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2 Chr 36: 14-17, 19-23 
Ps 137: 1-2, 3, 4-5, 6 
Eph 2: 4-10 
Jn 3: 14-21 

 
 

A hundred years or so ago, an English writer named C. S. Lewis 

wrote many religious and children’s books that were very popular both 

then and now. One of his books was entitled, The Screwtape Letters, a 

story about two disciples of the devil whose job in life was to take the 

souls of innocent humans and feed off them. The senior devil was 

named Screwtape (a very crafty fellow) and his novice was named 

Wormwood.  

In Lewis’ story, the novice Wormwood attempts to show his superior 

a more direct means on acquiring the souls of others through 

horrendous deceptions and terrible evils. However, Screwtape was a 

seasoned master in the kingdom of hell and in the book, he tries to 

instruct his novice on the fine art of deception.  

“Remember, Wormwood,” the teacher instructs his pupil… 
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… the only thing that matters is the extent to which you separate 
[someone] from God. It does not matter how small the sins are 
provided that when they are added up the effect is to edge the 
[person] away from the light and out into the searing cold of 
nothingness. Murder is no better than bitterness, if bitterness can do 
the trick. Indeed the safest road away from God is the gradual one. 
The gentle slope, soft underfoot, without sudden turnings, without 
great events, without signposts. Suddenly you reach a destination 
not planned but so easily arrived at. 
 
 
The moral of this story is that Sin is not just a thing we “have,” it is 

not a mark on our soul. Sin is also a condition which describes the 

manner in which we live. This is important to ponder for a few 

moments. One person put it well by saying, “Sin is not a noun. It is a 

verb.” C. S. Lewis put his finger on this understanding of sin, describing 

it as a “gentle slope, soft underfoot, without sudden turnings, without 

great events.” This view of sin is one reason why we entered Lent this 

year to “take an inner journey.” 

It seems to me that if we actually take time to make this “inner 

journey” of faith, then we slowly build a relationship with God and 

everything opens up for us. It is like a slow incline of faith that our 

beloved Lord walks with us as a friend, and when we stumble, he is 
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there to pick us up. It is this covenant of which we read from Second 

Chronicles today that reminds us that God never abandons us, even 

when we, at times, abandon God. 

It also seems to me that humanity in general finds it difficult to walk 

this uphill path. At times the incline of faith seems to steep and we do 

not wish to struggle up the slope. As opposed to the path of faith, the 

road to sin appears to be a lovely, leisurely downhill stroll, easier to 

walk and something we don’t have to think about. Many in society 

laugh heartily on this downhill path by talking about how drugs or sex 

or alcohol or things of that nature provide us with a quick fix, a quick 

gratification, but in this manner the small stuff leads to large stuff and 

the large stuff will kill our soul in what the Church calls “the second 

death.” 

I truly believe that the small stuff leads to the large stuff. I also 

believe in serving as a strong defender against the small stuff because of 

what I have experienced in my life, before and after ordination, how the 

small stuff, when out of control, can cause great harm to innocent 
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people, including me. For me, there is no worse feeling that I can 

experience when I encounter the most innocent of souls becoming 

scarred by a world that has no regard for innocence. 

This weekend, I was well reminded of the pitfalls from this sinful 

lifestyle as I celebrated two funeral services of individuals who fell into 

this seemingly endless pit of despair. The first involved a woman whose 

husband refused to have his wife’s funeral Mass celebrated in Church 

because of his fallen nature, because of the kinds of abuse that he 

received as a child. In the course of our conversation, this man named 

“John” began to confide in me about how simple acts of abuse turned 

into larger acts and how every time he turned to God, God did not 

listen, according to his testimony. His youth appeared as if it was a 

crescendo of one terrible act upon another in his life and he was not able 

to stop it. At first, he thought the acts of abuse were acceptable behavior 

in a society that he did not understand, being a child in the world with 

limited experience. As he grew older, his anger and frustration turned to 



 

Rev. Peter G. Jankowski Page 5 
5th Sunday of Lent - B March 20-21, 2021 

God and blamed God for allowing such bad things to happen in a good 

life. 

On my part, I felt helpless – what do you tell a man who has felt the 

burden of the world fall on his shoulders? I quoted to the man the 

passages from Psalm 23 and Romans 8 – I tried to comfort him by telling 

his that humanity constantly fails us but God never does and that we 

often confuse the two to such an extent that we start to believe that God 

condones the actions that exist outside of the Garden of Eden. All I 

know through this experience was that as God’s minister, I had an 

opportunity to reintroduce a grieving soul to the Sacred Heart of Jesus 

and somehow, some way, maybe this man will be able to open his own 

heart to allow the one being that can actually help him to come in. 

The second funeral that I celebrated was for an eighteen year old girl 

named “Annie.” I met Annie’s parents at the funeral home and I’m 

guessing the parents were not older than thirty five or forty years old. 

They’re a nice family – three other kids from ages eighteen to ten, all 

mischievous and all acting in a way proper to their age. Annie was the 
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oldest of the family and so she took care of all the “adult child” 

responsibilities – she cleaned the house, watched the kids when the 

parents were away and all those kinds of things. Annie even brought 

coffee to her mother at the small business she owned. The two of them 

used to call the coffee “mud,” mostly based on the manner in which 

Annie made the coffee (I guess she liked it strong). 

Her mom told me that for all of Annie’s strengths – and she had a 

great deal of them – Annie felt terribly lonely in life, as if she had no 

friends. Those comments were ironic in retrospect, considering that the 

funeral home was overflowing with friends from her school and 

members of her family. Annie had friends who chatted with her in the 

local book club, groupies that accompanied her to concerts and she was 

considered one of the more popular kids in school. 

Which is why the family was overwhelmed with grief when they 

found out that their daughter had died from a drug overdose this last 

week. I guess that Annie’s depression was unnoticed in its early stages 

and had gotten out of control as time went on, unnoticed by her family 
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in friends. In the process, her drug addiction became out of control. I 

guess some of the kids she knew did not think too much about the 

problems of drugs – many of us turn our heads when others have 

additions – until, in this case, it was much too late. 

What could I do for Annie’s family? For a second time in two days, I 

attempted to speak of a Gospel message of hope that brightens even the 

darkest of skies and assure the family that God never abandons us, even 

when it appears that humanity abandons God at times. In the process, I 

think to myself that if we leaders of the Church, if we parents and 

teachers hold firm to the gospel values (even in the most difficult of 

times), that we might be able to address these temptations of sin before 

they get out of control. 

The reason I bring up these two illustrations is due to my realization 

of how the road to sin appears a much easier lifestyle than the road to 

faith. If I gave you a choice of avoiding a conflict or taking the easy road, 

of easing your problems with a quick fix drug or drink, the choice at 

first might seem a simple one. The temptation to some sins in this world 
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can seem really appealing at times until the stain of infidelity hits home 

or the stain of gambling drains a person of all their financial resources. 

In contradistinction, the road to faith, takes more work and does not 

always provide the instant gratification we often seek. The world of 

faith requires a life of prayer, a life of hard work, a life that constantly 

calls us to be strong against sin and to put faith in both Christ and the 

Church. Many would like to walk this path, but find it too much work 

and would rather take the road that appears much easier, though 

ultimately more dangerous. But in the end, whenever we echo the 

words of today’s gospel, “Sir, I want to see Christ,” what appears in our 

hearts is a sense of calm and peace for those who believe, a sense of calm 

that reminds the faithful person that God is still very much present in 

this difficult world. 

To me, all good things in life require work. A good marriage, a strong 

family, a decent set of Christian values requires us to stay strong in what 

we believe and to put aside those temptations in life. In gospel terms, 

when we die to sin and die to the world like a seed of grain, we grow 
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into something much better and much more wonderful. But to die to sin, 

to put aside those temptations in life, cause much grief to those who 

wish to walk the path. 

If I had to confront Wormwood and the devil, I hope that today and 

every day my response would be that of today’s gospel: Sir, I would like 

to see Christ. I would like to see Christ on the road and in my soul. I 

would like to see Christ in everything that I do. Like the sentiments 

from today’s gospel, I would like to see Christ in the most difficult of 

times so that I realize that even in the worst of darkness appears a 

glimmer of light. To see Christ would mean that I must shy away from 

sin and turn to the gospel, that I abandon the downhill slope of sin in 

favor of a life of love. No, it’s not the easy road and no, it’s not the 

popular one. But if I would like to see Christ then I will need to travel a 

different and much more difficult path in life. 

And so, as we draw closer to the end of this Lenten Season, we ask 

ourselves a simple question: do we wish to see Christ in our lives and be 

strengthened by his presence or do we turn to the other things of life 
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that at times look less desirable but also become the means to our 

downward spiral? Let us take some time this week to answer that 

question as we prepare ourselves for Palm Sunday and the holiest week 

of our Church year. This is our prayer. 


