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The readings today focus on envy, which is one of the so-called seven deadly sins. To refresh 

your memory, the seven deadly sins are inclinations which lead inexorably to a descent away 

from God towards an increasingly inward-facing spiral of self-absorption that eventually 

leads to the evaporation of our will to love. The term ‘sin’ is used in this context simply to 

show that something self-centered, unreal, unhealthy and disconnected from the love of God 

is being embraced.  

Envy’s that feeling we have of discontent and venomous resentment, aroused by our desire 

for the possessions, position or qualities of another person. Sometimes it’s accompanied by a 

bitter, insatiable and sometimes destructive desire to seize them for ourselves.1 

Let me tell you about an acquaintance of mine from long ago named Claude, and his 

experience with envy. He has always been a good Catholic, and we liked to chat about stuff 

when he wasn’t traveling. Claude had been in charge of a fairly significant international 

manufacturing operation based in France, but had been unceremoniously ousted by rivals 

overseas in the days just before we met for café au lait.  

“Nothing like being escorted off the premises and passing a bulletin board announcing that 

I’d left to pursue other opportunities,” he remarked wryly. “Especially when I wasn’t 

planning on leaving and had no idea where I’d be finding a comparable opportunity.” 

“You landed on your feet though, Claude,” I consoled him.  

He muttered something in French and growled: “I found out with whom they’d replaced me, 

and my friends told me what he’d done behind my back. I’d always known he resented me, 

that obnoxious American, even though I was born in le midi du France, près de Nice. He 

always felt he was better than me, hadn’t welcomed me when I started, and never had time 

for even a simple conversation. I didn’t think he was vicious too, but the aspersions he cast, 

the lies and rumors he spread, were staggering.” 

 
1 https://duckduckgo.com/?q=envy+definition&ia=definition, September 15, 2021 
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“Sounds to me like you were the victim of world-class envy, Claude.” I observed. “one of 

those seven deadly sins.” 

“The seven deadly sins are company policy for some people,” Claude remarked angrily. 

“They aren’t happy unless they’re taking other people down.”  

“Maybe ‘happy’ isn’t the word, Claude,” I replied, “I remember reading someplace that 

envy’s the only one of the deadly sins that lacks even the appearance of enjoyment. To be 

bitter over someone else’s possessions or accomplishments is to be utterly unhappy. There’s 

a vacancy inside an envious person that will never be filled by what they’re pursuing. Seems 

to me the guy who torpedoed you is more to be pitied than held in contempt.” 

“You’re asking a lot there, Tim,” Claude replied. Then he asked: “Why are people like that?”  

“The roots run deep, Claude,” I replied. “Remember that passage we read last time, about the 

disciples arguing among themselves who was the greatest? Envy in action. I’ve always 

wondered who they were really envying anyway. Jesus? God Almighty, perhaps?” 

“I’ve thought about that, too,” Claude replied, “and I’m sure my ‘torpedo friend,’ as you 

described him, had never read that passage. As I recall, Jesus also says the first shall be last 

and vice versa; I think children were mentioned, too.” 

“Yep,” I said, “but there’s something in there that’s even more amazing.” 

That aroused his curiosity, so we went back to read the passage from the gospel together. 

“See Claude?” I said, “Jesus put his arms around a little child and said that whoever receives 

a little child like that receives him, and in receiving him, receives the Father who sent him. 

The Greek word is dexerai, which means to ‘accept,’ ‘receive’ or ‘welcome.’ Why do you 

imagine Jesus used that term rather than ‘tolerate,’ ‘care for’ or even ‘love?’ 

Claude nodded and together we pondered in silence what Jesus could have meant.  
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“Wait a minute, Tim,” Claude said. “Jesus is describing the Eucharist here. Maybe he’s 

saying there’s a deep connection between receiving people and receiving him, accepting 

people and accepting him. They aren’t separate thoughts. As you were speaking I began to 

think too about gifts. No one can take a gift, can they? Gifts can only be received.” 

“Indeed,” I agreed. “And aren’t all God’s children, you and me, created to be gifts to one 

another? I forget who said it, but someone said our task in life is not to fix, improve, or 

condemn anyone, but rather to receive one another, and then enter into that exquisite mutual 

encounter which God intends for us all. I suspect envy can’t appeal very much to a person 

who looks at life and the people we encounter in it as an ongoing gift, woven from the same 

fabric as that special relationship with God we enjoy in the Eucharist.” 

“How could we get our world to be more like that?” Claude wondered. “Some people just 

don’t see it that way. Their hostility seems hard-wired.” 

“You’re right, Claude,” I said. “The root of the word ‘envy’ comes from the Latin word 

invidia, which means ‘to look with a hostile eye,’ but linguistically, and even more deeply, it 

means ‘not-seeing.’ Someone who envies can’t see the reality of you, me or anyone else, for 

that matter. They can’t see the deepest reality of us, which is the presence of God within. For 

them, there’s no one worth receiving or accepting. They can’t love, and that profound 

vacancy within them will never be filled.” 

“So different from seeing deeply with the eyes of love, isn’t it?” Claude remarked. 

“Very much so,” I agreed. “Jesus showed us when he put his arms around the child, that 

loving as he does means to engage people as persons, becoming in tune with them. By gently 

embracing the child, Jesus showed us that the deepest love we can have for others is to 

cherish them. Love that doesn’t cherish with delight leaves so much on the table. But 

moments of true reception, acceptance and cherishing bring the richness of the Eucharist into 

everyday life.  In the face of love like that, envy just hasn’t got a chance.” 


