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When I first reflected on today’s gospel reading over at Stateville 

Penitentiary some time ago, I was in the midst of a group of gentlemen 

who lived at the prison for one crime or another. As I was spending time 

with them celebrating Mass, we came upon today’s gospel reading and I 

started reflecting on the sins of the prisoners’ lives and the sins of my 

life. We are all saints; we are all sinners. There are some areas where we 

excel on the road to salvation and there are times that we fall. 

As a way of talking to the inmates about the major sins that we might 

commit in life, I referred to the Ten Commandments and the Precepts of 

the Church, two subjects that I have discussed with all of you at Mass. 

There was one subject unique to them and hopefully to all of you in the 

pews that I had not yet discussed and that was of the seven capital sins, 

those seven areas of life that very much pull us away from the love of 

God. 
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When reflecting on today’s reading, immediately my reflection came 

upon a book and a television show that serve as great illustrations to the 

seven capital sins. The book is called The Divine Comedy by Dante 

Alighieri, a 13th-14th Century Italian poet who wrote essentially a love 

poem about the love of his life and the protagonist’s desire to spend the 

rest of his existence with her. This love, a woman named Beatrice (and 

you have to say it with the Italian accent and the soft “c” to really 

appreciate the beauty of the name), lived in the upper realms of heaven. 

In order for the main character to encounter his love, he would have to 

descend into the lowest places of hell, climb the seven levels of 

purgatory and then ascend through the rings of the heavens in order to 

find eternal rest and his place alongside his beloved. 

In regards to the gospel for today, our main character has just 

descended and escaped the levels of hell with the Greek poet Homer, 

taking him to the bottom of the mountain called “Purgatorio.” At the 

bottom of the mountain, the protagonist would encounter seven levels 

that paralleled the seven capital sins, with each sin corresponding to a 

specific type of penance that the author would witness, realizing that the 
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discipline needed to escape each level would require a great deal of 

effort by the sinners themselves. 

As I reflected with the prisoners on those seven levels of sin the 

world of Purgatory, I taught them a memory trick that one of my 

professors once taught me, a trick that would remind me of those seven 

capital sins and this is where the television show comes into play. My 

professor once taught me that each of the capital sins can correspond to 

each one of the characters from the television show Gilligan’s Island and 

that if you are an aficionado of one of television’s worst programs, you 

are then capable of learning how to do good and avoid evil. Here’s how 

it works…   
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Seven Capital Sins 
 
Pride (Mrs. Howell) 
Envy (Mary Ann) 
Wrath (The Professor) 
Sloth (Gilligan) 
Greed (Mr. Howell) 
Gluttony (The Skipper) 
Lust (Ginger) 
 

Los Siete Pecados Capitales 
 
Orgullo 
Envidia 
Ira 
Pereza 
Avaricia 
Gula 
Lujuria 

 
Seven Virtues (See Catechism #1803-1845) 
 
Cardinal Virtues 
Prudence 
Justice 
Temperance 
Fortitude 
 
Theological Virtues 
Faith 
Hope 
Love 
 

Virtudes Cardinales 
Prudencia 
Justicia 
Templanza 
Fortaleza 
 
Virtudes Teológicas 
Fe 
Esperanza 
Amor 

 
In climbing this mountain of purgatory, the most damning sin of the 

seven is represented by Mrs. Howell or the sin of Pride, a sin that 

makes us think that we are better than anyone else, that makes us think 

that we are like God. We suffered that sin at the very beginning of our 

relationship with God, when Adam and Eve ate from the tree of good 
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and evil because they wanted to be like God. Whenever we judge others, 

critique others, chastise or abuse others because we want to feel or 

pretend to be better than them, in effect we lessen ourselves in the sight 

of God. Where God teaches us to serve humbly, pride is the sin that 

makes us desire to lord over people. The book of Isaiah calls pride the 

worst of the sins. For Dante, the only way to conquer the sin of pride 

was through humility by bearing the weight of sin (represented by 

heavy objects) that the sinner would have to carry on their back for a 

period of time. 

The next level on this mountain is represented by Mary Ann, the sin 

of Envy (because she is always envious of Ginger’s beauty). Every so 

often in the confessional, someone comes up to me and says, “Father, I 

wish I had as nice a family as the person next to me, or the nice things 

they have, or the money or fame or whatever it is that makes someone 

else’s life more appealing than mine.” In my reflection, I often think to 

myself that each of us possesses a love of God that is more than we will 

ever need in life. In 100 years, we won’t need money, fame or power, 

but we will need God’s love. If we understand the true gift that we 
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already have, then that gift is more than enough for getting through the 

day. That love gives me hope and overcomes any envious thoughts. 

Dante will write that the penance for envy is sewing one’s eyes shut to 

see the beauty of God from within instead of the temptations of the 

world from without. 

The next level on the mountain is represented by The Professor and 

the sin of Wrath. (because he is always mad at Gilligan). Someone came 

up to me a few weeks ago and said to me, “Father, I really do love the 

faith and I try to follow God’s ways. But c’mon, I know a woman who 

tells me she cannot support a baby at this time in life and she has to 

have an abortion.” Or, “Father, when someone commits such a heinous 

crime in life, they really do deserve to die.” This is when I turn to them 

and respond, “The commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill’ does not mean 

‘Thou shalt not kill except for innocent children or those on death row’; 

‘Thou shalt not kill’ means that every life is sacred, even if nobody else 

thinks it is.” We can be wrathful to people, we can rip people’s faiths in 

the way we talk about them or abuse them. We have seen how one 

religion can be wrathful to another religion instead of realizing that all 
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people are created in the image and likeness of God. A cleaning cloud of 

acid smoke serves as Dante’s penance for those who commit this sin. 

The fourth level of this mountain is represented by Gilligan himself 

and the sin of Sloth or Laziness. Sometimes people say to me, “Father, 

you have such an easy life. You get up at seven, say Mass at eight, and 

spend the rest of the day working on your golf game.” (Oh, if only that 

were true!) But if you think about it, you or I or anyone can do as much 

or as little in our ministries we want. I could neglect this congregation; a 

parent could neglect their spouse or family. Sloth reminds us that each 

of us has a contribution to make in this world and if we don’t make it, 

we deprive others of the gifts that God has given us. For Dante, constant 

running or working served as the penance for this type of sin. 

The next level was represented by Mr. Howell and the sin of Greed 

or Covetousness. I have often been told that it is harder to minister to 

the rich than the poor, since the poor are the subject of Christ’s ministry. 

I disagree. There are many wealthy people in our society who have used 

their wealth to aid the poor and their families, to help communities and 

build hope in places where others are not so lucky. However, when 
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wealth becomes an obsession in that nothing is more important than 

money, that’s when the sin of greed becomes damaging in our lives. 

Dante would correspond the humility of Christ to counter this particular 

sin. 

On the next level, The Skipper represents Gluttony (and I am the 

role model of gluttony!). However, gluttony does not refer solely to 

food. Gluttony in my mind is represented by any excesses in life that 

consume a person and does not allow that person to act in a normal 

way. In my classes at Loyola last week, we were talking about those 

who are addicted to alcohol, drugs, gambling and the like. According to 

the doctors of today, the first moments that someone chooses an 

addiction in life, then that is the moment of sin. However, once that sin 

has consumed a person to the point that they are helpless to overcome 

it, then that sin becomes a disease that requires a great deal of prayer, 

support, and hard work to overcome. It requires all of us to help a 

person past whatever sin consumes them. Obviously, Dante would 

accompany fasting as the penance for this particular sin. 
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Finally, Ginger represents Lust. Some time back, I led a reconciliation 

service in our parish and someone came up to me after the service, 

asking why in my examination of conscience that I did not talk about 

adultery, since it is one of the 10 Commandments and a dangerous sin 

in our society. It reminded me that as a priest, I am required to be 

faithful to my community because I am married to my ministry, just like 

a man and woman are married to each other in their vocation of 

marriage. When anything causes me or a couple to veer away from our 

ministries and tempts us to leave the things that we promised to uphold, 

that is considered adulterous behavior and something dangerous to our 

faith. Dante will call this the last of the seven sins and illustrated a 

purifying fire that would wipe away this particular sin from those 

separated by God because of it. 

Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it 
would be better for him if a great millstone were put around his neck 
and he were thrown into the sea. If your hand causes you to sin, cut it 
off. It is better for you to enter into life maimed than with two hands 
to go into Gehenna, into the unquenchable fire. And if your foot 
causes you to sin, cut if off. It is better for you to enter into life 
crippled than with two feet to be thrown into Gehenna. And if your 
eye causes you to sin, pluck it out. Better for you to enter into the 
kingdom of God with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into 
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Gehenna, where ‘their worm does not die, and the fire is not 
quenched.’ 
 
Si alguien llegara a escandalizar a uno de estos pequeños que tienen 
fe, sería preferible para él que le ataran al cuello una piedra de moler 
y lo arrojaran al mar. Si tu mano es para ti ocasión de pecado, córtala, 
porque más te vale entrar en la Vida manco, que ir con tus dos manos 
a la Gehena, al fuego inextinguible. Y si tu pie es para ti ocasión de 
pecado, córtalo, porque más te vale entrar lisiado en la Vida, que ser 
arrojado con tus dos pies a la Gehena. Y si tu ojo es para ti ocasión de 
pecado, arráncalo, porque más te vale entrar con un solo ojo en el 
Reino de Dios, que ser arrojado con tus dos ojos a la Gehena, donde 
el gusano no muere y el fuego no se apaga. 
 

Seven capital sins separate us from God, separate us from reaching 

the top of the mountain. And in our faith, we have been tempted so 

much by these sins that in the course of our human history, only one 

person was able to resist the temptation to reach the top, and that 

person was Christ. We realize in life that if we want to make it up the 

mountain, we must turn away from sin and believe in the gospel. We 

must allow Christ to help us up the hill, or else we will never make it on 

our own. 

In order to overcome these sins, we implore God to help us to get 

through our trials. We start the Mass by calling to mind our sins and 
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asking God to forgive us of what we have done wrong. It is at that time 

at Mass that we sometimes pray an ancient text called The Confiteor, a 

prayer I do not often use at Mass but one that focuses on the two ways 

we can sin in our lives. “I have sinned through my own fault, in my 

thoughts and in my words (and here is the key), in what I have done and 

in what I have failed to do.” If I see an injustice in the world and if I do 

nothing about it, then I give in to the sin and take the chance of getting 

consumed by it. Essentially, by allowing sin to hover in my life, I am 

rolling the dice on my faith, hoping that the sins around me never 

actually enter my life. 

Second, in a prayer that we pray at every Mass we attend, we turn to 

God at the Our Father and implore God to lead us from temptation and 

deliver us from evil. We pray it often but especially in Lent we recall how 

Christ overcame the temptations in the world to be our strength over all 

sin. Today as we reflect on that prayer, I ask you to think about how 

important Christ is in your life and how much we all need Christ to 

climb that mountain. 
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Seven capital sins, one redeeming Christ. If we can cast away the sin 

and put on God, we have the ability to climb mountains and overcome 

all that separates us from God. Let us support each other as we climb 

the mountain together, led by the Christ who takes away our sins 

through his strength and his love. This is our prayer. 


