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MODERN THEORIES OF ORIGINAL SIN,
AND THE DOGMA
OF THE IMMACULATE CONCEPTION

There has been an enormous amount written during the past
two decades on new theories of original sin; but surprisingly
little of it can be brought into meaningful contact with the
dogma of the Immaculate Conception. One reason 1s that a
good deal of it has been the work of hit and mn theologans
who collide vehemently with the classical notton of original
sin, but don't linger at the scene of the accident long enough
for a person to determine 1n what direction they are speeding,
or even whether they have got a valid theological licenciate
They pronounce the classtcal notion to be mythological in char-
acter, and based on a static view of the world that is unaccept-
able to the modern mind; they knowingly affirm that it has
been replaced by new concepts more congental to a dynamuc,
evolutionary perspective  And indeed they demonstrate thesr
own dynamism by the unflagging stamina with which they re-
peat these charges, but they don't usually say much about the
new theory that 1s to replace the one they have annihilated.

Even when you confine attention to the serious literature,
you do not find many attempts to construct a full and coherent
theory of original sin ‘There have been many exegetical studies
of Genesis 2 and 3 and Romans 5, and many historico-critical
essays on the theology of Augustine and the doctrne of Car-
thage, Orange and Trent. All of these contribute to our un-
derstanding of the problem, but most of them touch only
obliquely on, or contmbute only fragmentanly towards, its
solution.,

Finally, the relatively few works which have attempted to
construct 2 new theoty of original sin are usually preoccupted
with the problem of integrating it into an evolutionary per-
spective. ‘That is to say, they are focused on the meaning of
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Modern Theortes of Original Sin 113

Adam and the origins of the human race, and therefore, so far
as sin is concerned, on peccatum originale originans, rather
than on original s as it affects man today—percatum orig-
tnale ortgmatum. But it is only on the latter point that these
theories can be related to the Immaculate Conception. You
can make what you hke out of Adam, Eve and the apple;
your theory will not make contact with Mary's privilege until
you draw out its implications in regard to that sinfulness to
which other men are subject from birth, but from which Mary
was by grace exempt

In the field thus delimited, I find four distinct theories that
call for attentton, two of them very briefly, and two at greater
length, The first author to be considered briefly is Teilhard
de Chardin* Even though he wrote only very sketchily and
tentatively about original sin, his ideas have done more to
orient the direction of contemporary theology on this subject
than those of any professional theologian

t For practical reasons, this paper will confine attention to the theories
of Catholic theologians

2 Teilhard de Chatdin composed two unpublished essays on orginal sin
Notes tur quelgues représentations bistorigues posubles du péché originel
(2n 8-page manuscnipt, 1924), and Réflexions sur le péché orginel (a2 7-
Page manuscript, 1947}

He also speaks of the subject in La tse cormigue, (1916), Eerits du temps
de la guerre (Pans, 1963), p 61, Quelgues vuer générales sur Pessemce
du christranime (unpublished manuseript of 3 pages, 1939), Comment
e vout (unpublished manuscript of 26 pages, 1948), p 20, note 32; and
Létoffe de Pumwverse (1953), published in Oenvres de Prerre Tedkbard de
Chardin (Paris, 1955-1965) vu1, 405

As 15 evident from these references, the more mportant part of Teil-
hard's woitings en enginal sin have not yet been published In the re-
marks that follow, I am relying on the interesting essay of Chastopher
Mooney, 3], who has access to the unpublished papers, Tedbard de
Chardin and the Mystery of Christ (New York, 1964, Image Book ed
1968) pp 142-151)
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Teilhard reacted against the classical concept of original
sin as too narrow and too negative® It did not provide a broad
enough basis for the cosmic dimensions he wanted to attribute
to the Redemption, and 1t dtd not chime with the optimism of
his view of man mn evolutton He proposed instead to regard
original sin as a mythical representation of the imperfection
intrinsic to an evolving world The doctrne of ongmal sin,
he says-

expresses, translates and personifies, tn an instantaneous and local-
1ized action, the perenmial 2nd vnuversal law of deficiency which
governs humanity in virtue of sts betng 2 frers ¢

So far as I know, this theory has not been adopted as it
stands by any sertous theologian ® The reason 1s obvious The
imperfection natural to beings that have to grow to maturity
is not sin 1 any sense of the word Nevertheless, the ideas of
Tetlhard have influenced nearly all the new theonies of orginal
sin that have appeared 1n the past decade, and they are symp-
tomatic of motivations, preoccupations, and predommant drnifts
even beyond the range of their actual influence

Let us turn now to the three remaining theories Classical
theology identified original sin with congemtal moral disor-
ders such as concupiscence The new theortes all reject this
identification; although, it should be pointed out, none of the
authors we are about to consider seems to have a very profound

It 15 not so much what he wrote about onginal sin that has had ths
influence, as the spint and logtc of his cosmolegy In this regard, it is
sigmificant that Piet Smulders, after pointing out that the ideas of Teilhard
on this subject could be presented very brefly, nevertheless feels com-
pelled to supplement his essay on Telhard's vision with an appendix on
the theoty of original sin (The Desgn of Tedbard de Chardin, Newman
1967, appendw III) It 15 also significant 1o another way that, instead of
presenting or elaborating Tedhard's theory, he offers one of his own, de-
stgned to satsfy the extgencies of both Telhard’s cosmology and Chrs-
tzan doctrine  See some further remarks at the end of this paper

4 Cited by Mooney, p 149, from Notes sur quelquer représentations ...,

p 6
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grasp of the Thomistic theory What they represent as “the
classical theory” is usually a compound of popular presenta-
tions and low grade manual theology; and the points they
object to are often quite adventitious or secondary.

Be that as it may, the new theories see original sin as con-
ststing 1n something other than a moral defect inherited along
with human nature Schoonenberg situates 1t in the sinful en-
vironment or atmosphere created by the community into which
the child is born  Vanneste, followed by Gutwenger, reduces
ortgmal sin to the incompleteness of the man who 1s not yet
united with Christ. Finally, Trooster proposes that original
sin is 2 kind of rudimentary actual sin that everyone inevitably
commits in early infancy

This last view does not demand lengthy consideration, so
we can take it up first Trooster © says’

“Onignal sin” 1n the unbaptized chuld could be deltneated as fol-
lows: 2 radical and fundamental unwillingness to accept God's
offer of salvation, due to the universal power of sin into which each
human being 15 born ?

The author makes it plain (ib#d.) that the “unwillingness”
which he has 1n mind 1s an actual sin, but of an “initial” sort
proportionate to the immaturity of the child who is its sub-
ject. This is only a reincatnation, modernized and popularized,
of the oldest and crudest musconception of original s, one
that was examued and found wanting long ago. Because
original sin must be concerved by analogy with actual sin, it
is here imagined to be simply actual st in an attenuated form,
This view rests upon the absurdity of supposing that an nfant

5 On thus point, see also Smuldlers, foc, ¢t

® Stephanus Trooster, S J, a former student of Schoonenberg (see p 3
of hus book), 1s now professor of dogmatic theology at the Jesuit Theo-
logical Semtnary of Maastricht, Netherlands His book, Evelurre i de
erfzondeleer (Bruges, 1965), has appeated in English as Ewvolution and

the doctrine of ortginal sn (Newman Press, 1968)
TIbd p, 123
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is capable in some way of a responsible personal decsion It
creates the problem, to which 1t gives only a specious, mythical
answer,® of why every child makes the same wrong deciston.
And it goes aganst the tendency of modern child psychology
to put off till later, rather than earlier, the time when the child
becomes capable of serious sin.

If, however, we disregard these objections, and compare
Trooster's theory with the doctrine of the Immaculate Concep-
tion, it might appear at first sight that there is no conflict If
we suppose that an infant is capable of actual sin in an at-
tenuated form, we could hold that Mary was preserved by
grace from falling mto this sin I believe, however, that closer
examination discloses an incompatibility between these two
positions. According to the dogma, Mary was preserved from
original sin in the first instant of her conception. But there 1s
no possibulity of an actual sin in the first nstant of conception.
A human act 1s the act of a complete being already 1n existence;
and in any plausible version of Trooster’s theory, the first sin
could surely not be committed until after birth Hence, it
would be meaningless to say that Mary was preserved from sin

2 her conception
£ ] * *

The remaining two theories require 2 somewhat lengthier at-
tentton That of Schoonenberg® germinates out of the Johannine

e If the "power of sin” 15 to be understood on the basis of Trooster’s
preceding chapters, 1t 15 either 2 mythical notton that explains nothing, but
tself clamors for explanation, or 1t 15 the result of actual sin, and cannot
be given as the reason for the unvessality of the latter If at 15 to be
understood along the Line of Schoonenberg’s “sin situation,” as p 3 per-
haps suggests, it labors under all the difficulues of Schoonenberg’s theory
(see below) plus those peculiar to Trooster

® Piet Schoonenberg, SJ, was professor of theology at the Jesutt Scho-
lasticate of Maastricht, and subsequently professor of dogmatic theology
at the Catechetical Center of Nymegen His most famous work, De Macht
der Zonde (Malmberg, 's-Hertogenbosch, 1962), was published 1n Eng-
lish translation as Man and Stz (U of Notre Dame Press, 1965). This 15
the chief exposition of his thought, and all references to Schoonenberg's
thought, except where otherwise mdicated, will be to 1t
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expression, “Sm of the world.”** St John, like Sts Paul and
James, envisions the world as prostrate in sin under the power
of the evil one™ All three of these sacred writers, as well as
many of the prophets before them, seem to think of sin as
something deeper and more enveloping than individual human
musdeeds It appears at times to be one great evil resting
like a dark cloud upon the whole world and engendening all
the particular transgressions of men Schoonenberg undertakes
to analyze this “sin of the world,” and concludes with the
hypothesis that 1t 1s dentrcal with what 1s traditionally known
as original sin,

The sins we commit, he says, create a situation that influ-
ences others. The act of a free person is an invitation addressed
to the freedom of others, calling them to do i like manner
(111 ff) Moreover, by failling to give them good example,
we deprive them of the sttmulus and assistance they need to
develop a true moral conscience.'* When not only an indi-
vidual, but the community as a whole, so lives and thinks as
to urge a person to sin, the pressure becomes so great that it
is practically impossible for an individual to resist it (113 f1.).

In the extreme case, this impossibility can become absolute.
Schoonenberg suggests the example of the child born into a
family that lives by theft or prostitution If we suppose (what
can never really occur) that these values are totally absent
from the moral chimate i which the child matures, then, says

The followmng works by the same author are also pertient: Theologre
der Sande (Emnsiedeln, 1966) (not available to the present author), " ALys-
terinm mmiguitatss,” Wort und Wabrbert 21 (1966) 557-391 (this work I
have been able to cbtain only n the following digest-translation), Orsgmal
sin and man's sitnation, in THD 15 (1967) 203-208

10 Jobn 1 29: “Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin (not
sing!) of the world ” (Cf Man and sin, p 101)

1 Schoonenberg frequently refers to [ Jobn 519 “The whale world
15 1n the power of the evil one

12P 115 Schoonenberg does not say much about the nfluence of the
erroneous tdeals and standards and philosophy of lLife of the community,
nor of the efforts of others to persuade a man to act aganst his conscience,
but obviously these also belong to the sin situation
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Schoonenberg, 1t will be absolutely impossible for him to de-
velop an appreciation of them (p 115-117). Schoonenberg
stresses the fact that this impossibility is absolute in the strict
and proper sense

However, the final and decsive factor in the creation of the
sin situation lies in the sinner’s failure to mediate grace to
others. According to Schoonenberg, grace can be communi-
cated to a man only through the mediation of other men (119);
the sinner fails to do this. Now if we suppose a situation n
which no grace whatsoever is medtated, this will be equvalent
to original sin as traditionally understood. But can we imagine
a situation so sinful as to exclude all mediation of grace?
Schoonenberg proposes that the Crucifixion of Christ brought
about such a situation by excluding the unique Medtator of
grace from the world Whle it is true that God paradoxically
uses the death of Christ to usher m our Redemption, still, of
itself, and insofar as it is the act of man, the Crucifixion con-
stitutes the culminating act 1n the history of sin, excluding all
grace from the world so far as this depends on man (107,
120 ff )

This implies that prior to the Crucifixion mankind was 7ot
totally deprived of grace The grace given in primeval times
stull filtered down through human history, so that not only
Mary, but indeed many others may have been free from ong-
mal sin Only upon Chnst’s death™ did origmal sin become
strictly universal; but then it becomes so absolutely universal
that even 1if, per mposstble, Mary had come into the world
after the Cructixion, she could not have been conceived im-
maculate (189 £.).

To put the matter 1 another way, the Fall of man, by
which he 1s plunged into onginal sin, did not occur in the
beginning, but came about only gradually through a long
history of sin, and was not completed until the Crucifixion
(107 £)

13 Schoonenberg says, “death and resurrection” (p 190). But why the
latter addition?
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This idea, that the Fall was not completed, nor original stn
universal, unttl the Crucifixion, is the most dramatic and fa-
mous element of Schoonenberg’s theory, but it 1s not the point
to which he adheres most firmly In a later work, he stresses
its hypothetical character, and proposes another way of estab-
lishing the untversality of original stn without it (and one
which includes pre-christian men as well). “If,” he says, “one
considers origmal sin to be not only the situation of the mfant
at birth, but as situating man’s whole existence, then it is
fact unuversal Because sin has entered into the world, every
man will meet it 1n some form or other.”**

In either hypothess, origmal sin is the situation created for
us by the sins of the community around us 1t is not inherited
from our forebears,' but encountered among our contempo-
raries It resides within us, Schoonenberg 1s at great pans to
say (105, 173, 180); but 1t enters us from without, subsequent
to our birth It is not a congentally inherent factor of our
existence

* & ¥k

Schoonenberg's theory has attracted attention all over the
world, and has been welcomed as a plausible reinterpretation
of the dogma of original sin that also satisfies the demands of
modern thought It is my own conviction, however, that this
theory 1s both incompatible with the teachings of faith, and
incoherent n itself.

It seems to contradict the Catholtc fasth on a number of
points, e g the universality of original sin, the manner of its
propagation and the nature of its inherence. Thus, the Coun-
al of Trent, following that of Carthage, teaches that this sin
is transmitted by propagation, not imutation ** Schoonenberg’s

14 "Mystenium suquitabs,” as ated in TAD 15 (1968) 207.

15Thes does not of course mean that the sms of our forbears don't
contribute to 1t They had obviously had much to do with the creation of

that climate of sin that exists today
¥ Cf D-§ 223 and 1513
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theory 15 a theory of transmission by imitation ** He has indeed
gone to great lengths to show, by the aid of depth psychology,
that the influence of others affects us more intimately than s
commonly supposed; and in this he is no doubt right. But in
the last analysts, he 1s still proposing a theory of transmission
by imitation, which has been expressly excluded by the ma-
gisterizum as madequate

From a purely ntellectval point of wview, Schoonenberg’s
theory seems to be essentially incoherent It 15 based on two
explanations that are radically diverse: the natural moral in-
fluence of one man’s example and tdeas upon another, and the
supernatural commumication of grace, which transcends the
limitations to which moral influence is subject Schoonenberg
pushes the explanatton by moral influence as far as he can n
ordet to make ortgial sin humanly and naturally understand-
able. But in the end, in order to account for the universality
and absolute character of original sin, he 1s obliged to abandon
this natural explanation and appeal to the mediation of grace
Two different economies or dynamics are being used here, as
will be more apparent below. The effort to ink them in the
Crucifixion, presented on the one hand as the crownung act
of human sin, and on the other as the exclusion of the source
of grace, only camouflages the ambiguity. If it was the Cru-
afixion that made original sin universal and absolute, then the
moral influence of men on one another becomes irrelevant.
But if a decisive role s not attached to the Crucifixion, the
universality and absoluteness of original sin 1s impossible to
explain by appeal to moral influence.’®

In many other ways, I believe, Schoonenberg's theory is in-
consistent, mythical, and ncompatible with articles of faith
But because of its complexity, the vagueness of its ideas, the
shift in meaning of terms from one context to another, and
the anthropologtcal, psychological, exegetical and historical er-

17 His demal on p 174 notwithstanding

18 This is evident tn the revised version of Schoonenberg’s theory, men-
tioned above



Meodern Theories of Original Sin 121

uditton with which the discourse 1s overlaid (sometimes not
very deeply), it would take a long and tedious exposition to
demonstrate this, Even if anyone listened through to the end,
the results would hardly warrant the expenditure.®

There is, however, a more expeditious way of measuring
the orthodoxy of Schoonenberg’s theory; that is to compare it
with the dogma of the Immaculate Conception Then, I be-
lieve, 1t quickly becomes apparent that the one 1s incompatible
with the other: not because Schoonenberg denies the Immac-
ulate Conception, but rather because he affirms it as it were
too much. For him, many immaculate conceptions would have
been possible before the Cruaifixton  Thus contradicts the teach-
ing of Ineffabilis Deus, that it was by "2 singular grace and
privilege of almighty God” that Mary was preserved sinless
(DBS 2803) To answer that Mary's grace was unlike all
others, because hers proceeds from the Redemption, whereas
the others come from primeval grace,""" does not save the
case, but makes 1t worse. It means that among the children of
Adam (taking this term Adam in whatever mterpretation
Schoonenberg might want to put on it), there were some who
did not need to be redeemed by Christ Such a pesition has
aleeady been rejected by the instinct of faith centunes ago
with such vehemence that we need not dwell on the pount
We may, however, add that for Schoonenberg the singularity
of Mary’s grace would consist in her mferiorsty to all these

12 Schoonenberg has antiipated many of the objections to which his
theory 1s lable, and has answered them in advance However, the pre-
suppositions of his answers sometimes appear to conflict with those of the
positions being defended

*P 182 If by saying that these others received a grace that did not
proceed from the Redemption, Schoonenberg means that therr grace did
not come from Chrst, Schoonenberg 1s not only contradicting the Church
but also tumself, for he has said earlier that all grace whatsoever comes
from Chnst (p 106) I assume, therefore, that in the present instance,
he means that there was a grace that came from Chrnist, but did not pertain
to the order of the Redemption,
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other anonymous immaculate conceptees, since her grace had
to be redemptive, wheteas theirs did not.*

There 15 a second way on which Schoonenberg makes the
Immaculate Conception meantngless He explains orignal sin
as the situation resulting from the bad example of others and
kindred factors. But how can bad example affect anyone at the
moment of conception? The child begins to be nfluenced by
the example of others only when he is mature enough to take
cogntzance of it. I don’t know at what age psychologists would
say this begins to take place. at a few weeks, or a few months,
or a year or two, But 1t 1s surely not operative from the mo-
ment of birth, let alone the moment of conception Therefore
to say that Masy was preserved from the influence of the sin
situatton at the instant of her conception is to say nothing

Schoonenberg has, it 15 true, an answer for this. It 1s the
privation of grace m the newly born or newly concerved mfant
that is the inner core of s (180 £; cf. 118 ff.). On this
point his theory comncrdes with what a degraded sort of scho-
lasticism has been saying for several centuries about original
sin, and the same objection that has been raised agamnst it can
also be raised against hum: namely, that the absence of a super-
natural gift is not m tself sufficent yustification for the term
sin What Schoonenberg adds to this familtar foolishness is
the hypothesis that the absence of grace in the new child is
due to the failure of the human community to mediate it
But as soon as you reflect on what this might mean concretely,
it becomes apparent that this theory 1s not only open to all the
objections that have been raised against the baneful role at-
tributed traditionally to Adam, but also to many more For in
what way are the actions of parents, or of anyone else, able
to mediate grace to the unborn child? Schoonenberg himself

21 Note that this objection gets all the more strength when Schoonenberg
drops the thesis about the dectsion role of the Cruafixion, and seeks to
defend the vniversality of oniginal s m hes theory on the grounds that
“every man will mect sin 1n one form or another " Cf “Myserium smigus-
tanes,” as ated in TAD 15 (1967) 207
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contends that “Divine grace is always connected with human
mediation.” For, he says, "on account of our betng human
and especially on account of the humanity of God’s Word
there is no granting of God's grace in which the world and
one’s fellow man do not have a part” (119). But in what
sense can the world and man’s fellow man have had a part in
the grace given to Maty in her conception? In the view of
Anselm and Thomas Aquinas, grace had originally been asso-
ciated with human nature, and could be transmitted along
with it; but Schoonenberg has rejected such an economy All
that is left, as his discussion of the “innermost core of the sm-
ful situation” bears out (118 ff ) 1s that the interpersonal ac-
tions are duplicated by a hidden, intertor grace, But there is
no place for such actions to have any bearng on the unborn
chuld

Finally, if onigmal sin is identified with the situation created
by the sins of the community, what would it mean to say that
Mary was preserved from 1t? In fact, she was not so preserved;
she was sttuated 10 this sinful world like anyone else that has
come mto 1t If you say that grace armed her 1n advance, so
as not to be drawn into personal sin, thereby identifying the
Immaculate Conception with impeccability, this 1s not preser-
vatron from but protection against.

In summary, Schoonenberg eliminates the Immaculate Con-
ception in the sense 1n which the Church understands it, as a
preservation from the sin to which all others are subject from
birth On the other hand, he eliminates the privileged charac-
ter of her grace by reducing 1t to one which many others may
have shared. To the extent that he explains the sin situation
as the product of human wfluence (and this 1s his predomnant
stress), he can make no sense of the Immaculate Conception
But to the extent that he has recourse to the privation of grace,
he falls into the difficulties of the more degraded forms of
post-Tridentine scholasticism, and has not even the First Adam
to save him from them!
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Schoonenberg's attempt to relate original sin to the sin of
the world is dismissed as “concordism”® by A Vanneste®
\/ For the latter,

The mystery of ongmal sin . 1s nothing but an aspect of the mys-
stery of Christ Himself For the sin with which we come into this
world 15 our nature’s profound need to be saved by Him, is 1t not?
(ETL 1962, p 903).

The Catholic doctrine of ongnal sin s, it would seem, nothing
other than an attempt to define the theological state or status (étaf,
statut) of man outstde of Christ (NRT, 1965, p 717).

In its deepest kernel, the dogma of ongmnal stn attempts to ex-
press that paradoxical Chastian truth that the grace of Chmst,
while wholly gratwitous, 15 nevertheless absolutely necessary and in-
dispensable for all men without exception (NRT, 1966, p 600).

Vanneste’s 1dea was adopted by a professor at Innsbruck, G.
Gutwenger,* who drew out 1ts consequences more unflinchingly

2Cf TED 15 (1967) 209 Gutwenger similatly wams that only with
great caution may one spezk of original sin as a sin situwation  There s
danger of falling mnto 2 mythological language (as did St Paul when he
personified sin and death) As Gutwenger puts it i s own phiosoph-
ic2lly crude language “Sin and death are abstractions, only sinning and
dying men are real” (ZfET 89 [1967] 437)

23 Alfred Vanneste 15 dean of the theological faculty of Lovamum Uni-
versity 1n the Congo His writings on onginal sin seem to have begun with
a review ( 1n ETL 38 [1962] 895-903) of J Gross' Entstebungsgeschichte
des Erbsindendogmas (Renhardt, Munchen Basel, 1960), entitled, L bis-
torre du dogme du péché origmel This was followed by a senies of three
articles dealtng with the Trdentine decrees on onginal sin  La prebestorre
dn decret du Concile de Trente sur le péché ongnel, in NRT 86 (1964)
355 368, 490-510, Le decrer du Concile de Trente sur le péché originel,
m NRT 87 1965) 688-726 (on canons 1-3 only), and Le péché originel
et les decrets dn Concde de Trente, m NRT 88 (1966) 581-602 (Canon
4 only) Finally, he composed an autonomous theological essay on the
subject, De theologie van de erfzonde, m CBG 12 (1966) 289-312, which
has been summanzed tn Enghsh in TAD 15 (1967) 209-214 1 have had
to use the digest for this last article

24 (G Guiwenger, Die Erbsiinde und das Konzid von Trent, m ZfET
89 (1967) 443-446
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and expressed its true sense more openly and harshly than did
Vanneste humself In the language of Gutwenger, ongmal
sin is nothing but the incompleteness of the man who has not
yet been united to Chnst.?*

The starting point of this theory is man's need of Christ
But, whereas classical theology distinguished two reasons for
this need, even in infants who have not committed actual sin,
Vanneste and Gutwenger see only one reason. Classical the-
ology distingutshes between sin, and the mediation of super-
natural grace.

For Vanneste and Gutwenger, there 1s simply the fact that
man was so designed that he could be fulfilled only by union
with Christ, Gutwenger says that we know from revelation
that man’s ordination to Christ, literally his “being unto Christ”
(Auf-Christus-bun-sein) is an existential factor belonging to
his constitution just as much as his being in the world or his
being with others* Vanneste says that “the human situation
means that men must choose for or agamst Christ—that 1s
what 1t means to be a man at all.”** So long as man has not
made the choice which umites him to Chnst and fulfills the
ordination of his nature, he 1s tn that state which tradition
calls original smn

Thus it 1s clear that these theologians do not recognize in
ornginal sin anything other than man's destiny for union with
God 1n Christ, as thts resides n one who has not yet adhered
to Christ by personal faith In other words, original sin re-

28 "Vor dieser Entscherdung ist der Mensch noch ein Mangelwesen, weil
er noch 1n der Indifferenz steht und tn diesem Sinne noch micht erlost ist
Erst In-Christus-sein heisst Erlosung und Errettung Durch die menschliche
Zeugung wird nicht mehr als ein selches Mangelwesen hervorgebracht™
(p 416}

28 “Der Mensche besitzt aber auch emn aus der Offenbarung erkennbares
Existential, namlich das Auf-Chnstus-hunsemn das ebenso zu seiner Ver-
fasstheit gehort wie das In-der-Welt-sein und das Mit-anderen-sein” (p
137)

7 THD 1967, p 212
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duces to the dispanty between nature and the supernatural
(however this disparity be interpreted).

But this is 1 truth to deny original sin i any legitimate
sense of the word And i fact both authors pomt out that
the term sz is very improperly used in this case. Thus Gut-
wenger says that an infant, before he has made his free decision
for or against Chirist, is in 2 state of indifference, but an indiffer-
ence which belongs naturally and necessarily to the human con-
ditron. He goes on:

The man who is 1n this state of indifference lachs something, namely
the existential apprehension of Chnst But this lack cannot be held
against hum, because the deasion for Christ iatnnsically presupposes
a condition of indifference and choice If God wills that we choose
Chrnst, then He also wills this foregoing state of indifference It
belongs to human nature, and Scnpture says nothing to the effect
that 1t derives from the sin of Adam (p 438).

Simularly, Vanneste declares:

It 1s meaningless to speak of sin 1o mfants. but it also makes
little sense to term them good or innocent As not yet mature hu-
man persons, they are really a-religious, living at a pre.conscous,
animal level about which theology has nothing to say (TD 1967,
p 212).

But, he adds, since we naturally tend to think of infants as
human betngs, we call them sinners because they have not yet
made that decision for Christ which is demanded of human
beings, and without which man is outside of Christ (267d.)

All this means that the term sin applies only improperly to
infants® There is no true sin except actual sin, and the
term origmal sin designates nothing other than man's destiny
to be united with Christ, so long as thus destiny has not been
fulfilled In other words, Vanneste and Gutwenger simply

28 Gutwenger means nothing else when he says that it 15 used very
analogously (p 438)
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reject the doctrine of original sin, regardless of what they say
about the term

This of course brings them into conflict with the Council of
Trent, as they are well aware It 1s no acadent that both of
them have expressed their views in studies on the doctrine of
that Council, Nerther attempts to reconcile his views with
Trent; on the contrary, their strategy is to set aside the author-
ity of the Council. For this, they use different tactics Vanneste
simply tells the history of the conaliar decrees, using his own
views about what is authenttc Christianity as the criterion
whereby to appratse the Council’s work and to dismiss what-
ever he deems unenlightened or mistnformed Gutwenger
argues plainly that the concept of original sin taught by the
Council could not be defined as a dogma of faith because it
15 oaly a theological concluston.”® Both make a great deal of
the fact that the teachings of Trent are largely taken over
from the Counails of Orange and Carthage, which in turn were
mnspired by Augustine, who, they declare, based his conclu-
stons on a mustranslation of Romans 5 12 and on faulty pre-
suppositions °

The Augustinian scholarship of these two men 1s not only
inaccurate, it 15 flagrantly misrepresentatrve, as I hope to show
in 2 lengthy study which is now in preparation ® Likewrse,
thetr theological method is wrong, because they evade the fact
that Trent was not just a forum of theologtcal opinion; it
was an authortative judgment of the magsstersum. It con-
ferred upon the doctrine of onginal sin an authority greater
than that of Augustine, or even of the Counals of Carthage
and Orange.

2 Pp 440-443 He also describes 1t as a dogmatic superstructure de-
signed to justify the teachings of Scripture (misunderstood) and the prac-
tice of infant baptism (which was merely an ecclesiastical practice}; p 437

30 Cf Gutwenger 438 and 443; Vanneste parsom

81 It is tentatively entitled, Sin and Grace. A Comparison of the Theolo-
gies of Augustine, Aguinas and Luther
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But here again we meet issues which can be argued at such
length that few people would listen to the end Let us see
whether the dogma of the Immaculate Conception, which has
the advantage of being unquestionably a magisterial decision,
may not furmsh a more expeditious criterion,

Gutwenger** handles the Immaculate Conception by saymng
that Mary's {origmal) stnlessness® 15 to be viewed in the per-
spective of infant baptism Thus sacrament imparts the Holy
Spurit, who umutes the person with Christ** Simularly, he says,
Mary “stands always under the sign of Pentecost, and through
the Spirit is united to the Word,"**

This 1s an interpretation of the Immacunlate Conception
function of the gift of the Holy Spirit that Mary received in
her mmtial grace, and as far as it goes it 1s ummpeachably or-
thodox A person might be tempted to think he could restate
it in terms of Gutwenger's system as meamng that Mary did
not begin her existence 1 the state of incompleteness as do
other human beings, but 1n a privileged state of actual union

32 Vanneste does not appear to spezk of the Immaculate Conception,
except 1 some brief remarks about Trent’s handling of the subject, which
shed no light on Vanneste’s personal 1deas

33t is odd that he even avouds using the term Immaculate Conception
here where it would naturally be expected (see the text cted above, 1n
note 353), and instead speaks of Mary's “sinlessness” In truth, the for-
mer term would seem more compattble with his ideas, whereas the latter
15, by lus own declaration, meamngless when applied to an infant

34 *Wenn sich in der Kirche dennoch die Praxss der Kindertaufe heraus-
bildete, hatte dies emnen tiefen Sinn, weil durch die sakramentale Wiederge-
burt der Hl Geist, der Geist Chostr ist, Geschenkt und durch ihn die
Einheit nut Christus vollzogen wird” (p 446)

From this language, 1t 1s not clear whether Gutwenger admits that the
union with Christ 1s actually brought 2bout in the infant at the moment
the Spunt 1s recerved through baphsm, or means that the Spint who 1s re-
ceived through baptism 1s the one who w/i bring about the union when
eventually a personal decsion for Christ s eventually made The former
interpretation would seem to be incongemazl at least with his stress on the
role of personal decision; but the latter would be plainly heretical

35 “Auf dieser Lime st auch die Siindenlosigheit Manens zu sehen, die
dutch den Geist mit dem Logos verbunden und immer im Zechen des
Pfingstfestes zu verstehen 1st '
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with Christ through the Holy Spirit who has been imparted
to her

However, this would contradict Gutwenger's cardinal prin-
cple, that only through a conscious personal decision can a
human being be united with Christ so as to attain his fulfill-
ment. Mary, therefore, although she was filled with the Holy
Spirit from the beginning, stil suffered from that incomplete-
ness which for Gutwenger is the essence of oniginal sin, When
original sin 1s reduced to the fact that a person has not yet
opted for Christ, then there is no way mn which Mary can
be preserved from it, no matter how great the grace bestowed
on her, except on the old hypothesis of a miraculous knowledge
infused into her at the mstant of conception, which you can
be sure Gutwenger would not be ready to concede. By the
same token, baptism would not free other infants from orig-
inal sin erther. In sum, Gutwenger, having eliminated original
sin from his system, has also emptied the Immaculate Concep-
tion of its proper meaning,

You might be inclined to think that this 1s only a matter of
words; 1f Gutwenger admits that Mary, in her conception,
was sanctified by the Spirit, what does it matter whether or
not he says that she was preserved from ongmnal s> In
hts system, onginal sin reduces to nothing other than the
condition of infancy, from which there is no reason to preserve
her. I believe the point makes a great difference, and mvolves
much more than words The dogma of the Immaculate Con-
ceptton is not primarily a dogma about Mary's grace; it is
a dogma of her preservation from s, All through those
centuries when the Immaculate Conception was under debate,
the issue before the bar of the consctence of the fathful was
whether or not Mary had been exempted from that stn which
is de jure universal to fallen humanity. The question of grace
was raised only because 1t 1s indispensable for sinlessness 1n
the present order, and because it enabled Mary's privilege to
be situated 1n the perspective of the Redemption. But the
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principal and substanttal affirmation of the dogma is that
Mary was preserved from the original sin that infects all other
men; and it is this affirmation which Gutwenger reduces to
meaninglessness *

Substantially the same objection can be made aganst Van-
neste, and 1n general aganst every theory that seeks to reduce
original sin to immaturity (personal or social) thereby elim-
nating the notron of a fall ¥ Immaturity and incompleteness
belong to a different moral category from sinfulness, and it
is an abuse of language to say that the one means the othet
The case of the Immaculate Conception merely highlights
the abuse inasmuch as to suppose that Mary was preserved
from natural human immaturity 1s clearly preposterous

I

The two main theories we have examined, that of Schoonen-
berg and that of Vanneste and Gutwenger, are very different
from one another; yet they have much i common Both
begin by setting aside the tradittonal belief that orignal sin
conststs 1n a congental flaw such as concupiscence, or in the
ties that relate a man back to his primordial ancestor. Instead,
Schoonenberg looks outwards to the mfluence of the sinful
community, while Vanneste and Gutwenger look forward at
the gulf that separates man from Chnst. The two theories
are not at all imncompatible with one another, and n fact the
attempt has already been made by A Hulsbosch to combine
them:

Onginal sm 15 the powerlessness, arsing from nature, of man 1n

36 Moreover, 1f cne were to accept Gutwenget's view, Mary's grace
would also disappear, because he removes the only motive the Church had
for declating that grace was given to Mary 1o her conception

37 This pomnt 15 strihingly confirmed by the language of Ineffabilis Dens.
when it says that Mary was preserved from every “labes” of onginal sin
English translations usually render this term as szamm, but ths 1s clearly
inadequate The word rather designates the sort of mjury or damage that
15 suffered from a fall Like the adjective lapsus and the secondary verb
labare, the noun laber derves from the verb labs, which means to shde,

slip, sink, fall, and so, by metonymy, to perssh Fall 1s the first meaning
of labes given by Lewis and Shoct's Latin Dictionary,
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his uncompletedness as creature to reach his freedom and to realize

the desire to see God, 1nsofar as this impotence 15 put 1nte the con-

text of a sinful world 38
That 1s to say, he places the mcomplete man of Gutwenger
into the sin sttuation of Schoonenberg, and calls that onginal
stn  But the same incompatibility with the doctrine of the Im-
maculate Conception appears in Hulsbosch’s hybrd as in the
two original strains taken separately

There are two ways to react to this incompatibility. One
way 15 to say, as we occastonally read in theological or would-
be theological journals, that the new theology of original sin
has made the Immaculate Conception meaningless Some peo-
ple welcome such a position with glee; for since the Immac-
ulate Conception 1s one of the only two dogmas which they
acknowledge to have been defined infallibly, to be thus un-
burdened of 1t would represent a fifty per cent increase n their
intellectual freedom,

The other way, and to my mind the only way open to smn-
cere Catholic fatth, is to declare that 1f a theological specula-
tion conflicts with dogma, the speculation must be in error,
no matter how plausible it otherwise seems This 15 a platitude,
I know But it 1s also a principle on which it 15 tmpesative to
take a clear and strong stand m these days of confusion Chris-
ttan theology 1s the work of intelligence functioning within
the faith; and the proximate rule of faith, for members of
the Church, 15 the teaching of the magistessum  This applies
to all members, whether they be theologians or sgnoramuses
(and it 1s apparently not impossible to be both).

However, we must look at thts matter a little more closely,
because the theories I have cuticized do not contradict the
dogma of the Immaculate Conception, they only make 1t
meaningless Could 1t not be argued that while mfallible teach-
ings are free from error, they are not necessarily meaningful?

I think not; this would be to jerk infallibility out of its

® A. Hulsbosch, OS A God in Creation and Evolution (New York,
1965, from a Dutch oniginal of 1963 ) 47.
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organic place in the structure of the Church serving the life
of faith. The infallible magssterium 15 not an autonomous
phenomenon, a mighty work of God created just to dazzle the
eyes of His chosen people; 1t has the serous function of pre-
senting the truth of the Gospel to those whose life waits for
this nourishment. For the magssteriunt to propose, as an object
of farth demandirig religious assent, a doctrine that 15 hollow
of meaning, would be to set up aa idol for the children of
Israel to worship It would be like a father giving his son a
serpent instead of a fish, a scorpron instead of an egg. It is
imposstble to take serously the assistance which the Holy
Spint gives to the magistersum, and then to dismiss as mean-
ingless one of the most solemn and authoritative defimtions
it has ever made v ) ’ <
* Gutwenger would retort that the decrees of the Church
do not guarantee the truth of a doctrine, but only that it 15
a reliable guide to salvation ** Other doctrines mught be equally
reliable and ate therefore not excluded. In my optuon, this
position, which is becomtng somewhat popular nosth and
west ‘of the Alps, has no basis in Catholic tradition. It 15 only
a device to justify refusal to submit one’s judgment to the
magistessum. The doctrine which Christ taught was truth,
not just a serviceable gwde, and the authomty given to the
Apostles was intended to perpetuate Chast’s own mission  The
Chutch they shepherded was to be the “pillar and bulwark of
the truth” (I Tem. 3-15), not just of “Zuverldssigkeit” (trust-
worthiness).

There is another grave objection based on the history of the
doctrines in questton Historically speaking, the dogma of the
Immacilate Conception depends on that of original sin. The
Immaculate Conception was not revealed directly and in itself.

¢ 38 “Dye Unfehlbarkeit eines Konzls dient ja letzterdings dazu, Hedls-
zuverlassighest zu garantieren Wer also die augustinische Erbsunden-
theologle [which, according to Gutwenger, 15 what Trent defined} an-
nimmt, steht auf hedszuverlassigem Weg Doch ist mcht ausgeschlossen,
dass eine andere Erklarung ebenso heilszuverlassig st (p 443). s
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The Church can be said to have discovered it only by med:-
tating on the holness of Mary for many centuries against the
background of original sin The latter doctrine held the field
first, and when the Immaculate Conception came to be defined,
it was formulated in functron of the concept of original sin
that was by then traditional But if now we appeal to the
Immaculate Conception as a criterion of theories about original
sin, are we not caught in a vicious circle? If the traditional
notion of original sin appears now to be mythical or culturally
dated, should we not discuss this question simply in its own
sphere, and then 1f need be revise the Immaculate Conception
accordingly? -

This objection requires a long, complicated answer, of which
only a sketch can be given here. In the first place, Christ did
not teach His doctrines in clear, precise, autonomous propo-
sttions Rather He taught by examples, hunts and implication
in the events of Salvation history and in the moral attitudes
He inculcated, Consequently, the meanmng of a doctrine s
seldom if ever attainable by the simple intellectual analysis
of a statement. Rather, 1t is necessary that more or less all
the different elements of Chrst’s teaching and works germi-
nate in the mind and heart of the Church, conditioning and
fecundating one another Each point of doctrine is clanified
-and determined by others, in function of what s somet1mes
called the analogy of faith

This germination and clarificatton does not take place by
a steady, equal march, but by a kind of leapfrog process, 1n
which one doctrne 1s borne on the shoulders of another for
a while, and then it 1n its own turn must boost the other
forward, Thus, we have the paradox that for some fifteep
centuries, onginal sin was one of the most solidly established
and firmly settled articles of faith, while the Immaculate Con-
ception was either quite undreamed of, bitterly debated, or
left hanging in puzzled suspense. Anything that mught be said
about the Immaculate Conception had to be made to square
with the dogma of original sin. And now, within a single
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century, we have seen these roles reversed The Immaculate
Conception enjoys the secunity of a dogmatic definitton, while
original sin 1s fevertshly subjected to question

This is not anomalous, 1t fulfills a law of the development
of ideas, whether in faith or philosophy As m mountain
climbing, one man gets a fum hold and then helps another
up, and they alternate by turns; so mn the evolution of doc-
trine there occur privileged moments when a truth 1s cleat
and firm, and can be used as a pomt of reference for others
Then, as perspectives change, that which had been clear may
again become obscure, and need to be secured by other doc-
trtnes whech previously depended on 1t

In natural human life, this means that a truth, once dis-
covered, may be lost again (Teilhard de Chardin to the con-
trary notwithstanding) But in the life of the Church, the ma-
gistermum 15 able to intervene, take hold of an insight which
may have been caught by the sensus fideltum, and give it an
authority, firmness and certitude that it never could have gotten
from public opmton alone Thus, what was the vision of one
privileged moment 1n histosy 1s turned into a beacon and buoy
for all future ages

The definition of the Immaculate Conception constitutes such
2 case In the nineteenth century, there came a moment, pre-
pared by many centuries of questioning and debate, when the
faith of the Church was united on this point, not just 1 weary
acqutescence, but 1n consctous, firm conviction At that mo-
ment, 1t became possible to define the behef as an article of
faith; and from then on, 1t became a rehable dogma by which
other doctrines could also be measured This occurred just
as developments in science, phtlosophy and exegesis were pre-
pacmg to cast a great murky shadow on the doctrine of orig-
inal stn; and now this doctrine, whtch once seemed so stable
as to be beyond question, can rely on the Immaculate Concep-
tron to shelter 1t against attack

Finally, the conflict between these new theortes and the
dogma of the Immaculate Conception does not Lie merely on
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the mtellectual plane, In fact, the most significant aspect about
this opposition 1s that 1t touches on the domain of piety. If
my analysis of the theories above constdered s correct, they
destroy an important part of the object and nutriment of
Chnstian piety For the Immaculate Conception is not merely
an academic thesis; it 1s a key to the unage of Mary as she
15 venerated in the Church She 1s not simply a woman called
to give birth to the Messiah; she was prepared for this role
by a grace of privileged sinlessness Hence, she 1s venerated
as the unique person in whom human nature is not spoiled
by original sin, but fulfills perfectly the designs of the Cre-
ator. She is the ideal of human nature actually realized; and
as such the Church venerates and loves her.

Therefore, any theory that makes the Immaculate Concep-
tion meaningless 1s to that extent the enemy of Christtan prety.
It ceases to be the harmless vagary of a well-meaming theolo-
gian, and becomes corrosive of the true substance of Christian
Iife, For many people this will be the decisive criterron of its
erroneous character If only intellectual objections were taised
against 1t they might not be concerned about it; but one who
has a lively devotion to Mary, formed and nourished by the
doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, so that this mystery
lives in his faith, will reject error about this doctrme with all
the vigor of a living being reacting agamst a hostile organism *°

This paper has had 2 negative tone that I regret very much
I do not like to see dogma used as a club to intimidate the
temerity of speculatve theologians 1 agree also that modern
saientific and exegetical developments have posed sertous prob-
lems for the classical theology of origimnal sin, and I welcome
fresh and onginal thought on this matter (particularly when
it takes the trouble to know the classical theology accurately!).

# Note that I am not implying that piety ts the cntenion of doctrinal
orthodoxy The affechive hife must be governed by the cognitive, not vice-
versa That 15 why tlus paper has been devoted mainly to discussing, on
an 1intellectual plane, the incompatibility of the theoties considered with
the doctrine of the Church Nevertheless, the human intellect 15 2 groping,
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And 1f a theologian bold enough to wrestle with these difficult
problems sometimes loses his footing, he ought not to be con-
demned for that. .

Nevertheless, once a theology has been proposed, we must
ask the hard question, how it squares with the teachings of
faith, If it is nght (as indeed it 15) to be concerned about
satisfying the legitimate demands of the modern mind, 1t is
also right, and even more necessary, to be concerned about
the exigenctes of the Christian faith Omnginal sin is not a
phtlosophical theorem; it is part of the Gospel message It
is a light (a dark light indeed in more ways than one) shed
by divine wisdom on the human situation, and its rays are
far more precious than the rational clarity of our theories

A correct view about Mary has often been, in history, the
touchstone of sensitivity to some of the more delicate aspects
of the mystery of Chnist So likewise the Immaculate Concep-
tion may serve today to compel us to be loyal to the authentic
meaning of this negative, but indispensable background to
Chrust, the mystery of original sin

REV. EDWARD D, OCONNOR, CS.C
Notre Dame Unversity
Notre Dame, Indrana

stumbling faculty, which has a hard time thicking through the implica-
tions of an idez, and 1s wise when it mustrusts its own judgments Often
we cannot be certain of the truth or error of a theory until we have
had experience of its fruits in the practical order In the case of matters
of faith, this means (in part) the order of prety

Also, man 1s not stitred to action by ideas in his intellect, but by the
affections Hence, it 1s 2 least natural »f many people do not react against
intellectual errors until they bear some fruit that shows up in the affective
life

11In this context, I would like to draw attention to the essay which
Piet Smulders presents as Appendix III to The Design of Tedhard de
Chardn (Newman, 1967) It 15 an attempt to present the traditional
doctrine of onginal sz n an evolutionary perspective and system of con-
cepts 1 do not find 1t to be by any means a satisfactory theory; I wonder
if 1t has even met the graver problems Nevertheless, it 15 wrtten in a
spiit of fidelity to doctrine, openness to contemporary scholarship, and
sensitivity to modern problems, that deserve to be taken as a model for
alt engaged 1n simifar efforts
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