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On the lower part of Boston’s Beacon Hill stands the landmark Church of the Advent.  One of the country’s most prominent Anglo-Catholic shrines, it’s a parochial hodgepodge of with Boston Brahmins and Back Bay matrons, young yuppie families, lovers of church music, and gay preppies.  In the 1980’s the rector at “The Advent”, as it is usually called, was Father Richard Holloway, who would go on to become the Bishop of Edinburgh, and then Primus, or Presiding Bishop, of the Scottish Episcopal Church.

Father Holloway once gave a Lenten sermon series on the Seven Deadly Sins.  Not counting Palm Sunday, Lent has five weeks, and there were seven sins, so twice he had to double up; once, I recall, he put together gluttony and lust, and created a hybrid sin called glust.  I suppose that is better than pairing off sloth with gluttony, which could result in sluttony.  

The church was overflowing, partly because Father Holloway was a phenomenal preacher; partly, too, because of the topic.  In speaking with him during the Sherry Hour [how very meet and right!] he opined that had he announced that his series would be on the Seven Godly Virtues, there would have been plenty of empty seats.
He knew then, as we know now, that sin sells, and sells sensationally.

We don’t need to be told that.  Things that titillate, that are risqué and naughty, enthralls us.  Ethical lapses, tabloid headlines, falls from grace among the great and the good can whip us into a kind of moralistic feeding frenzy.  We’ve just started primary season and the race for the White House—so stay tuned! There’s a certain inherent voyeurism in the 21st-century western world, with our eyes trained to look at, and our noses to sniff out, that which is lurid.  
I think that is true, at least in part, because we have lost the idea of what sin really is.  If sin sells, it doesn’t sell under its own name.

We may not be uncomfortable with the notion of sin in the abstract; we are, however, much more queasy about applying the word, and all the stands behind it, to specific situations in our lives, or those of family or friends.

We have rejected the premise that certain things are inherently sinful, for all people, in all times and places, and we tend to enshroud sin in the cloak of “Situational Ethics”—what is wrong for me in this instance might not be wrong for you in another.  If your plane crashes in the snow-covered Andes, it is right, if not altogether pleasant, to eat your departed comrades in order to survive.  It’s quick a different thing to run over to Jones, Rich, and Hutchins  for a between-meal snack.

We don’t even use the word “sin” much anymore—unless we do so in such a wonderful oxymoronic phrase as “a rich, moist chocolate cake, sinfully delicious”.  And then the word doesn’t repel, it invites.  How much more unappealing and lackluster when we declare that “Virtue is its own reward.”  Pass that sinfully delicious cake, please!

No, we don’t use the word “sin”, because it’s embarrassing, and it’s simply not good manners.  It’s  not the done thing to talk about sin, because then you have to talk about sinners, and soon you sound like a soap-box preacher, and since they’re all hypocrites anyway, what’s the point?

It’s much better to use terms that are a little more politically correct.  It wasn’t a “sin”:  it was inappropriate behavior.  “He certainly used poor judgment.”  “I can’t imagine what made her do such a silly thing!”  “His actions were regrettable; from his point of view, however, they can seem almost understandable.”
So where did sin go?  For a three-letter, not even a four-letter, word, it carries an awful lot of weight.  It’s a heavy, frightening word, and one that has been used and abused over the centuries to drag people down into the depths of despair.  To talk about “sin” was to impose an attitude of worthlessness about ourselves.  To admit to sin was to become a defeatist, and we soon become overwhelmed by the magnitude of it all.

If sin is real, then the way that the Church has used its existence as an instrument of punishment  for its members is no less real.  If at any given moment we dare to look honestly at the mirror of our own souls, we’re sure to find at least five of the seven big and deadly ones playing leap-frog within us.  

We know about anger, and malice; lust is no stranger, nor avarice.  And not talking about sin, not calling it by its real name, doesn’t make it go away—it just makes it dig in deeper.

Many people look for some way out:  turn to Doctor Phil.  Go to Border’s and find the latest book that is bound to rid us of oppressive chains of counterproductive behavior.  Try aromatherapy.  Or meditation.  Yoga, or a primal scream or two.   I’m okay; you’re okay.  So why don’t I feel better?  Why don’t you?

We don’t feel better because, despite the rallying-cry for a self-help life, sin exists, and it is real.  And if we want to be free from it, we must start by naming it.  

The first step for someone seeking the life-changing benefits of a twelve-step program is to be able to get up in front of a group and say, “I’m James, and I’m ….an alcoholic/a drug abuser/a shopaholic.”  You must say the word for the healing to begin.

And for Christians, too.  We mustn’t shy away from the fact that sin is part and parcel of the human condition, and it is one aspect of our corporate and individual lives that has amazing staying power.  From the beginning of creation, to this moment.  While we are not inherently sinful, we are unavoidably—and often, unapologetically—sinners.  

Sin is a real part of our life and of our world; but there is something else even more real, more tenacious, and more enduring.  John the Baptist points the way in today’s gospel when he says, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”     He announces to all who can hear him that this man, this Jesus to whom he points, who has called four fishermen to join him in a new and uncharted journey, this Jesus can do what we yearn to have done, and cannot do.

He can—he will—he does—take  away our sins.  

We often say or sing that just prior to receiving Holy Communion:  O Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the world, have mercy on us.  Grant us your peace.  We remind ourselves, before we approach the Lord’s Table, that it is only through Jesus that we are brought to this place, and to this point.

It is this Lamb of God, this Jesus, who insists, that we are worthy to be in the presence of God.

It is the Lamb of God who looks deep within us, holding before us a new perspective that insists that we are half full in the likeness of God, rather than half empty with a badly-flawed human nature.

It is the Lamb of God who calls to us to dare to be honest with ourselves, and it is the Lamb of God who enters into the deepest recesses of our souls, to remove those growths on our souls that would seek to do us harm.

He takes away the sin of the world.  And just “the world’s” sin:  Yours, and mine.  He takes it away.  Not just overlooks, or ignores for a time.  Jesus doesn’t keep a spiritual or emotional ledger where he stores my sins, to be pulled out as an indictment at a later date.  

He wipes the slate clean, with no blots, or marks, or tell-tale signs.  Nothing left, except a new beginning.
And we can breathe again.  And walk again.  And hold our heads up again.  And be present to one another again.

All because of the Lamb of God.

So let’s call sin by its name, so that the Lamb of God can start working on it.  No more excuses, self-deception, or rationalization.  Christ cannot accomplish the plan of salvation when we erect stumbling-blocks of our own delusion.  But when we claim the truth of our human condition, Christ will respond with the truth of God’s salvation.  A new chance, a new beginning:  a new life!

Amen.

