
Praying Our Conversion: Sin: Serious but Conquered  
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Opening Prayer (Saint Ephrem the Syrian): 

O Lord and Master of my life,  

take from me the spirit of sloth,  

despair, lust of power,  

and idle talk. 

But give rather the spirit of chastity,  

humility, patience,  

and love to Thy servant. 

O Lord and King, grant me  

to see my own transgressions,  

and not to judge my brother,  

for You are blessed, now and ever,  

and forever.  

Amen. 

Agenda: 
 
I. Opening Prayer 
II. Setting the Scene: What is Sin? 
III. Unconfessed Sin’s Alternate Reality: Psalm 32  
IV. Sin’s Effects on the Whole Person: Psalm 38 
V. Sin’s Effects, Tools of God’s Mercy: Psalm 6 
VI. Closing Prayer 



Setting the Scene: What is Sin? 

When God forgives our sin, he is not changing his mind about us; he is changing our mind 

about him. He does not change; his mind is never anything but loving; he is love. The 

forgiveness of sin is God’s creative and re-creative love making the desert bloom again, 

bringing us back from dry sterility to the rich luxuriant life bursting out all over the place. 

When God changes your mind in this way, when he pours out on you his Spirit of new life, it is 

exhilarating, but it is also fairly painful. There is a trauma of rebirth as perhaps there is of 

birth. The exhilaration and the pain that belong to being reborn is what we call contrition, and 

this is the forgiveness of sin. Contrition is not anxious guilt about sin; it is the continual 

recognition in hope that the Spirit has come to me as healing my sin. –Herbert McCabe, OP 

(God, Christ and Us, p. 16)  

1. Paul exhorts us to “think of yourselves as [being] dead to sin and living for God in Christ 

Jesus” (Romans 6:11). This is the living out of the mystery of our Baptism. Last week, we 

focused on the God who makes this possible as revealed in the Psalms 102, 130, and 143. 

This week, we focus on Psalms 6, 32, and 38 to discover 

more what sin is and what God’s forgiveness looks like. 

2. How do you imagine a sin? 

a. Biblical metaphors: “It is as though a stain, weight, 

or bond of indebtedness is created [from nothing] 

when one offends against God. And that thing that 

sin has created will continue to haunt the offenders 

until it has been engaged and dealt with” (Gary. A. 

Anderson, Sin: A History, p. 2). 

b. St. Augustine: Sin is “a word, deed, or desire 

contrary to the eternal law” (Against Faustus, 

xxii). Instead of obeying God’s law, sin is “love of oneself even to contempt of 

God” (City of God, XIV.28). It is a free choice for evil, which does not exist “in 

itself, but only as an evil aspect of some actual entity” (Enchiridion, ch. 4). Evil is 

“parasitic on something good,” and sin chooses this instead of the good.  

c. Hans Urs von Balthasar: “Sin is essentially untruth, a lie that seeks to release 

from itself, once it has become personal and social, a pseudoform of secondary 

‘truth’ as the normal form, which is taken as valid as a mere matter of course.”  

3. In offending both God’s design and human nature, sin has serious effects on us (not 

God), which destroys our life. God’s response is to get our attention and heal us. 

Reflection Questions:  

What image comes to mind for me of “sin”? Where do I see the effects of sin most clearly 

in my life? In others’ lives? In our world? 



Unconfessed Sin’s Alternate Reality: Psalm 32 

“Many are the scourges of the sinner”: much is he scourged, who, confessing not 

his sins to God, would be his own ruler. “But he that trusts in the Lord, mercy compasses him 

about”; but he that trusts in the Lord, and submits himself to His rule, mercy shall compass 

him about.–St. Augustine, Exposition on Psalm 32 [31] 

1. Psalm 32 differs from other Penitential Psalms in having 2 noticeable breaks from the 1st 

person human narrator: a set of “beatitudes” (vv. 1-2) and God speaking (vv. 8-9). 

a. The beatitudes describe a particular type of person as blessed: “the one whose 

fault is removed, whose sin is forgiven, to whom the Lord imputes no guilt” (vv. 1-

2) and “in whose spirit is no deceit” (v. 2). Forgiveness and truth bless one.  

b. The narrator returns in v. 3 to describe what happens when sin is ignored and 

unacknowledged: “my bones wasted away; I groaned all day long… your hand was 

heavy upon me; my strength withered as in dry summer heat” (vv. 3-4). It feels 

like “flood waters threaten[ing],” i.e., the chaos waters we saw last week (v. 6). 

c. Confessing sin, however, changes everything, 

because it brings the sinner into forgiveness and 

truth. God becomes “my shelter” who “guard[s] me 

from distress” and “surround[s] me” (v. 7).  

d. God assures the narrator of His tender care and 

guidance, warning of the effects of “be[ing] like a 

horse or mule, without understanding”: the “bit and 

bridle” must be used to bring them back from their 

alternate reality (vv. 8-9). 

e. Finally, the last lines return to the 1st lines in an 

exhortation: we can “be glad in the Lord and 

rejoice,” because His “mercy surrounds” us (vv. 10-11). 

2. What is the “pseudoform of secondary ‘truth’” that sin unleashes? It is, in the words of 

Augustine, the illusion of being the ruler of the world rather than God. This brings with it 

the anxiety and impossibility of maintaining your control over the world. It also brings 

you into conflict with anyone else who claims a different ruler than you! The rule of the 

Lord (the Kingdom of God, we could gloss) is His Truth, His Son, the King of Kings. 

Reflection Questions: 

Can I recall a time when I had to face a difficult truth about myself or others? What led 

me to realizing that I was involved in a lie? How did God bring me back to truth? 

 



Sin’s Effects on the Whole Person: Psalm 38 

 We are filled with a panic fear; from every quarter something excites anxiety. Why? 

Because “my courage has failed me.” For what would be feared if that courage still remained 

unmoved? Whatever bad tidings were brought, whatever threatened us, whatever sound was 

heard, whatever were to fall, whatever appeared horrible, would inspire no terror. But 

whence that trouble? “My courage fails me.” Why has my courage failed me? “The light of my 

eyes also is gone from me.” Thus Adam also could not see “the light of his eyes.” For “the light 

of his eyes” was God Himself, whom when he had offended, he fled to the shade, and hid 

himself among the trees of Paradise. He shrunk in alarm from the face of God: and sought the 

shelter of the trees; thenceforth among the trees he had no more “the light of his eyes,” at which 

he would rejoice.... –St. Augustine, Exposition of Psalm 38 [37] 

1. Psalm 38 may be one of the most extensive descriptions of sin’s effects in the Psalter. As 

“a psalm of David,” we can hear the firsthand experience of David with his sin (v. 1). 

2. What does sin affect? What “wounds are with me always” (v. 18)? Where does fear get let 

loose? 

a. Our bodies, for we are body-spirit creatures: “no 

wholesomeness in my flesh… no health in my 

bones… foul and festering are my sores…burn with 

fever…” (vv. 4, 6, 8) 

b. Our emotions: “overwhelm me… too heavy for me… 

mourning… numb and utterly crushed… wail with 

anguish of heart” (vv. 5, 7, 9) 

c. Our relationships: “Friends and companions shun my disease; my neighbors 

stand far off. Those who seek my life lay snares for me; they seek my misfortune, 

they speak of ruin…” (vv. 12-13).  

3. Why? Because we turn our backs, not our faces, to God who is the source of our life and 

our salvation (cf. Jeremiah 7:24). When we disobey God’s laws for our well-being and 

goodness, we inevitably harm others. We participate in a false order: isolated 

individuals; everyone must watch out for #1; kill or be killed. 

4. What is the proper response? Acknowledge sin and its effects to God (vv. 2-3, 10). Wait 

for God to act (vv. 16, 22-23). God transforms the desert into a garden, restoring life. 

Reflection Questions: 

What are the most noticeable effects of sin in your life?  

How does the world around us reinforce sin’s “false order” of reality? How can we grow 

in love and awareness of God’s truth in response? 



Sin’s Effects, Tools of God’s Mercy: Psalm 6 

“And You, O Lord, how long?” Who does not see represented here a soul struggling with her 

diseases; but long kept back by the physician, that she may be convinced what evils she has 

plunged herself into through sin? For what is easily healed, is not much avoided: but from the 

difficulty of the healing, there will be the more careful keeping of recovered health. God then 

[…] must not be deemed as if cruel: but as a kind convincer of the soul, what evil she has 

procured for herself. –St. Augustine, Exposition on Psalm 6 

1. Psalm 6 draws our attention to the interplay between the Lord’s “anger and wrath” and 

our “weakness” and need for healing (vv. 2-3).  

a. Our Tradition understands God as pure and utterly gratuitous love. Why then 

does the Psalmist describe God’s “anger” and “wrath” for sin? Unlike us, God’s 

anger and wrath do not signify changing emotional states in Him: He is eternal, 

impassible, unchanging. Rather, they signify what God’s love looks like against 

the backdrop of sin: God’s wrath is “His passion to set things right” (Msgr. 

Charles Pope). 

b. Even more, this experience can help us to recognize the need to set things right: 

without stark reminders of the effects of our sin, it can be easy to become 

complacent or to let our hearts become hardened. Our sins have effects—

temporal punishment, as the Church describes it—but even these are not 

punishments for the sake of angry punishing. They are tools for correction. 

c. This reflects that deep sense of utterly gratuitous love which God is and which 

motivates every divine action in creating, redeeming, and saving us: nothing “will 

be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 

8:39). This is why we can “rejoice every time you discover a new imperfection,” as 

Jean Pierre de Caussade wrote: God is bringing you to the truth to heal you. 

Reflection Questions: 

How do you react to understanding God’s anger or wrath as “His passion to set things 

right”? Is it hard to understand God as passionate that I might have “life abundantly” 

(John 10:10)? 

Has a consequence of sin ever motivated you to seek reconciliation with God? 

 

 

 

 



Closing Prayer 

Cleanse your people, Lord, we pray, 

from every taint of wickedness, 

that their gifts may be pleasing to you; 

and do not let them cling to false joys, 

for you promise them the rewards of your truth. 

Through Christ our Lord. Amen. 

-Prayer over the Offerings,  

Mass for Thursday of the Third Week of Lent 
 


