
St. Brendan the Navigator Parish

Small Faith Sharing Cell Group

Teaching #51:  The Seven Deadly Sins

Shared by Deacon Bob

November 2020

The subject of “The Seven Deadly Sins” no doubt initially fills us with a

sense of dread, not joy.  However, I hope to share with you in this teaching how

we can understand these ancient Christian principles not as tools of guilt and

shame, or even a set of rules that must not be broken, but tools of insight into

the places where we unwittingly trap ourselves, walling ourselves off from

others and from God’s unconditional love.  We will begin by taking a look at

how these teachings originated in the lonely deserts of 4th Century Egypt,

became refined through the tradition, and can be used by Catholics today to

gain insight into their own harmful patterns of thought. By developing

awareness and vigilance, we can allow God to liberate us from these thoughts

and behaviours that inevitably cause suffering for ourselves and those around

us.

As a reminder, our current list of deadly or “cardinal” sins includes pride

or vainglory, greed or covetousness, wrath or anger, envy, lust, gluttony, and

sloth. It is a grim litany indeed.  It was in the 4th Century deserts of Egypt that

our current insight into theses sins developed.  During this period, thousands of

Christians moved into the sparse deserts of Egypt, Palestine, and Syria seeking

a deeper faith experience.  Many chose the “eremitical” life, the solitary life of

a hermit.  But what they discovered when they had escaped the distractions of

the world was the awful human truth that wherever we go, there we are.  They

learned that the real battles they faced were not with the world’s distractions

and temptations, but with their own afflictive thoughts, those thoughts that

spin up endless narratives in our minds.  The most articulate of these early

Desert Fathers was Evagrius Ponticus.  He and others came to the conclusion
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that these afflictive thoughts were put there by demons.  The seemed to arise

out of nowhere, and hijacked the life of prayer and tranquillity these early

monks sought.  Evagrius was the first to classify these afflictive thoughts into 8

“passions”.  His list included gluttony, lust, avarice (greed), sadness, wrath,

acedia (dejection), boasting, and pride.  Evagrius understood these “passions”

not as thoughts, but as patterns of thinking that ensnare us in a suffocating

cycle of internal storytelling, fantasy conversations, and wild imaginings leading

to harmful behaviour.  According to Evagrius, the demons placed them there

because they knew they would prevent us from the life of stillness, silence, and

prayer that reveals God’s presence in our lives. Once we know that presence,

the demons have no power and flee.  A brilliant psychologist, he taught that we

must develop awareness and vigilance regarding the actions of these demons.

He advises:

If there is any monk who wishes to take the measure of some of the

more fierce demons so as to gain experience in his monastic art, then let

him keep careful watch over his thoughts. Let him observe their

intensity, their periods of decline, and follow them as they rise and fall.

Let him note well the complexity of his thoughts, their periodicity, the

demons which cause them, with the order of their succession and the

nature of their associations.

For Evagrius, as we become more self-aware and reflective, we can catch

these thoughts early and learn to simply let them go before they overwhelm

us.  As we develop this essential spiritual skill, we experience what Evagrius

called “Apathia”, a sense of inner calm and clarity. More importantly, we

become accessible to the God who seeks us, and we begin to experience

deeply the joy and peace that is our birthright as children of God.

A student of Evagrius, John Cassian, refined Evagrius’ thought, and

taught that Apathia was not an end in itself, but a doorway to a life of Charity, a

life lived for others rather than self.  As we disentangle ourselves from the

“passions”, we begin to be less wrapped up in ourselves and turn our attention

instead to others.  We grow in all the virtues, dissolving suffocating self-love

and orienting our lives instead to the other, to love of God and love of neighbor

as Christ taught.  Only in this do we find a life of joy.  In 590, Pope Gregory

refined this list of “passions” into the list of seven deadly sins we work with

today.
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Reflection on these destructive patterns of thought reveal they most

often are abuses or excesses of normal healthy human yearnings.  Greed or

avarice is a useful example.  It is perfectly normal to desire the things we need

to be healthy and safe in this world.  Food, shelter, and clothing are all

necessities, but greed creeps in when we become obsessed with gaining and

retaining more than we need.  It becomes particularly venomous when we

devote excessive time and energy to getting more “stuff” of all sorts for

ourselves, leaving little time or energy for meeting the needs of others.  We

may hoard material things, or indulge in all sorts of sinful or illegal acts to

acquire and protect what we possess.  Worse though, we delude ourselves into

thinking our possessions can bring us any real sense of joy and contentment;

once the demon of greed has captured our imagination, we can never get

enough, and anything we give away depletes us.  We condemn ourselves to a

life of frustration and suffering.  Lust, gluttony, and envy are all cousins to

greed.

In our tradition, the worst of these seven sins is pride, often seen as the

source of all the other sins.  Pride is self-absorption run riot, seeing ourselves

as superior to others, self-sufficient, a world unto ourselves.  Pride locks us in a

prison, unable to consider that we may have much to learn, that we need

others, that we are incomplete in and of ourselves. At its worse, the demon of

pride whispers that we do not need God and others in our lives, the we are

capable of saving ourselves in this life. We hold ourselves up as Gods. It is the

death of the soul.

So what are we to do?  We begin by following Evargrius’ counsel, and

cultivate awareness and vigilance.  As we review the list of seven deadly sins,

any honest and self-aware person will know which of them they are most

susceptible to.  As we go about our lives, we can develop the skill of seeing

these “passions” begin to arise in us, name them for what they are, and refuse

to let them capture us.  Many prayer practices, from the daily examen to

prayers of quiet that cultivate mindfulness, can sharpen our ability to recognize

when we are flirting with dangerous patterns of thought before they

overwhelm us.  But there is nothing more challenging or more powerful than

simply asking God to show you where you are trapped, and being courageous

enough to admit and confront it.

The Church has also long held out virtues that serve to move us away

from these sins.  Humility, an embrace of the truth of both our strengths and
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weaknesses, protects us from pride.  Generosity, the willingness to hold things

lightly and give them to others more in need, quells greed. Patience keeps

wrath and anger at bay.  Gratitude, thankfulness and appreciation for what we

have, quiets envy.  Chastity, respect for our bodies and sexual desire, softens

lust.  Temperance, being satisfied with enough, keeps gluttony from washing

over us.  Diligence, putting our time and energy into those things that deserve

them, avoids sloth.

My friends, becoming aware of and avoiding these seven deadly sins,

these seven passions, is a doorway to a life of freedom and joy.  Mastery over

them is the foundation for a fruitful life of prayer and loving relationship with

the God who is ever inviting us to move past our self-imposed limitations.  Let

awareness and vigilance become your watchwords as we once again move

toward the season of God’s incarnation in our lives.

Questions for reflection

1. Did one of the sins on the list strike an uncomfortable chord within you?

Can you share with your group what it is and where you may have seen it

in your life?  If that is too uncomfortable, take a few minutes to journal

about it.

2. Have you had an experience of realizing you had been ensnared in one of

these unhappy patterns of thinking?  What triggered the realization, and

what did you do about it?

3. Are there other patterns of thought that you feel could be added to the

list?  What in our own culture and society do you see as evidence of

harmful patterns of thought?  Be careful not to point your finger at

others: consider where you may have been pulled in by their allure.
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