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Guilty by Any Other Name


It has been said quite a lot lately that there are categories to sin, that the act of sinning is not merely a kind of black and white affair. Sin can be said to be mortal, accidental, or even the lack of action thereof. But is this not just a way to rationalize our being in this very sinful world, a way to lessen the burden of our conscience, and also, to lessen our guilt?

I have always believed that I have sustained and nurtured my conscience in way that it can be termed as “informed.” And so, I have always trusted my conscience in determining whether an act I did constitutes Sin. But, a question arises when one tries to understand deeply this concept of conscience, does the experience of guilt, or the expectation that one might feel guilty after doing a particular act result from the workings of the conscience, tell us that we are in the process of committing sin?

It is my belief that one cannot truly categorize sin in its purest form, in a way that some are maybe “mortal” and some, if I remember correctly, are venial. I believe that through it all, all acts of sin are equal in the sense that one cannot justify the act of sin. And that is the problem, in my view, of the world today. Using our rational, we tend to bargain with god about the “lesser evils” that we can do instead. And using these “Categories,” we have, in a way, taken out guilt as a measure of our conscience.

I will give two examples. First, let us feature in our favorite man of the year, President Bush. I believe that what he did, in a moral perspective, was truly very wrong. He said that the War in Iraq was necessary to protect America and all its allies. He argued that, committing something very wrong is a way to do what is right. So in a sense, he is trying to rationalize his “sin” by taking out guilt, and without guilt, it may seem that what he did, was not wrong. But is it? Does a clear conscience, a conscience without guilt, mean that we have not sinned?

The next will be closer to us, cheating in our everyday lives, in school, in work, even at home. We can easily rationalize that copying someone’s paper or project will do nobody any harm, and that it’s a win-win situation for everybody. But isn’t this just another way to reason out with our conscience? We’ll reason out that what we did “did not kill anybody,” that “no one was disadvantaged,” that it is better to choose the “lesser of the evils.”

And so, to simplify the fact, if one sins, there is no other way to look at it, one has sinned. But do these categories help lessen the burden of our conscience? Lessen our guilt? 

When I was little, I learned about how some acts were called mortal sins, in such a way that, for example, suicide, a mortal sin, will never be forgiven and will lead me straight to hell. I was very much afraid of that, and as such, suicide has never crossed my mind. But, other so called lesser sins, such as lying or cheating, I didn’t much mind. Because I was taught that it was not mortal and that it could be “easily” forgiven, and so, I was not really “afraid” to commit these sinful acts. It was because I knew that these were lesser sins, and that I can do something to correct it.

Isn’t this another way to take out guilt, another way for us humans to try and control our conscience in such a way that we might think that we are not committing sin, even though we are? That is why I believe that it is hard to categorize sin; there is no other way to go about it. If we sin, we sin. 


So going back to the question, does guilt help us tell whether we have committed sin or not? I guess that will be a yes and a no. yes because, with a true and informed conscience, guilt is a feeling that we encounter when we realize and understand that what we did was wrong, and that maybe, our judgment of the situation was wrong. No, because, most of the time, people equate guilt to sin. And when they eliminate guilt through rationalization and other means, they think they can eliminate the act of sin itself. And so, just like any other, it is in the way that one uses one’s conscience and guilt to get the most out of it.
