
Today I’ll start with some history so as to end with catechesis.  

Many of you have been following the news of the Russian 

invasion of Crimea.  In light of that, I want to reflect upon 

Russian president Vladimir Putin’s actions.  I know it’s almost a 

cliché to compare unsavory dictators to Hitler.  Putin is not a 

Hitler.  I’m not aware of any desire of his to murder all the 

world’s Jews, for instance. But there is a common context for 

their rise to power and popularity I want to note. 

Hitler didn’t come to power in a vacuum.  He was elected 

Chancellor of Germany in 1933 because Germany was looking 

for revenge, respect and a Savior. After Germany’s defeat in 

World War I the Allies forced Germany to sign the Peace Treaty 

of Versailles. This treaty took some of Germany’s territory 

away and forced it to pay the Allies’ war debts.  After the war 

the German economy was devastated, and trying to make those 

crushing payments made things even worse.  Hitler dreamed of, 

and promised, the restoration of grandeur of the German 

Empire. For the German people, who just a few years before had 

been part of the strongest nation in Europe, it was a seductive 

offer.  

In the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, 

Russia also lost much territory (including the Ukraine). In 

addition, the economy never really made the transition to a 

market economy. Although these loses were not imposed by an 

outside power, some Russians, after losing the Cold War, like 

the Germans after World War I, feel cheated out of their former 

power and status as a Super Power. Putin, like Hitler, is offering 

a return to glory. He is seeking to restore the Russian Empire.  

Many Russians desire the same thing. 

What does all of this history have to do with the gospel?  My 



point is simply that in 1991, with the non-violent collapse of the 

Soviet Empire, some very intelligent people in the West were 

saying we were at the “End of History.” Democracy and the 

market economies for everyone! There was no more possibility 

or need for war.  What was there to fight about? The good guys 

had won. But I remember even at the time thinking, “You’re 

forgetting original sin.  There’s no final peace, for individuals or 

the world, without Christ. It’ll all happen again” 

In our gospel Satan tempts Jesus with power, wealth, and fame. 

Jesus resists the temptations.  But it’s not just Vladimir Putin 

who has said, “I’ll take that deal!” We may not be able to launch 

invasions of neighboring countries, but we are all tempted by 

pride and disordered desires.

You promise yourself from now on you won’t use that sarcastic 

tone with your spouse, but later the same day you fall into the 

old habit.  You know you shouldn’t yell at your kids, but you 

can’t stop.  We know we are not in full control of ourselves.  

Gluttony, lust, anger, pride: there’s an unending war going on 

inside of us.  How did it start? 

That is the subject of our first two readings, in which we hear 

the Biblical foundations for the doctrine of Original Sin.  Today 

I would like to explain briefly the Catholic Church’s doctrine of 

Original Sin.  I know it will probably raise more questions than 

answers, but it’s necessary to understand Original Sin if we are 

to grasp who we are, and who Jesus is, and what He did for us 

on the Cross.  There’s a connection.  It’s no accident that we 

hear of the Fall of Adam on the first Sunday of Lent, the period 

of preparation for celebrating Jesus’ death and resurrection. 

Temptation to sin is present in all human history and every 

human life.  While we’re made in the image and likeness of 



God, we are also fundamentally flawed.  The tearing inside 

ourselves between what we know we SHOULD do and what we 

WANT to do can’t be adequately explained away by 

psychological trauma, a bad education, or unjust social 

structures, although these can all contribute to it.  To be human 

is to be broken.  It’s this wound we all share that we call 

original sin. Attempts to ignore it or deny it, as some did after 

1991, are false prophecy. 

The account of the Fall of Adam and Eve in our first reading 

uses figurative language, but affirms the occurrence of a real 

event that took place at the beginning of human history. It was 

not part of God’s plan.  Rather, it stemmed from an abuse of the 

freedom God gives to all human beings so that we might be 

capable of loving Him and one another.  Adam let his trust in 

God die in his heart, and, misusing his freedom, disobeyed 

God’s command.  This is what the original sin consisted of.  All 

subsequent sin is like it -- a choosing of our own will and power 

over God’s will for us, and so turning away from Him.  

The details of just when this original sin took place, what it 

consisted of, and by whom it was committed are unclear.  In 

light of advances in our knowledge there are open questions 

about just how original sin should now be articulated 

theologically.  We don’t necessarily have to believe in a talking 

snake or an apple.  But the Church does teach that there was a 

rejection of God at the beginning of our history that has 

influenced everything since down to the present day. 

It is only when, in the light of Revelation, we understand this 

source of our weakness that we can grasp our need for, and the 

depth of, God’s love for us, shown in His sending His Son to die 

for us.  We were powerless to regain what Adam lost.  We 



human beings are not capable of self-perfection.  We cannot 

heal this flaw of ours, however hard to try. 

It’s not just the Hitlers and Putins who are corrupted by the idea 

of their own power. Any idea of earthly utopia or personal 

perfection achieved by human power alone is doomed to failure 

because we always mess up what we touch due to our flawed 

human nature. Now, we can’t throw up our hands and say it’s 

hopeless to resist temptation and evil.  After all, we are blessed 

as well as fallen.  But we can’t fool ourselves into thinking we 

can win final victory in this life.  Sin always springs up again 

like a weed, whether in Crimea or in our own minds. Only God 

can finally heal us.   

When we call Jesus our “Savior” it was from Original Sin that 

He saved us.  We cannot deny the reality of Original Sin and 

what it says about humanity without undermining the need for 

the Cross.  Through our Baptism we are cleansed from Original 

Sin and begin to share in the victory of the Cross and the very 

life of God.

It’s still a long road, making use of that grace Jesus offers us. 

But at the beginning of Lent we remember our fallen human 

nature.  We see signs of it still all around us in the tragedies 

covered by the news, and in our own lives writ small.  But we 

don’t despair.  We now have a way out. During these 40 days let 

us turn from our sins, opening ourselves to Christ, because He’s 

our only hope for true and lasting peace.  


