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The Christian doctrine of sin explains the human condition as a rupture in relationship with God,
neighbor, self, and creation. The original essay contrasts this doctrine with a statement by playwright
Harold Pinter that truth and falsehood can be difficult to distinguish. Pinter’s words came from his
2005 Nobel lecture, not from a 1958 declaration of postmodern theology. His artistic claim should also
not be treated as a complete definition of postmodernism. Postmodern thinkers differ widely, but
many question universal narratives, emphasize the role of language and power, and examine how
claims to objective truth are constructed. Christianity, by contrast, traditionally affirms that good and
evil are grounded in God’s character and moral will. A thoughtful Christian response should defend
moral truth without confusing conviction with hostility, coercion, or contempt for people who hold
other beliefs. (Pinter, 2005)

Defining Sin
Sin is commonly understood as thought, desire, action, or omission contrary to God’s will. Biblical
language includes missing the mark, transgression, lawlessness, rebellion, guilt, and distorted desire.
Sin is more than violation of an isolated rule. It affects relationship and direction. A person may
perform a socially approved action for pride or domination, while an apparent failure may occur under
ignorance, coercion, or weakness. Christian moral reflection therefore considers intention, action,
consequence, character, and responsibility.

Sin and the Goodness of Creation
Christian theology begins not with sin but with creation declared good. Human beings are made in the
image of God and possess dignity that wrongdoing does not erase. Sin distorts created goods; it does
not create a separate substance equal to God. Augustine described evil as privation, a corruption or
lack of the good that ought to be present. This helps explain why many sins involve disordered pursuit
of something partly good: power without service, sexuality without fidelity, wealth without justice, or
self-protection without love. (Augustine, 1998)

The Fall
Genesis 3 presents human disobedience, mistrust, shame, blame, and exile. Christian traditions
interpret the account differently, ranging from strongly historical readings to theological
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interpretations of humanity’s universal rebellion. The narrative shows temptation as a distortion of
God’s word and sin as an attempt to define good independently. Its consequences appear
immediately in fear, concealment, damaged relationships, painful labor, and alienation from the
ground. The story should not be used to make women uniquely responsible for human sin; both man
and woman act and evade responsibility.

Original Sin
Western Christian traditions developed the doctrine of original sin to explain the universality of
human wrongdoing and the inherited condition resulting from the fall. Augustine emphasized
inherited guilt and corrupted desire, while later Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox accounts differ
about guilt, mortality, inclination, and ancestral sin. The doctrine does not mean every person is as
evil as possible or incapable of recognizing good. It means human freedom and society are disordered
and cannot restore themselves completely without grace.

Personal Sin
Personal sin involves accountable choices made by individuals. Christian traditions often distinguish
sins by seriousness, knowledge, intention, and effect. A careless word, deliberate deception,
exploitation, violence, and systematic persecution are not morally identical. The phrase “all have
sinned and fall short of the glory of God” in Romans 3:23 establishes universal need for grace; it
should not erase distinctions among actions or be used to equate a victim’s imperfection with an
abuser’s violence. Moral equality before God does not eliminate responsibility or justice.

Sins of Omission
Sin includes failure to do good when one has responsibility and capacity. Neglecting the hungry,
ignoring injustice, withholding truthful testimony, or refusing mercy can be morally serious even when
no visible prohibited act occurs. This challenges a narrow Christianity concerned only with private
purity. Biblical prophets repeatedly condemn societies that maintain worship while exploiting workers,
widows, foreigners, and the poor. Postmodern concern about power can therefore expose areas where
religious communities have minimized structural harm.

Social and Structural Sin
Individuals create and inherit institutions that distribute power, opportunity, and harm. Racism,
slavery, corruption, economic exploitation, colonial violence, and environmental destruction cannot be
understood only as isolated private choices. Structures influence behavior and can normalize
wrongdoing. The language of social sin does not remove individual responsibility. It asks how laws,
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markets, organizations, habits, and cultural stories enable people to participate in injustice without
confronting every consequence directly.

Sin and Moral Knowledge
The original essay argues that postmodern people cannot distinguish right from wrong. In practice,
skepticism about one moral system does not imply absence of every moral judgment. People who
reject Christian revelation may still oppose cruelty, deception, and oppression through philosophical,
religious, or human-rights frameworks. Christian theology can affirm natural law or conscience while
maintaining that moral understanding is incomplete and affected by self-interest. Dialogue should
examine reasons and consequences rather than assume that disagreement proves moral emptiness.

Truth in a Postmodern Context
Postmodern critique often asks who defines truth, whose experience is excluded, and how language
supports authority. Christians may fear that such questions dissolve objective truth. They can also use
them for self-examination. Religious institutions have sometimes presented cultural preference,
political interest, or prejudice as divine necessity. The existence of misuse does not prove that truth is
unreal. It demonstrates the need for humility, interpretation, accountability, and attention to people
harmed by confident claims.

Harold Pinter’s Statement
Pinter’s Nobel lecture distinguishes artistic truth from political deception. He suggests that dramatic
characters and realities can contain contradiction, while political power frequently manufactures
deliberate falsehood. Quoting only the line that something can be both true and false removes this
context. Christian engagement should read the full argument before using Pinter as a symbol of
relativism. His criticism of propaganda may align with biblical opposition to false witness and abusive
power even if his theory of artistic truth differs from Christian doctrine.

Biblical Language About Evil
The King James wording “abstain from all appearance of evil” in 1 Thessalonians 5:22 has sometimes
been interpreted to mean avoiding anything that another person might perceive negatively. Many
modern translations render the phrase as abstaining from every form or kind of evil, based on the
Greek context of testing prophetic claims and holding fast to what is good. Christians should not build
a detailed moral rule on an English phrase without context. Concern for witness matters, but fear of
appearances can become legalism or give controlling observers excessive power.
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Backsliding and 2 Peter
Second Peter 2:20 warns about people who escape worldly corruption through knowledge of Christ
and become entangled again. The passage emphasizes the seriousness of returning to destructive
teaching and conduct. It should not be used to declare every struggling believer unsaved or beyond
hope. Christian traditions debate perseverance, apostasy, and assurance. Pastoral application should
combine warning with the broader biblical themes of confession, restoration, discipline, and grace.

Temptation and Responsibility
The original essay refers to evil forces inducing people into sin. Christianity recognizes temptation,
spiritual evil, social pressure, and disordered desire, but temptation does not remove human agency.
Blaming the devil, culture, or postmodernism can become another form of avoiding responsibility. The
New Testament calls believers to vigilance while also teaching that temptation is common and that
support, prayer, truth, and practical boundaries matter. Moral formation occurs through repeated
practices, not only through denunciation.

Law and Sin
Divine law identifies good and exposes wrongdoing, but the New Testament does not present rule
keeping as the means by which sinners earn salvation. Paul’s letters describe the law as holy while
emphasizing justification by grace through faith. Christian ethics after conversion remains necessary,
yet obedience is framed as response to grace and participation in new life. A doctrine of sin without
grace can produce fear, pride, or despair. A doctrine of grace without repentance can excuse
exploitation.

Grace
Grace is God’s unearned favor and transformative action toward sinners. It prevents the doctrine of
sin from becoming a claim that humanity is worthless. Christian proclamation identifies wrong while
offering forgiveness, reconciliation, and renewal. Grace does not mean that consequences vanish or
that victims must trust an unrepentant offender immediately. Forgiveness, legal accountability,
restitution, and protective boundaries address different questions. Cheap grace protects perpetrators;
costly grace confronts truth and seeks repair.
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Repentance
Repentance involves a change of mind and direction expressed through confession and action. An
apology without cessation, restitution, or acceptance of consequences may be manipulation rather
than repentance. Churches should not pressure victims to reconcile merely because an offender uses
religious language. Evidence of change develops over time. Repentance is personal, but communities
also repent by correcting policies, acknowledging institutional wrongdoing, and compensating those
harmed where possible.

Sanctification
Sanctification refers to growth in holiness through the work of the Spirit, participation in community,
worship, scripture, discipline, service, and ethical practice. Christians remain capable of sin, and
growth is not always linear. The doctrine should produce humility rather than superiority. A believer
who recognizes dependence on grace has no basis for dehumanizing outsiders. Moral seriousness and
compassion are not opposites.

Christian Conviction and Tolerance
The original essay repeatedly praises Christianity’s “intolerance.” The term needs distinction.
Christianity can be intolerant of cruelty, exploitation, and falsehood in the sense of refusing to call evil
good. Civil and interpersonal tolerance means allowing people to hold different beliefs without
coercion or violence and treating them with equal dignity. A Christian can maintain that a belief is
false while defending another person’s legal freedom and listening respectfully. Hostility is not
evidence of faithfulness.

Pluralism
Postmodern societies contain many religions and moral frameworks. Christians live faithfully within
pluralism by explaining beliefs, serving neighbors, participating in democratic institutions, and
accepting that persuasion differs from compulsion. The New Testament’s mission occurs through
witness and invitation, not state-enforced conversion. Churches should oppose laws or social practices
that deny others basic rights merely because they are religious minorities. Truth does not require fear
of open discussion.
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Humility in Interpretation
Christians affirm scripture while disagreeing about interpretation, application, and tradition. Historical
churches defended slavery, segregation, antisemitism, colonialism, and the subordination of women
through biblical arguments. Other Christians used scripture to resist those injustices. This history does
not make every interpretation equally valid. It shows why communities need linguistic knowledge,
context, theological reasoning, and the voices of those affected. Confidence should be joined with
willingness to be corrected.

Sin and Identity
Reducing a person to “sinner” can obscure the Christian claim that every human is also a bearer of
God’s image. Ethical teaching should identify actions and patterns without creating permanent social
castes of the pure and impure. Jesus’s ministry combines direct moral challenge with table fellowship
and restoration. Churches betray their doctrine when they condemn visible outsiders while concealing
abuse, greed, or manipulation by respected members.

Shame and Guilt
Guilt concerns responsibility for wrongdoing; shame can become the belief that the entire self is
unworthy of love or return. Healthy conviction directs the person toward confession and repair. Toxic
shame encourages concealment, self-hatred, and control by religious authorities. Pastoral care should
distinguish them. The message that humans cannot save themselves should not be converted into
psychological degradation.

Sin and Suffering
Not all suffering is direct punishment for a particular personal sin. The books of Job and John challenge
simplistic explanations. Illness, disaster, disability, and victimization should not be treated as proof
that the sufferer offended God. Sin contributes to suffering through violence, neglect, and structural
injustice, but creation is also marked by mortality and complexity. Compassion should precede
speculation about blame.

Environmental Sin
The doctrine of creation broadens sin beyond interpersonal morality. Waste, pollution, habitat
destruction, and exploitation of communities can violate stewardship and love of neighbor.
Environmental harm is often distributed unequally and affects future generations. A postmodern
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critique of consumerism and power can help Christians recognize collective habits that traditional lists
of private sins overlook. Repentance may involve institutional and economic change.

The Church’s Witness
The credibility of Christian teaching depends partly on whether churches confront their own
wrongdoing. Sexual abuse, financial misconduct, racism, and authoritarian leadership cannot be
excused to protect reputation. Transparent investigation, reporting, survivor support, and
independent accountability embody truth more effectively than public attacks on cultural relativism. A
church that preaches sin but refuses self-examination turns doctrine into a weapon.

Fleming Rutledge and the Power of Sin
Fleming Rutledge emphasizes sin not merely as individual mistakes but as an enslaving power from
which humanity requires deliverance. This approach helps explain why education and willpower alone
do not eliminate evil. People participate in systems and habits stronger than isolated intention.
Christian salvation includes forgiveness and liberation. Rutledge should not be labeled simply a
“postmodernist”; she is an Episcopal theologian whose work engages contemporary culture through
biblical theology. (Rutledge, 1999; Rutledge, 2015)

A Christian Response to Relativism
A constructive response does not begin by announcing that everyone outside Christianity rejects
truth. It begins with coherent teaching, honest practice, and willingness to reason publicly. Christians
can affirm objective moral reality, human dignity, and divine judgment while acknowledging limited
understanding. They can oppose relativism without pretending that their own communities are free
from ideology or self-interest. The strongest defense of truth is truthful conduct.

Conclusion
The doctrine of sin remains relevant in a postmodern world because it explains personal wrongdoing,
disordered desire, damaged relationships, and unjust structures. It insists that moral truth is not
created solely by preference or power. At the same time, Christians must apply the doctrine first to
themselves and distinguish conviction from coercion. Harold Pinter’s discussion of artistic ambiguity
and political falsehood does not establish that truth is meaningless. Biblical teaching presents sin
alongside creation, grace, repentance, sanctification, and hope. Christianity need not be embarrassed
by naming evil, but it should be ashamed when the language of sin is used to dehumanize others or
protect institutional wrongdoing. Faithful witness combines moral clarity, humility, justice, and mercy.
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