
 

 

                                               Vol. 35 – March 18th, 2018 

 

Theological Reflections by Paul Chutikorn - Director of Faith Formation 

 

“How are We Accountable for the Sins of Our Fathers?” 

 This question came up in the 3rd/4th grade Religious Education class a couple weeks back, and I think it’s a very important question to 

think about. The question was in reference to Exodus 20:5-6, “You shall not bow down to them or serve them; for I the LORD your 

God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third and the fourth generation of those 

who hate me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments.” This is such a 

great topic because not only does this apply to our daily lives in terms of morality, but also applies to an understanding of Original Sin. 

Why do we have to suffer for the sins of others? Does this make God unjust? No, it actually does just the opposite. In order to best 

articulate the effects of sin, I think it helps to consider the distinction between material sin and formal sin. Material sin being the objective 

nature of the sin itself, and formal sin being the guilt imparted to us. An example I often give is of a toddler with an unformed conscience. 

Picture a toddler who went to the store with his/her parents and saw a piece of candy in the aisle, ate it, and threw the wrapper on the 

ground. Assuming the toddler had no idea it was wrong and is considered theft, did the toddler sin? Well, it depends how you look at it, 

either from an objective and subjective point of view. Objectively speaking, theft is always an offense against God being that it is one of 

the commandments, and therefore against the will of God. In other words, theft is never considered something good. But from a 

subjective point of view, is the toddler guilty? No, because in order to have guilt from a sin, one would have to both have knowledge 

that it is a sin, and willfully choose that sin. Thus, with regard to the sins of our fathers or Original Sin itself, it is not a guilt that we receive 

on our souls, but rather, a necessary effect based on the objective evil that occurred. In the case of the toddler stealing, just because he 

did not know it was bad, and while this does not place the toddler in a state of mortal sin, the effects of the wrongdoing itself still remain 

– a loss by the grocer, or even the temptation given to another to steal as well.  

So, while we may not be held morally responsible for the sins of others, the effect of the sin will still remain since it is not God’s will for 

this thing to happen. If our parents went to jail for committing a crime, we don’t bear the guilt for the crime (considering we don’t go to 

jail with them), but the effects of that crime still carry out into the world as a consequence to a wrong action. This is precisely why it is 

so important for us to evangelize. A lot of times, people get caught up in saying things like, “Well since they aren’t Catholic, I can’t really 

say much to them. They don’t believe what I believe, so I can’t judge them.” Remember, scripture does not condemn judgement, but 

only rash judgement. If we do not make known the negative effects that sin creates, we are only contributing to the problem. It is our 

responsibility as Catholics to spread the good news to the world so that as St. Catherine of Siena said, “we may set the whole world on 

fire” for the Lord. When we witness someone sinning and we do not let them know, with charity, that it is wrong, we take some of guilt 

of that sin unto ourselves. Let us all stand up for God’s word! Let us become soldiers of Christ who defend the faith to all nations so 

that the negative effects of sin will not continue on throughout the generations after us.  
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