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Original Sin

You can blame it on to Adam
you can blame it on to Eve
you can blame it on the apple,
but that I can’t believe.
It was God who made the Devil
and the woman and the man
and there wouldn’t be an apple
if it wasn’t in the plan.

These ironic reflections of Sydney Carter in his poem “Friday Morning” were inspired 
by Genesis 2 and 3. The story, which we read as a myth, a metaphor which provides a 
symbolic picture of something we understand about life, is deceptively simple. It is just 
3 short scenes and four characters, all placed in one location. The characters do not 
develop in the story and the interactions between them are not complicated. Details and 
interpretive comments are few. And yet this story of love gone awry, in which the 
humans blame God for their predicament, has made a huge impact on the history and 
culture of many peoples. A reading of Genesis, which sees it as showing God as 
ordaining male superiority and female inferiority, and as portraying woman as the 
Temptress/trouble maker, has acquired canonical status. Oppressive policies in the 
church, and in civil life, have followed and have not yet been fully reversed. Matthew 
Fox and feminist theologians such as Rosemary Radford-Reuther have sought to alert 
the Church to possible new dimensions to this text, and the distortions to which it has 
become subject in the history of the tradition. Our over familiarity with this story means 
shifting the stereotypes built up around it is a huge task.

Since the days of St Augustine (esp 410-20 AD), this story has been understood as the 
basis for the doctrine of Original Sin. This doctrine has a long and complex history. 
Briefly what it means is that whereas in the beginning humans were created with the 
capacity for fellowship with God and relationship with another, and were not subject to 
pain, death or other limits, this ideal state of relationship was injured and these 
privileges forfeited through transgressing the one limit God set. Humans yielded to the 
temptation to ignore what God had said and allowed themselves to be seduced into 
thinking they could be like God. The figure of the snake means that this temptation 
came from the world. It was a creature that introduced the thought. Temptation is 
manifest as a personal will hostile to God. From the beginning humans willed to live 
their own way. This choice was understood as a primeval catastrophe that dislocated the 
original intentions for the cosmos. In consequence of this all people became liable to 
live subject to disruptive desire, suffering and death. All human endeavours and 
relationships were tainted by this will to power, in this is found the source of evil, and it 
accounts for us living in what seems to be a flawed universe.
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Prior to Augustine the church had not clearly formulated belief in Original Sin and 
some parts of it did not use the term. However the church spoke widely and openly of 
Redemption from sin by way of Jesus Christ. There were two influences upon 
Augustine to articulate the doctrine. His own struggle with desire that led him on a long 
path before he came to faith. When that moment came he realised that even in his 
sinfulness God’s desire for him preceded his desire for God. Secondly this doctrine was 
clarified in a vigorous controversy with Pelagius, a British lay theologian who asserted 
that humans were able to achieve salvation in their own strength. Pelagius and his 
followers were people of great moral earnestness who stressed the importance of 
example, good or bad. They said Adam was simply a bad example and preached Christ 
as a paragon of virtue, but not as the saviour of the world. They aimed to create a 
perfect church of the elite as an example to the world. Augustine’s believed this was a 
repeat of the story of the Garden. It dislodged God’s primal gift of grace and placed 
human will to power at the centre.

Twelve centuries after Augustine, but influenced by him and the writings of St Paul, 
and by his own struggle for faith, the Reformer Martin Luther restated the doctrine of 
Original Sin. For him sinfulness is not a matter of particular deeds. It is more like a state 
of endemic disease that surrounds humanity as a result of the disrupted God 
relationship. This is the source of all human folly and perversion. What puts the 
relationship right, for Luther, is not a change of human will. It is an action of God who 
moves to enter into our fallen state and restore what is lost so that humans are set free to 
see and to choose again the way of God. The restoration however does not result in 
perfect humans; it results in humans who have had their guilt taken away. They will 
indeed continue to struggle with ignorance, desire and death, but they have before them 
the image of Christ and what he gained for us, rather than Adam and his loss. For 
Luther the human situation is that God has provided the one who removed our guilt and 
gave us an alternative. Humans have a clean score card, and so a new start is really 
possible. In this way, as Paul says in Romans, Christ is the originator of a new race of 
humanity, characterised by acquittal, life and righteousness. All of these are stronger 
than ignorance, desire and death. In this way it is possible to see that God intended the 
universe to be a place of blessing, and worked to make it so again when things had gone 
astray.

As we begin our journey towards the Easter Mystery we hear texts which give us the 
foundation of our understanding of who we are before God. They are weighty texts, and 
may fill us with gloom. But actually we are being offered something very positive here. 
In Matthew, we see the one who was God’s gift to us, tempted as we are, and yet one 
who chose to live for God, not himself. He chose to place no barriers between his will 
and the will of God, and so a new possibility is opened for us.

At the end of the service we are going to sing Newman’s Hymn, Praise to the Holiest in 
the height. I understand that the late George Yule would not sing the verse in this, 
which speaks of a “higher gift than grace”. I set you a Lenten test to discover why he 
felt like that! The story of Adam and Eve is a troubling tale. And the world, and the 
church, are places where it often seems easier to believe in the Fall than in our 
redemption in Jesus Christ. But the Gospel is that, although we live in a flawed 
universe, and struggle with our deep self-interest, God is not aloof from our problems 
and has not left us to our own devices. God has chosen to enter the desert of life that we 
know. God has chosen to keep company with the fallen, in order to win us back to life. 
Thanks be to God and to God be praise.
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