFH���³:H�KDYH��QRQH�RI�
XV��OLYHG�RXU�OLYHV�DV�ZH�RXJKW�WR�KDYH��DQG�PD\EH�WKDW¶V�D�JRRG��ZRUNLQJ�GHILQLWLRQ�RI�VLQ���
*RG�GRHVQ¶W�FDUH��WKH�DQJHOV�GRQ
W�FDUH��QR�RQH�LV�PDG�DW�XV�IRU�RXU�IDLOXUHV���%XW�WKDW¶V�WKH�
agony [of sin]; to know our better selves, the life we might have lived is there, just out of 
UHDFK�´ 
 
After 17 years in the ministry, I need no more proof of the existence of sin.  I¶YH�VHHQ�SOHQW\���
I see it not in behaviors that are evil, or in willful violations of conduct but in the form of 
profound obstacles to spiritual growth:  in self-deception, in despair, in privilege, in 
helplessness.  They arrest the possibilities of reconciliation with other people, with our own 
VSLULWV��DQG�ZLWK�WKH�VRXUFH�RI�DOO���:KHQ�ZH¶UH�WUDSSHG�E\�D�VWDWH�RI�VLQ��ZH�EHFRPH�
obsessed with ourselves, we not only forget how to find our way back in to the world, but we 
forget the reasons we would want to get back there.  Sin seems to function as a spiritual 
DQHVWKHVLD�WKDW�NHHSV�XV�IURP�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�IXOO�UDQJH�RI�OLIH¶V�GHHSHVW�MR\V�DQG�
harshest pain. 
 
The Seven Deadly Sins have been around since the 6th century.  Believe it or not, they even 
have their own website, complete with on online gift shop where you can buy T-shirts, coffee 
mugs, and bumper stickers emblazoned with your favorite sin.  At that website there is also 
an invitation to nominate your own new deadly sin, and make your own mark on morality.  
Among the current nomination at the website are:  whininess, letting your cell phone ring in 
SXEOLF��DQG�ZDWFKLQJ�WHOHYLVLRQ����,¶P�VXUH�%RE�7KRPSVRQ�± our guest speaker next week ± 
would take issue with that!)   
 
It just may be time for a new list.  One commentator remarked that in this day and age, the 
current list might hold more promise for marketing a new line of perfumes than for guiding 
our moral compass.  There is a certain amount of allure to many of them.  All we have to do 
is look at our own culture to see the ways that old-time vices have been transformed into new 
age virtues.     
 
Pride is seen no longer as the root of evils, but is justifiably recognized as the foundation of 
self-respect and self-esteem.  Greed, the drive to possess, drives the engine of a consumer 
VRFLHW\�OLH�RXUV���2QO\�QRZ�ZH�FDOO�LW�SURVSHULW\���/XVW�«�ZHOO��ZKDW�FDQ�,�VD\���:KHUH�ZRXOG�
most reality TV be without it?  Gluttony may be pass� to the extent that it is incompatible with 
a culture of thinness, yet the diet industry reminds us of all the hungers that eating never 
feeds.  And with anger, the only sort that is bad is the sort that goes unexpressed.  Envy 
ZRUNV�RQ�XV�WR�EH�DPELWLRXV���$QG�VORWK�LV�QRZ�EHWWHU�NQRZQ�DV�³OHLVXUH�´�DQG�PDQ\�WRLO�DW�
their work with one eye on the leisure that work will buy.  In an attempt to build lives of self-



fulfillment, we have rendered the seven deadly sins into a cohesive, alluring, and culturally 
DFFHSWDEOH�ZD\�RI�OLIH���&OHYHU��DUHQ¶W�ZH" 
 
Yet times like these have generated a new generation of deadly sins for us to guard against.  
Other equally powerful forces stand between us and our longing for whole and fully engaged 
OLYHV���0\�OLVW�LV�E\�QR�PHDQV�FRPSUHKHQVLYH����,�VXSSRVH�LW¶V�PRVWO\�PDGH�XS�RI�WKH�RQH�,¶P�
most susceSWLEOH�WR����,¶G�HQFRXUDJH�\RX�WR�FRQVLGHU�GUDZLQJ�XS�D�OLVW�RI�\RXU�RZQ��VR�WKDW�
when they appear you will know them for what they are.   
 
,�ZRXOG�ILUVW�QRPLQDWH�IRU�D�VHDW�LQ�+HOO��WKH�SHUVRQ�ZKR�LQYHQWHG�³PXOWL-WDVNLQJ�´�WKDW�FXUVH�
so well depicted in tKLV�PRUQLQJ�UHDGLQJ���,W¶V�SURGXFWLYLW\�UXQ�DPRN���:H�UXVK�WKURXJK�OLIH�
without even seeing what we are doing; so much it has become the norm.  The most visible 
sign of this are cell phones.  In cars, in malls, in restaurants, in church, at concerts.  But best 
of all was watching two women walking together down Salina Street ± both of them talking to 
someone who was somewhere else ± on their cell phones.  The curse of speed has its own 
seductions.  It deludes us into believing our time is of a higher order of value than others.  If 
you wonder what I mean ±�WKLQN�RI�KRZ�\RX�IHHO�ZKHQ�\RX¶UH�VWXFN�LQ�D�VORZ�WR�QRQ-moving 
OLQH�DW�WKH�JURFHU\�VWRUH���5DWKHU�WKDQ�UHSHDWLQJ�WR�\RXUVHOI��³thank you for this opportunity to 
breathe´�\RX�IHHO�OLNH�LW¶V�VRPH�JUDYH�LQMXstice that you should have to wait, doing nothing, for 
four minutes. 
 
Milan Kundera, in his book Slowness, suggests that our cultural need for speed promotes 
forgetting.  He explains how if a person wants to forget something, he will pick up speed 
walking down the street.  The person who wants to remember something, slows her pace.  
And speeding up in general makes a person forget no only specific things, but basic values 
and ideals for how to live well.   
 
We rush and we run ± it turns out ± often away from ourselves. 
 
$QRWKHU�GHPRQ�WKDW¶V�DOZD\V�ORRNLQJ�IRU�D�VRXO�WR�WRUPHQW�LV�SHUIHFWLRQLVP���<RX�NQRZ��LW�WRRN�
PH�\HDUV�WR�EH�SHUIHFW��DQG�RQO\�WKHQ�GLG�,�UHDOL]H�LW�ZDV�VRPHRQH�HOVH¶V�YHUVLRQ�RI�
³SHUIHFWLRQ´�,�KDG�DWWDLQHG���$QG�,�KDG�WR�VHWWOH�IRU�LPSHUIHFtion in the eyes of others, to be 
DEOH�WR�DFFHSW�LW�LQ�P\�RZQ���$QQH�/DPRWW�FDOOV�SHUIHFWLRQLVP�³WKH�YRLFH�RI�WKH�RSSUHVVor�´��,W�
calls us into an accountability we could never satisfy, and unless we really step back to see 
the process at work ± we become almost addicted to the meager rewards of now and then 
being thrown a treat for performing well.  In the quest for perfection we lose sight ± and 
satisfaction ± of the good, but also we neglect the essential lesson and insights of our 
blessed failures.  I guarantee you ± no one other than yourself ± will ever honor you 
LPSHUIHFWLRQV�«�VR�GRQ¶W�H[SHFW�LW���%XW�\RX�FDQ�EHIULHQG�\RXU�IODZV�DQG�IDLOXUHV����VLW�ZLWK�
WKHP�«�PDNH�VRPH�VHQVH�RI�WKHP�«�GLVVROYH�\RXU�IHDU�RI�WKHP���,W¶V�QRW�D�SHUIHFW�VROXWLRQ��,�
know,�EXW�LW¶V�DOO�,�KDYH� 
 
7R�P\�³VKRUW�OLVW´�RI�GHDGO\�VLQV�IRU�WLPHV�OLNH�WKHVH��,�ZRXOG�DGG�MXGJPHQW��DQG�QRW�WKH�³JRRG�
MXGJPHQW´�ZH�KRSH�IRU�LQ�RXU�FKLOGUHQ��RXU�FRXUWV��RXU�FRXQVHORUV�DQG�FOHUJ\���1R��QRW�WKDW�
kind of judgment.  I mean the kind of judgment, which takes as its main ingredient arrogance.  
The kind of judgment which is so easy for people of privilege to impose on the world.  There 
is a harshness about judgment that masquerades as confidence ± as certainty ± which 
actually may be a hedge against our doubts and uncertainties.  Because once our judgments 
are finalized ±�ZH�GRQ¶W�UHDOO\�KDYH�WR�WKLQN�DERXW�LW�DQ\�PRUH����)RU�PH��WKH�WHVW�LV�WR�UHPDLQ�
open to the possibility that Donald Rumsfeld may indeed have a soul.)  We no longer feel 
obliged to view any new evidence that might ± god forbid ± compel us to change our minds.  



7KH�UHODWHG�YLUWXH�LVQ¶W�FRPSOHWH�QHXWUDOLW\�RU�DPELJXLW\��EXW�D�KXPLOLW\�WKDW�DOORZV�XV�WR�KROG�D�
position and risk learning otherwise.  And sadly, humility is a virtue in short supply. 
 
I would add to my list of sins particularly dangerous in the world we inhabit, the deadening 
curse of apathy.  If sin is about separation and estrangement ± apathy is a textbook case.  
Apathy is a form of unaccountability, or irresponsibility.  Because if we find a way not to care, 
to distance ourselves from the blights that diminish the shared conditions of our being ± be it 
urban violence, or environmental degradation, or economic injustice ± then we will never be 
capable of the impulse to bring about healing and change.  We would like to be innocent by-
VWDQGHUV��EXW�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�DSDWK\��WKDW¶V�DQ�R[\PRURQ���:H�DUH��QRQH�RI�XV��LQQRFHQW���/LNH�
WKH�EXPSHU�VWLFNHUV�,�VDZ�\HVWHUGD\�PRUQLQJ�DV�,�IROORZHG�$PDQGD�%URZQ¶V�FDU�XS�
Meadowbrook Drive ± ³,I�\RX¶UH�QRW�RXWUDJHG��<RX¶UH�QRW�SD\LQJ�DWWHQWLRQ�´ 
 
,¶YH�VDYHG�WKH�ZRUVW�IRU�ODVW�«�RU�DW�OHDVW�WKH�ZRUVW�IURP�P\�RZQ�H[SHULHQFH�RI�NQRZLQJ�
estrangement from all that I value in my life, and that is despair.  I distinguish this from 
depression, which I am also acquainted with.  Despair is a spiritual malady, which can mingle 
with depression, but which cannot be mediated away.  Despair is a place.  We even speak of 
it as such ±�VD\LQJ�VRPHRQH�LV�³LQ�GHVSDLU�´��:KHQ�ZH�JR�WKHUH�± for all the obvious reasons 
ZH¶UH�JLYHQ�WR�GHVSDLU�LQ�OLIH�± we become incapacitated by our own sense of resignation and 
grief.   
 
It is, for me, the worst sin on my list, because it is a place without hope, without joy, without 
insight, without companionship, without power.  It�GRHVQ¶W�JHW�PXFK�ZRUVH�WKDQ�GHVSDLU���$QG�
anyone paying attention to the world these days is a candidate for despair.  Iraq.  The 
California recall.  The state of the city schools.  The drug culture.  Terrorism.  The Patriot Act.  
Fill in the blank.  We aUH�UHTXLUHG�WR�EH�ZKDW�&RUQHO�:HVW�KDV�FDOOHG�³3ULVRQHUV�RI�+RSH´�± 
FDSWLYH�RI�DQ�LOORJLFDO�DQG�LUUHSUHVVLEOH�IRUFH�RI�JRRG«$OZD\V�FDSDEOH�RI�WUXVW��RU�ZLVGRP��RI�
laughter, and of justice.   
 

In times like these, sometimes hope is all we have, and most of the time, 
LW�LV�EOHVVHGO\�HQRXJK���3HUKDSV�LW¶V�DOZD\V�EHHQ�WKDW�ZD\« 

The realities of life always have included the experiences of estrangement and separation. 
It is a part of how the world is made.  It may be the condition to which all the early prophets 

and mystics were trying to name. 
 

That living well ± that living virtuously is a life-long work of art, 
marked by trial and error the need for forgiveness, 

and continual rededication to the quest to lie in harmony with the ebb and flow of life. 
,W�GRHVQ¶W matter whether there are five, or seven, or seventy deadly sins.  The crucial thing is 
to discover the trap doors that swallow us whole and impoverish our being, and the escape 

hatches that give us passage to the world in which we might live well, love fully, and to know 
that we are here and home and whole. 

 
Happy campers, 

even as prisoner of hope. 


