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Today’s readings invite us to reflect upon some of the deeper and perhaps more troubling 

questions people ask. What is death? Who is this devil and what’s his problem, anyway? 

There’s no way to give you comprehensive answers to these questions in five minutes or so, but 

among the more obvious takeaways from today’s Scripture is that God is all about life, not 

death, and that God really likes families, especially children, and wants them to be happy and 

apparently well-fed, too.  

 

The thematic context in which this message appears is envy, death and the devil, which might 

seem unusual and perhaps needs some explaining. We may just find that death – real death – is 

quite different than what we might’ve thought. Let me tell you a story or two, and you can 

decide for yourself. 

 

One of my earliest experiences as a hospital chaplain was to learn how to accompany people 

who are dying and console the friends and relatives of those who have just passed. Chaplains 

generally agree that the run-up to each individual’s passing is unique and that the task can get 

very complicated very quickly; but when it comes to dying, your last breath is very simply your 

last breath. No one gets that part wrong and, with a few spectacular exceptions, that’s where it 

ends for your body and mine.  

 

Some will tell you that, at a starkly dispassionate material level, death is simply part of how life 

conducts its business and should never be taken personally. Others will disagree and tell you 

that birth and death are about as personal as life gets. No matter which way you happen to see it, 

it’s certainly true that the Earth would get pretty crowded pretty quickly if nothing ever died. If 

death is so natural then, we might be left wondering what’s actually meant when the Book of 

Wisdom says that God did not create death. 

 

Our church carefully distinguishes between death in the material sense and death in the context 

of faith. Viewed from the perspective of faith, there’s something about the death we humans 

experience that is a direct result of our fallen condition –we get to experience the pain of 
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abandonment and separation, helplessness and despair. Recall Jesus’s words during his 

crucifixion – “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” as he assimilated his personal 

experience of this dimension of being human into his divine nature, for our benefit. 

 

My friend Peter is very fearful of death and the devil. Even thinking about the devil gives him 

the willies. 

“If God creates things, how is it that the devil gets to bring something into existence, especially 

something like death?” he asked me one day. 

“Maybe it’s not creation in the way we normally think, Pete,” I suggested. “The Book of 

Wisdom says that it was through the envy of the devil that death came to be. What do you make 

of envy?” 

“Envy’s just where you wish you had what someone else has,” Pete replied. 

“That’s true enough, Pete,” I agreed, “but envy’s one of the seven deadly sins and it isn’t called 

‘deadly’ because it’s just a wish.” 

“What do you mean?” he asked. 

“Real envy involves active malice,” I replied, “a destructive action driven by a self-absorbed 

desire for the diminishment or destruction of others; to do them real harm. Think of destroying 

a neighbor’s flower garden at night because you can’t stand it being lovelier than your own or 

damaging a $10,000 bicycle chained up in the bike rack next to your $50 special, simply 

because you can’t stand anyone having something so much better than what you have. If there’s 

no active malice, you’re simply experiencing a sentiment of some kind, not being envious. 

Envy creates nothing, Pete, it can only destroy. That tells you something about the devil, too. 

His modus operandi is destruction, not creation.” 

“Do people really still believe in the devil, Tim?” Pete asked. “It seems so primitive. People 

don’t even talk about the devil in everyday speech anymore, do they?” 

“Oh really?” I replied “Then I guess people don’t mean anything when they get angry and tell 

one another to go to hell, do they, Pete? Who do we hope they meet down there anyway, Santa 

Claus?” 

“Oh,” Pete said. “So, the Church still teaches that there’s a devil?” 
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“Yep,” I replied. “In a nutshell, what we call the devil was originally an angel, but one who, out 

of pride and envy, freely and irrevocably chose to oppose God and to reject love. The devil’s all 

about the desperate agony and despair over the unbearable reality that he and those who follow 

him will never be God regardless of the intensity of their envy. Somehow, early on, humans 

chose to follow the self-centered, unloving path of the devil. That’s when sin and death entered 

the human experience. And, as we know, evil that’s not transformed is evil that gets 

transmitted. So it is with us even down to this day.” 

“So, there’s no hope for us?” Pete asked, furrowing his brow with worry. 

“There certainly is hope, Pete,” I replied, “That’s what God did for us in Jesus. When we’re 

baptized, we’re freed from that endless cycle of sin and death.” 

“But people still die, don’t they, Tim?” Pete countered. 

“Yes, Pete, they do,” I replied. “But maybe it’s the more the death of the soul that the Book of 

Wisdom was speaking of than the death of the body when it said that God didn’t create death. 

Sometimes people at the hospital who are there with the body of a loved one who has just died 

will tell me that the person they knew and loved really isn’t there anymore. They’re absolutely 

right. Soul and body have been dismembered. Perhaps that’s what the good thief had in mind 

when he asked Jesus to re-member him when he came into his kingdom.” 

 

“The devil wants nothing more than to have us choose to envy God and, like him, to reject 

God’s love. That’s real death, it seems to me, Pete. God invites us to embrace community, love 

and life to the full, the way we embrace God together in the Eucharist. It remains only for you 

and me to make the choice to cooperate with God rather than to compete; to choose the real life 

of love over the real death of envy.”  


