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“The devil comes and tempts all the servants of God. Those who are strong in the faith resist him and he goes away from them, because he cannot find entrance. So, he goes then to the empty and, finding an entrance, he goes into them. Thus he accomplishes in them whatever he pleases and makes them his slaves.” (Shepherd of Hermas, c.140 AD)


Our Lenten Sundays begin with the temptation of Christ in the desert: “Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness, to be tempted by the devil. And He fasted forty days and forty nights.”  

By allowing Himself to be tempted, Jesus wanted to teach us how to fight and conquer our temptations. By rejecting the devil’s temptations, He atones for our falls into sin.

Temptation is a theme which runs through salvation history, beginning with Adam and Eve. Cain was tempted, Abraham was put to the test, Moses was sorely tried. The history of the Chosen People abounds with temptation, only too often surrendered to – as with Saul, David, and Solomon, for instance.


The existence of the Evil One is blurred and out of focus in the Old Testament. The account of the Fall of our first parents (Genesis 3) acknowledges a principle of evil who is jealous of the human race. Later on, we hear of an evil spirit possessing King Saul, and a lying spirit prophesying through Ahab’s false prophets (1 Kings 22). In the Book of Job, Satan appears as an angel who is allowed to put Job to the test, but only with God’s permission.
In the New Testament, when the All-Holy takes on human nature and enters our world, it appears that the forces of evil are flushed out more clearly into the open. The struggle between Supreme Good and Total Evil becomes much more sharply polarised. Evil has kept itself largely occult until now, when its mask is ripped off.

Thus in Jesus’ ministry we see a head-to-head clash with the powers of evil, which up to this point have kept humanity in thrall. Demons are exorcized, sicknesses cast out, the guilt of sin is absolved, even the dead are restored to life. 


Jesus’ temptations are a battle with Satan which prepares Him for His power-filled mission. "The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil." Today’s Gospel shows us Satan, "a liar and the father of lies," attempting to mislead Jesus and turn Him away from the mission given Him by the Heavenly Father. 

Too frequently today, talk of a devil is dismissed as first century mythology or the fundamentalist claptrap. This must be most satisfying to Satan, because it leaves him free to exercise his influence unnoticed for the most part. The fact that he is solemnly enshrined, so to speak, in Catholic doctrine must be highly irritating to him, so he tries to make sure that as few as possible take such doctrines seriously. In this exercise he has many collaborators.

The 1992 Catechism explains that Satan was originally a good angel, Lucifer, the light-bearer, created by God. However, a number of angels “radically and irrevocably rejected God and his reign.” (392) Why in heaven they did so is indeed the “mystery of iniquity.”

It is the irrevocable nature of their choice, not some defect in God’s mercy, which renders their sin unforgiveable. “There is no repentance for the angels after their fall, just as there is no repentance for man after his death.” [St. John Damascene, De Fide orth. 2,4]

The Church Fathers frequently applied the prophet Isaiah’s oracle against the King of Babylon to Lucifer: 

“How did you come to fall from the heavens, Daystar, son of Dawn? How did you come to be thrown to the ground, you who enslaved the nations? You who used to think to yourself, "I will climb up to the heavens; and higher than the stars of God I will set my throne. I will sit on the Mount of Assembly in the recesses of the north.  I will climb to the top of thunderclouds, I will rival the Most High." What! Now you have fallen to Sheol to the very bottom of the abyss!” (14:12-15)

Satan is not an equal opponent for God. Catholics are not dualists. He is a finite, created, angelic spirit. He cannot prevent the building up of God’s reign, although as “a murderer from the beginning”, he can cause grave injuries both to individual persons and to human society.

It is a great mystery that Providence permits diabolical activity, but "we know that in everything God works for good with those who love him." (Rom 8:28) 
In her book, The Origin of Satan, the American historian of religion Elaine Pagels suggests that various religions explain the devil’s existence in similar terms: 

 "All agree on one thing; that this greatest and most dangerous enemy did not originate (as we might have expected) as an outsider, an alien or a stranger. Satan is no distant enemy; on the contrary, he is an intimate enemy - one's closest relative, older brother, or trusted colleague - the kind of person upon whose goodwill and loyalty the wellbeing of family and society depends."
It is a wise spiritual teaching, that the Devil often attacks us more effectively through our friends than through our enemies.
Last Assumption day in a homily at Castlegandolfo, Pope Benedict spoke about the “red dragon” of the Book of Revelation ch. 12 – in effect, the power of the devil. Not only does this figure suggest the persecutors of the Church of Apostolic times, but anti-Christian dictatorships of all periods. 

“We see this power, the force of the red dragon, brought into existence once again in the great dictatorships of the last century: the Nazi dictatorship and the dictatorship of Stalin monopolized all the power, penetrated every corner, the very last corner. It seemed impossible in the long term that faith could survive in the face of this dragon that was so powerful, that could not wait to devour God become a Child, as well as the woman, the Church. But also in this case, in the end love was stronger than hate. 

Today too, the dragon exists in new and different ways. It exists in the form of materialistic ideologies that tell us it is absurd to think of God; it is absurd to observe God's commandments: they are a leftover from a time past. Life is only worth living for its own sake. Take everything we can get in this brief moment of life. Consumerism, selfishness and entertainment alone are worthwhile. This is life. This is how we must live. And once again, it seems absurd, impossible, to oppose this dominant mindset with all its media and propagandist power. Today too, it seems impossible to imagine a God who created man and made himself a Child and who was to be the true ruler of the world. 

“Even now, this dragon appears invincible, but it is still true today that God is stronger than the dragon, that it is love which conquers rather than selfishness.”
That, it seems, is in part how Pope Benedict sees Satan active in the world today. Our modern temptations take place not in the desert, but in the shopping mall. 
The Rolling Stones, and many heavy metal groups since have shown “Sympathy for the Devil.” Fortunately, there are few poems addressed to Satan, but here is one by Lionel Pigot Johnson (1867-1902). Educated at Oxford, he converted to Catholicism in 1891, and repudiated his former friend Oscar Wilde. 
He went on to lead a rather solitary life in London, struggling with his demons of alcoholism and homosexuality. “The Dark Angel” is considered his masterpiece. Evidently tormented, he nonetheless ends with trust in God:
Dark Angel, with thine aching lust 

To rid the world of penitence: 

Malicious Angel, who still dost 

My soul such subtile violence! 

Because of thee, no thought, no thing, 

Abides for me undesecrate: 

Dark Angel, ever on the wing, 

Who never reachest me too late! 

When music sounds, then changest thou 

Its silvery to a sultry fire: 

Nor will thine envious heart allow 

Delight untortured by desire. 

Through thee, the gracious Muses turn, 

To Furies, O mine Enemy! 

And all the things of beauty burn 

With flames of evil ecstasy. 

……. The ardour of red flame is thine, 

And thine the steely soul of ice: 

Thou poisonest the fair design 

Of nature, with unfair device. 

Apples of ashes, golden bright; 

Waters of bitterness, how sweet! 

O banquet of a foul delight, 

Prepared by thee, dark Paraclete! 

……I fight thee, in the Holy Name! 

Yet, what thou dost, is what God saith: 

Tempter! should I escape thy flame, 

Thou wilt have helped my soul from Death: 

The second Death, that never dies, 

That cannot die, when time is dead: 

Live Death, wherein the lost soul cries, 

Eternally uncomforted. 

Dark Angel, with thine aching lust! 

Of two defeats, of two despairs: 

Less dread, a change to drifting dust, 

Than thine eternity of cares. 

Do what thou wilt, thou shalt not so, 

Dark Angel! triumph over me: 

Lonely, unto the Lone I go; 

Divine, to the Divinity. 

