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INFORM 
faith & life matters 

Now we come to the most glamorous and 
famous of the deadly sins — lust. It is defined as 
the disordered desire for sexual pleasure. 

Like other deadly sins, lust is directed toward 
a good (sex), but in a disordered way. The 
deadliness of this sin is that it turns another person 
into an object of pleasure and dehumanises us. 
This tendency takes us away from our true end 
of loving God and serving others. Although lust 
is deadly, it is not considered the worst of the 
deadly sins. However, it is a sin that we are often 
more conscious and ashamed of. 

Many great thinkers in the Catholic tradition 
have said that God permits us to fall in the 
area of lust in order to help us overcome the 
greater sin of pride which, as we have said, is 
the root of all sin. We live at a time where it is 
far easier to succumb to lust as our society is so 
sexualised. It is very hard to avoid the countless 
advertisements that use our weakness in this 
area as a means to sell everything from alcohol 
to cars to music. Sex, as the advertising industry 
tells us, does indeed sell. 

To avoid lust we need, as far as possible, to 
avoid those things that distort the true meaning 
of sexuality. We need to protect our heart, our 
senses and our imagination. This is particularly 
important in the formative years of growing up. 
Children need to retain their innocence as long 
as possible and even into adulthood this same 
innocence needs to be encouraged. Each of us 
needs to grow in the virtue of chastity, described 
in the Catechism of the Catholic Church as "the 
successful integration of sexuality within the 
person and thus the inner unity of man in his 
bodily and spiritual being. (CCC 2337) 

Christ said, ''Blessed are the pure in heart, for 
they shall see God." (Mt 5:8) This beatitude 
involves the deepest part of our being, the heart, 
the seat of our deepest desires and aspirations. 
The pure of heart "see God" because they follow 
God's will. In fact, their will and God's will are 
married together. The purest of God's creatures 
is Mary, who said in response to God's request, 
"Let it be done to me according to your word.' 
(Lk 1:38) 

Clukkony 
The Inordinate Desire for the Pleasures 
of Food and Drink 

Gluttony, defined as the inordinate desire for the 
pleasures of food and drink, is the final deadly 
sin. It is the easiest to dismiss or forget because 

it does not seem very important. Nonetheless, 
it remains deadly and must be taken seriously. 
Gluttony is like avarice and lust except that, 
instead of having material wealth or sexual 
pleasure as its object, it involves an inordinate 
desire for food and drink. 

People seem to be more aware of this sin these 
days, with our constant talk about health, fitness, 
obesity levels, alcohol abuse, etc. However, 
these considerations focus on the physical well-
being of the person. Why is gluttony spiritually 
deadly? The main reason is that, like avarice, it 
makes into an end what should be a means. In 
otherwords, instead of food and drink being used 
to help us toward our true end of loving God and 
serving others, they become the primary focus 
of our attention. Not for nothing did St Paul write, 
"Their god is the belly.' (Phil 3:19) 

There are two ways that we can fall into gluttony: 
by eating and drinking too much and by being 
consumed with a desire for only the finest food 
and drink. Within the Catholic tradition we have 
a perfect remedy for both of these: fasting and 
feasting. Our liturgical year is punctuated by 
times of penance and times of feasting. When we 
fast we forgo food or drink, which is something 
good in itself, for the sake of something greater, 
namely God and our relationship with him. When 
we celebrate a great feast such as Christmas, 
Easter or a feast of Our Lady, the liturgical 
celebration should be continued with a culinary 
feast: good food and drink consumed in a spirit 
of celebration and thanksgiving. Fasting helps 
us control our appetite for food and drink, while 
feasting helps us appreciate and use for a good 
purpose the best food and drink that the earth 
can provide. 

Conclusion 
Why is it good to know about the seven deadly 
sins? As we noted earlier, the loss of the sense 

of sin is often accompanied by the loss of the 
sense of God and of spiritual realities. When we 
deny our sinfulness we deny ourselves access to 
God's grace of healing and redemption. On the 
contrary, being aware of our sinfulness allows us 
to accept God's saving love into our life; we allow 
his grace to perfect our nature. 

Commenting on how sin is a door to grace, the 
great French Catholic writer Charles Peguy 
wrote, "It is because the man was on the ground 
that the Samaritan picked him up. It is because 
Jesus' face was dirty that Veronica wiped him 
with her veil. Thus, the one who is not fallen 
will not be picked up; and the one who is not 
dirty will not be made clean." (Oeuvres en Prose 
II, Gallimard: Biblioteque de la Pleiade, 1957, 
1334) 

We all confront the deadly sins in one way or 
another throughout our lives. The important thing 
is to be aware of them and to know how they 
affect our spiritual and moral lives. Knowledge 
of these sins acts as a diagnostic tool, an X-
ray machine that will reveal the extent of our 
sinfulness and allow Christ, whom the Fathers of 
the Church called the Divine Physician, to heal 
and perfect us. 

Questions for discussion 
1. Which of the seven deadly sins do you think 

is the most harmful to the soul? Why? 

2. How would you explain to another person 
when anger is a sin and when it is not? 

3. What are some common examples of 
sloth? 

4. What can we do to combat our tendency to 
envy? 

Paul Morrissey is Lecturer in Theology at the 
University of Notre Dame, Sydney. 
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Everyone has heard  ottf-len  Deadly Sins". But what are they and why are they so deadly? 
Paul Morrissey answers  tharrand  many other questions. 
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St Thomas Aquinas describes avarice as 

the inordinate desire for temporal goods 

that can be measured in money. The 

deadliness of avarice lies in the fact that 

it leads us to worship a false idol - money, 

material goods  -  rather than God. 
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Jesus gives us the antidote to sloth in his Sermon on 

the Mount: "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst 

for righteousness." (Mt 5:6) Sloth is indifference to 

holiness, a lack of the blessed hunger and thirst for it. 

To cultivate this hunger we need to be faithful to our 

prayer. 

In our world today sin seems rather a quaint 
idea. Many people dismiss the reality of sin as 
"merely a developmental flaw, a psychological 
weakness, a mistake, or the necessary 
consequence of an inadequate social structure." 
(Catechism of the Catholic Church, 387) Pope 
Pius XII said in a radio message in 1946 that 
"the sin of this century is the loss of the sense of 
sin." And Pope John Paul II added in 1986 that 
"this loss goes hand in hand with the loss of the 
sense of God.' 

In fact, many things that were once considered 
sinful are now seen by some as necessary 
requirements of human fulfillment. This 
development is certainly attributable to the 
decline in religious belief and practice. However, 
even within the Church there has been a loss 
of the sense of sin on the part of many. This is 
why the traditional teaching on the seven deadly 
sins is important: it helps remind believers of the 
reality of sin. 

The seven deadly sins are more accurately, 
though less exotically, known as capital sins, 
from the Latin caput, meaning head. They are 
called this not because they are necessarily 
the most serious sins, but because they lead 
to other sins that can be deadly or mortal. (cf. 
CCC, 1866) They are the leaders, or heads, in 
that they are the habits or tendencies which lead 
us to commit serious sins. 

The teaching on the seven deadly sins helps 
us understand the reality of sin in our lives 
and it provides a good diagnostic tool to see 
the weaknesses of our moral and spiritual life. 
Before we begin to look at the deadly sins in 

particular, it is important to clarify that each of 
them leads us to choose something that is good 
in itself but to do so in a disordered way. It is like 
looking for the right thing in the wrong place or 
in the wrong way. 

p oi* 
he Disordered Love of Self 

The first deadly sin is pride, sometimes defined 
as a disordered love of self. Pride is very different 
from a well-ordered love of self, a love required 
of us by Jesus in his command to love your 
neighbour as yourself' (Mt 22:39). Traditionally 
this is considered the most deadly of all the 
sins because it is the beginning of all sin (cf. 
Sir 10:13). At the heart of all sin is the desire to 
serve ourselves rather than God or others —"My 
will be done" rather than "Your will be done." This 
attitude was there in the Garden of Eden with 
our first parents, who wanted to be like God. 

Today pride is considered by many to be more 
a virtue than a sin, so it is important for us to 
understand it well. In many ways it is the most 
elusive of the sins in that it is very difficult to see 
it in our own lives. One thing that we as humans 
are very good at is deceiving ourselves and this 
is especially true in the area of pride. Beneath 
the statement 	am not proud" will likely be 
found the deadly sin of pride. 

Pride manifests itself in many ways. We are 
proud, for example, when we think we are 
better or more clever than others, when we 
make excuses for ourselves when criticised, 
when we boast of our accomplishments or feel 
down when people don't say good things about 
us. Another example is the thought that we are 
better than non-believers or than other Catholics 
who don't practise their faith. Although we read 
in the Gospels about the danger of the proud 
attitude of some of the Pharisees, we easily fall 
prey to those same attitudes ourselves without 
even realising it. 

Another temptation, which is a particularly 
modern one, is to think that we can find a way to 
get to heaven without God's help. Thus we place 
ourselves above God, above the Church, above 
the Scriptures. Or as Frank Sinatra would put it, 
'I did it my way.' We forget that we are saved 
only by God and his mercy. 

What then is the antidote to pride? Our Lord 
in the first beatitude states: "Blessed are the 
poor in spirit" (Mt 5:3), in other words, blessed 
are the humble' The key weapon in the fight 
against pride is humility. St Bernard of Clairvaux, 
when asked what the four cardinal virtues were, 
responded 'humility, humility, humility, and 

humility.' Just as pride is found at the heart of all 
sinful attitudes, humility is found at the heart of 
all virtuous dispositions and acts. 

A good example of this is the Good Thief. Here 
is a man who has sinned greatly and is paying 
for his crime by being crucified. Although a 
sinner, he is humble and cries out to Jesus 
for mercy. He is forgiven in an instant; he is 
the first saint, canonised by Christ himself. 
(cf. Lk 23:42-43) Catholics have a wonderful 
gateway to the mercy of God in the Sacrament 
of Reconciliation. Regular confession helps us 
to be humble, reminding us of our faults and 
failings and allowing us to experience the mercy 
of God, which is always greater than our sins. 

AVARICE 
The Disordered Love of Material Goods 
The second deadly sin is avarice or, in more 
common language, greed. St Thomas Aquinas 
describes avarice as the inordinate desire for 
temporal goods that can be measured in money. 
The deadliness of avarice lies in the fact that it 
leads us to worship a false idol — money, material 
goods — rather than God. 

As with many of the deadly sins, avarice takes 
something that is good, in this case created 
goods, and distorts them into something they 
are not, thus leading us into a sinful disposition. 
Obviously it is good to try to earn money so 
that we can support ourselves and our family. 
There is nothing wrong with having wealth. This 
desire though becomes disordered when we fall 
in love with money and material wealth. Then 
these goods become no longer means but ends 
in themselves. In this sense St Paul warns that 
"the love of money is the root of all evils." (1 Tim 
6:10) 

There are two types of greed: greed in longing 
for what we do not have and greed in being 
attached to what we do have. To combat the first 
type we need to cultivate in our lives a sense of 
simplicity and to critique carefully what society 
tells us we need. Ascetic practices will also help 
to overcome this type of avarice. For example, 
we can deliberately go without something 
that is good in order to encourage a sense of 
detachment from the material world. 

To combat attachment to material things we 
need to cultivate and practise generosity. All 
things come from God and belong ultimately to 
him. This is why the traditional practice of tithing 
is important. Through it we give back to God a 
portion of what he has given to us. We need to 
give away something of what we consider to be 
rightfully ours. This is another way of saying 

that we need to be merciful: "Blessed are the 
merciful" (Mt 5:7) 

Sadness at the I rceived Threat to our 
own Excellence and Status 
Envy, or jealousy, is sorrow over another's good. 
We see that someone has a nicer house or 
car, or is more intelligent or attractive than we 
are and we feel sad. It is the least alluring or 
pleasurable of all the deadly sins, since it only 
leads to resentment and suffering. 

The great problem with envy is that it cuts at 
the heart of family and community life, creating 
division rather than union. The human person is 
created to be in relationship and envy makes us 
resent the other, easily developing into hatred. 

How can we overcome envy? First of all, we 
should learn to be satisfied with the gifts that 
God has given us and not desire more. St John 
the Baptist says: "No one can receive anything 
except what is given him from heaven." (Jn 
3:27) Also, Jesus said, "Blessed are those 
who mourn.' (Lk 6:21) This is the beatitude 
that concerns suffering and compassion, 
which means to suffer with someone. If we are 
compassionate, we will share another's sorrow 
and rejoice in their blessings, in contrast to the 
envious person who is sorrowful at the other's 
good fortune. Envy, as we said, splits apart the 
family and community, whereas compassion 
unites and transforms them. 

A wonderful example of this is St Therese 
of Lisieux. During her life in the Carmelite 
monastery she encountered many difficulties 
with different sisters, and one sister in particular 
really annoyed her through the noises she would 
make in the chapel. Through prayer, Therese 
learned to love and expect the noise, which 
transformed her relationship with this sister. 
When Therese died, it was this "noisy" sister 
who believed she was the most loved by the 
saint and, if truth be told, she probably was. 

The Inordinate Desire to be Vindicated 
or Seek Vengeance 
Wrath, or anger, is sometimes defined as the 
inordinate desire to be vindicated or to seek 
revenge. We first need to clarify and distinguish 
different types of anger. The deadly sin of anger 
is not the emotion that can quickly well up within 
us in the face of something unpleasant, nor is 
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it the justified anger that we should feel in the 
face of an injustice. Rather, the deadly sin is a 
deliberate act of the will that is inordinate — out 
of proportion or too strong — for the occasion or 
the person towards whom we feel angry. 

For example, we may get angry when driving. 
We're running late, the person in front of us is 
driving too slowly, we miss the lights, and we 
feel anger welling up within us. This emotion will 
become the capital sin of anger if we give in to 
it in a way that is disproportionate, for example 
by swearing at the other driver, beeping the horn 
aggressively, etc. The great danger of anger, like 
envy, is that it can lead to hatred and tear apart 
families and communities. 

Christ says, "Blessed are the peacemakers." (Mt 
5:9) In order to overcome anger we need to pray 
for peace in our hearts. We often pray for peace 
in the world, and this is good and necessary. But 
peace begins in our own heart and in our own 
home, in our workplace, school, parish, etc. It 
is easy to see on the news the tragic effects of 
anger and violence in some far away place, but 
it is not so easy to see the discord, anger, and 
resentment in our own life. This is why we need 
to pray for peace in our own hearts. 

Sloth 
Laziness in the Spiritual and Moral Life 
Perhaps the least known and understood deadly 
sin is sloth. St Thomas calls sloth sorrow about 
a spiritual good, although it is more commonly 
described as spiritual laziness. in a broader 
sense, laziness in any aspect of our life (not 
doing our chores, our study or exercise because 
we cannot be bothered) can also be considered 
sloth since we thereby fail God and hurt 
ourselves spiritually. 

Spiritual sloth is disinterest in God and the 
spiritual life. We are particularly at risk of falling 
into sloth in our world today where we seek to be 
entertained and distracted all our waking lives. 
In fact, the more active we are, the more at risk 
we are of being afflicted by sloth. And yet we 
constantly complain that we are bored, which is, 
incidentally, the primary symptom of sloth. The 
only thing that does not get boring is being with 
God, who alone can satisfy the desires of our 
heart. 

Sloth is deadly because it robs us of our zest 
for God, for seeking after God and doing God's 
will. In the fourth century, Saint Ephrem of 
Syria, known as the 'Harp of the Holy Spirit" 
acknowledged sloth as a great threat to the 
Christian life and, although tempted throughout 
his life by this sin, fought valiantly against it. His 
deathbed poem exemplifies this: 

"1 Ephrem, am dying and writing my 
testament, 

To be witness for the pupils who come 
after me: be constantly praying, day and 
night; 

As a ploughman who ploughs again and 
again, whose work is admirable. 

Do not be like the lazy ones in whose 
fields thorns grow. 

Be constantly praying, for he who adores 
prayer will find help in both worlds." 

Jesus gives us the antidote to sloth in his Sermon 
on the Mount: "Blessed are those who hunger 
and thirst for righteousness." (Mt 5:6) Sloth is 
indifference to holiness, a lack of the blessed 
hunger and thirst for it. To cultivate this hunger 
we need to be faithful to our prayer. The most 
difficult thing today, with so many distractions 
competing for our attention, is to find the space, 
time, and quiet for prayer. In order to succeed 
we need to make a decision to spend some time 
each day with God in prayer. Part of the battle 
of prayer is to pray when we don't feel like it, 
when we would rather be on the phone, listening 
to the MP3 player, or watching television. We 
also need to order our life, to sleep enough, to 
exercise and find time for genuine leisure. When 
our life is ordered, it is easier to find time to be 
committed to prayer. It is only in faithfulness to 
prayer, even for a very short time every day, that 
we can overcome sloth. 

'In seeing the Beatitudes as the antidote to the seven 
deadly sins I have used the philosopher Peter Kreeft's 
delightful insights in his book, Back to Virtue (San 
Francisco: Ignatius, 1992). Other works consulted 
include 'Capital Sins' in Russell Shaw (ed) Encyclopedia 
of Catholic Doctrine (Huntington: Our Sunday Visitor, 
1997) and Pascal Ide, The Seven Capital Sins (Paris: 
ED I FA, 2002) 


