The Texts of the Convivium

IN WHAT SENSE DO EVIL AND DEATH

COME FROM THE SIN OF MEN?

I truly cannot understand how man’s sin can be considered that which first introduced all evil into creation.

In terms of the Biblical account, there was already an imbalance in the earthly paradise: the presence of the serpent, the wicked and insidious tempter. Adam and Eve’s stay in the earthly paradise was quite brief: only seven hours, Adam himself told Dante, when they met in the eighth heaven (Par., XXVII, 139-142).

Also, in terms of a study of the living species from whom man himself descends, one cannot help but note how these creatures already exhibit all the premises of the instinct of oppression, violence, and even cruelty. 

In a situation in which the life of each creature is sustained by the death of others, such an instinct has helped the individual species to survive. Here, however, we have the ruthless, inexorable logic of vital egotism, which on the horizon of the spirit reveals itself to be one and the same as the logic of sin. 

The Bible itself speaks to us of an original sin of the angels, preceding that of man. I have spoken of it in other works. I will limit myself here to cite a series of biblical passages (Wis 2, 23-24; Isa 14, 12-15; Ezek 28, 2-18; 31, 9-14; Jn 8, 42-47; Eph 6, 11-12; 2 Pet 2, 4; 1 Jn, 3, 8; Rev 12, 7-9; 20, 13) and quickly move on to consider human sin. 

The sin of men and all its consequences should be seen in relationship with their vocation to the responsibilities entrusted to them, also in terms of the rest of creation.

Thus, God creates men in his image and likeness and entrustes them with the task of administrating creation and, indeed, fulfilling it. He gives them the possibility of attaining eternal life. They are at the fork in the road, one way leading to eternal life, called “incorruption” in the book of Wisdom (2, 23), the other containing the fruits of death (the death St. Paul calls “the wages of sin” (Rom 6, 23).

Adam is the man full of grace who falls short of his vocation: Christ is the Man-God who repairs the consequences of the sin of men, inasmuch as His incarnated divinity closes any hiatus, any abyss. Christ opens a road, which all men must journey, because He Himself has made it viable for anyone who undertakes it, following Him, in intimate union with Him.

Adam, that is, man, was a first attempt by God to fulfill creation with the help of the creatures themselves. The attempt failed at first, and men succeeded in translating it into act only in virtue of a new, far more powerful manifestation of God: the incarnation.

With Christ, the situation of sin and death is overcome. He is the prototype of that incarnation of God in men and in the world, which alone can bring creation to its perfective fulfillment. But from whom, and from what, does evil originate?

Considering how much potential for evil there was in nature already at the advent of man, I draw the conclusion that the first truly original sin was that of the angels.

Now, why should man be made responsible for such a sum of evils? I believe that this is possible in the light of the responsibilities that have been entrusted to man.

Man is called to promote life. But he can truly do so only by adhering to the vital impulse that draws the universe into being and strives to fulfill its creation. This is the creative act of God. A voice that speaks to man from his innermost being solicits him to support that bursting impulse, which always moves in the direction of truth, goodness, and maximum and perfect creativity.

In entrusting himself to the supreme vital élan, in cooperating with it, man collaborates in creation and, in doing so, fulfills the divine will. But he can also take on a different, even opposite attitude. He can choose the stance of self-centeredness, egotism, and sin.

Man sins whenever he puts himself at the center, as if he were the only beginning and end, as if God did not exist; sin means turning one’s back on God, and thus, on the first Source of life. It is a walk toward death, toward the terminus of a long process of parching, hardening, and withering.

The sinner makes everything depend on his own will, doing whatever he pleases. This becomes law for him and also for the others, and he systematically abuses his power over them. For him, everything is a means to be used without scruple, or an obstacle to be broken down. There is no longer anything hindering or blocking him from acting as he wills, nor respect for anything or anyone.

Here, nature itself becomes the object of the grimmest exploitation. Natural resources are attacked and squeezed to draw out the greatest immediate profit, without any concern for other factors.

At a certain point, the spiritual death of inwardly parched and withered subjects becomes even the physical death of the planet itself. The uninhibited exploitation of natural resources leads to the most varied forms of pollution of the air, water, and soil, radioactive, thermal, acoustic, and food pollution, that together threaten the survival of the earth, condemned to a slow inexorable degradation, if remedies are not taken soon. 

Perception of the spiritual truth that the wages of sin is death is no longer limited to particular discernment through interior maturation: now, this truth has gained everyone’s attention in the most actual, objective and tangible way. A kind of “casting out nines!”
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