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A SUDDEN CLEARING OF THE EYES
A Lenten Worship and Preaching Series

Based on the Passion According to St. Luke and C. S. Lewis’ The Screwtape Letters

SYNOPSIS

The series brings together the themes of Luke’s Gospel account and selected letters from The Screwtape Letters, which serve the Gospel proclamation.  Each Lenten Vespers Service includes a Passion Reading, a Screwtape letter, drama, homily, and children’s sermon.  Permission is given to duplicate the dramas for use by players in worship settings.
It is suggested that copies of The Screwtape Letters be available to church members prior to and during the series. 

The series runs six weeks, leaving Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, the Easter Vigil, and Easter for designs appropriate to your parish.

SUGGESTED READING PRIOR TO THE WORKSHOP

C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters.  New York:  Macmillan, 1961. 
THE SERIES IN OUTLINE

Ash Wednesday




4th Week in Lent

Text:

Luke 22:7-46



Text:

Luke 22:63-23:12
Screwtape:
Letter XXI



Screwtape:
Letter III

Theme:
“The Tyranny of Mine”

Theme:
“A Good Settled  Habit 

of Mutual Annoyance”

2nd  Week in Lent




5th Week in Lent

Text:

Luke 22:47-53



Text:

Luke 23:13-31
Screwtape:
Letter XVI



Screwtape:
Letter VIII

Theme:
“A Suitable Church”


Theme:
“When Every Trace Has  









Vanished”
3rd Week in Lent




6th Week in Lent

Text:

Luke 22:54-62



Text:

Luke 23:32-43
Screwtape:
Letter XII



Screwtape:
Letter XXXI


Theme:
“The Safest Road to Hell”

Theme:
“A Sudden Clearing of the









Eyes”









Dean Nadasdy, President









Minnesota South District









LCMS









dean.nadasdy@mnsdistrict.org
HOMILETICAL HELPS
Ash Wednesday

Luke 22:1-46

“The Tyranny of Mine”
THE WORLD INSIDE THE TEXT

1.
In vss. 1-6, as the Passover arrives with all of its corporate memory and redemption theology, Judas goes his own way with his own plans.  He arranges to betray Jesus.

2.
Vss. 7-13, The Passover which Jesus desires to celebrate with His disciples is His to provide.  Jesus sends Peter and John to prepare the Passover.  They find things just as Jesus tells them (vs. 13).  As with all great sacrifices (and Jesus Himself as sacrifice), God provides the sacrifice.

3.
Following the institution of the Eucharist and Jesus’ warning concerning His betrayal (vss. 14-23), a dispute arises among the disciples as to who is the greatest (vss. 24-32).  Peter’s strong “I” statement in vs. 33 only leads to Jesus’ prediction of his denial in vs. 34.

4.
As a direct contrapuntal to all these disciples going their own way –  as if they owned the story and its outcome, as if they somehow knew more than the Master – Jesus willingly submits to His Father’s will in Gethsemane (vs. 42).  And even here, going against the grain, as if the time were theirs, not His, the disciples sleep (vs. 45). Their grief is theirs to do with as they please.  Exhausted, they choose sleep.

THE WORLD IN FRONT OF THE TEXT

When has my need for ownership and control affected my relationships with those close to me?  

With those I serve?  With God?

Those who come to worship on Ash Wednesday come expecting a call to repentance. This Lent’s call to repentance is focused and meddlesome. It rips away at the ownership we claim, our usurping of the place of our Creator and Redeemer. 

Identification with the disciples in the Lukan Passion account finds us claiming our own way, our own time, our own plans, our own desire to do as we please.  In the words of Screwtape, we live under the delusion and the tyranny of “Mine.” In reality we own nothing.  God owns everything.  Claiming ownership only has us once again misplacing ourselves in God’s order. He is Lord.  We are not.

Freeing us from the Tyranny of Mine is One who willingly submits to His Father and gives Himself up in our place.  He calls God “Father.” That marks God the Father as Provider and an object of the Son’s love and trust. And Jesus says, “...Not my will, but yours be done.”  In that prayer is His way and our way out of the Tyranny of Mine.  Because He let go of “Mine,” salvation is mine and ours.

SERMON STRUCTURE

Phenomenological Move with a Thread (“Mine”)

1. A couple has a child whose first word is “Mine.”

2. Adam Smith and human beings as “acquisitive creatures”

3. The characters in the drama and the deluded Tyranny of Mine

4. Story of a visitor to congregation, who hears three times, “You took my place.”  He shows His hands to the congregation as His countenance changes.  Then he says, “Yes, my friends, I took your place.”

5. Jesus’ disciples the night of His arrest, a study in the Tyranny of Mine

6. Jesus in Gethsemane – the example and the power for self-relinquishment and service

CHILDREN’S SERMON

Devil’s Trick No. 1: Get Them to Say,“Mine”

Show several items that have your initial or name on them.  Explain how we love to own things and claim them as “mine.”  Ask children to name some of their treasured possessions.  Then say, “What if I told you that we don’t anything?!” Explain that God owns everything.  We simply have these things to manage or take care of. Another word for that is being a steward.  One of the devil’s greatest tricks is to get us to say “Mine,” and then watch us argue and fight with others.

Celebrate with them that because of what Jesus has done for us, God has been saying of each of us since our Baptism,. “You are Mine!”

HOMILETICAL HELPS

2nd  Wednesday

Luke 22:47-53

“A Suitable Church”

THE WORLD INSIDE THE TEXT
1.
Once again we encounter Judas, here following through with his plans in vss. 1-6.  Underneath Judas’ betrayal must have been dissatisfaction with Jesus to some extent. Jesus fell short for Judas.  Jesus was different from or not good enough to meet Judas’ expectations.

2.
Judas’ kiss, a gesture of endearment and warmth, is only a facade for one on a course toward betrayal and self-destruction.  

THE WORLD IN FRONT OF THE TEXT

What works against my contentment in life? 

When has my criticism of the church or a party spirit opened me up to sin?

Identification with Judas is hardly easy for people.  Yet underneath Judas’ betrayal is a dissatisfaction with Jesus, a criticism that works itself out in a predicted deception.  The tragedy of Judas is ours as we turn on the church, the Body of Christ, with a critical or party spirit and as we search the church for a Jesus that suits us.

SERMON DESIGN
Law/Gospel Polarity

1.
Boomers: 
The generation that always wants more or better or different   Examples


Busters:
The generation satisfied with “whatever”


Examples 
Are we never satisfied?  Or are we satisfied with too little?

2.
The unsuitable Jesus

The Jesus who asks too much


The Jesus who asks too little

3.
Result: 
We are forever seeking a suitable Jesus.



We are forever seeking a suitable church.




In the process we betray, handing over the real Jesus





When we settle for a Jesus or a church without the cross we have betrayed him

4.
The all-sufficient Jesus


Sufficient for the justice of God


Sufficient for a way of life


Sufficient for eternal life

CHILDREN’S SERMON

Devil’s Trick No. 2: Keep Them Unsatisfied

Show children a menu from a restaurant.  Read several of the items and ask children to choose the one they would order.  Explain that we all have favorite tastes.  Ask them for their favorite food.  Then explain how some people are never quite satisfied – even with their own lives, even with their church.  Explain that we find our contentment, our being satisfied in Jesus.

HOMILETICAL HELPS

3rd   Wednesday

Luke 22:54-62

“The Safest Road to Hell”

THE WORLD INSIDE THE TEXT
As Jesus moves to trial, faithful and quiet, Peter is on the slippery slope of denial, following “at a distance.”  He has missed the signals of vss. 34-38.  His denial includes a gradual and more determined disclaimer concerning His relationship with Jesus.  It gets easier as the denial proceeds.

THE WORLD IN FRONT OF THE TEXT
What story of eroding faith can I tell?

When has something negative been at work in my life for some time even though I could not see it?

Like a frog in a beaker of slowly boiling water, we often miss the eroding forces of Satan. We are vulnerable to forces unseen.  We spend time at meaningless tasks.  We get on roads that lead to generous places.  We are too much involved to see, really see, what goes on around us.  We hear but do not listen.  We look but we do not see.  We “follow at a distance.” (vs. 54)

SERMON DESIGN
Didactic/Propositional

1.
A Case Study of St. Peter

Was his denial an impulse or was it the culmination of a process of deterioration? And the denial itself, was it easier the second and third times?

2.
Signs of Spiritual Erosion


Little time spent in prayer


Few, if any new learned truths from the Scriptures


Itching ears


Forsaking the fellowship


Recurring habitual sins


The waning of love (Rev 2:4)

3.
Jesus as faithful witness

4.
Faithfulness and Long-Haul Christianity

CHILDREN’S SERMON

Devil’s Trick No. 3: Keep Them From Seeing What’s Going On

Tell a story of someone who had a very bad disease but never went to the doctor.  Suddenly the disease showed itself and it was too late to do anything about it.  If only the sick person had gone to those who could give a diagnosis.  A diagnosis is when a doctor can tell a patient what’s wrong with them.  

Sometimes we sinners need help in knowing what is wrong with us.  Christians go to the Bible to find out what’s wrong with them.  Then God shows them a way to get better.  Almost always we get better from our sins by Jesus forgiving us.

HOMILETICAL HELPS


4th Wednesday

Luke 22:63:23:12

“A Good Settled Habit of Mutual Annoyance”

THE WORLD INSIDE THE TEXT

The text can be read with an eye on how people in the Passion misunderstand Jesus. He is One with whom people must reckon.  He can be everything from a threat to annoyance to political opportunity.

THE WORLD IN FRONT OF THE TEXT
What recent, new insight or understanding has impacted my relationships at home?  

My relationship with Jesus?

Listeners recognize how easy it is, even with people close to us, to misunderstand and misinterpret their words and actions.  Misunderstanding can also jeopardize our relationship with Christ.

SERMON DESIGN
Multiple Narrative

1.
A launching story on misunderstanding

2.
Knowledge, Understanding, and Wisdom

3.
Misunderstanding


Story of misunderstanding at home


Story of misunderstanding at work

4.
Story of the Misunderstood Jesus


The soldiers


The elders


Pilate


Herod


Our own misunderstanding of Jesus in His Passion

5.
Overcoming Our Misunderstanding


Searching the Scriptures


Staying close to Christ


Straying close to fellowship of believers

“A Steeple on the House”





What if it should turn out eternity





Was but the steeple on our house of life




That made our house of life a house of worship?




We do not go up there to sleep at night.




We do not go up there to live by day.




Nor need we ever go up there to live.




A spire and belfry coming on a roof




Means that a soul is coming on the flesh.

Robert Frost, The Poetry of Robert Frost.  New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1969), 386.
CHILDREN’S SERMON

Devil’s Trick No. 4: Get Them to Misunderstand Jesus

Show several pictures of Jesus by different artists and explain that everyone has their idea of what Jesus looks like.  Tell the children that Jesus wants us to know Him and love Him for who He really is.  Ask some children to share some things they know about Jesus.

Explain that some people think Jesus was just a man who began a religion and died.  Others think Jesus maybe never have lived on earth at all.  Some people think Jesus doesn’t care.  When we want to understand Jesus, the best place to look is the Bible.  We’ll find out there that Jesus is more than enough for all of us and for everything we need that matters.

HOMILETICAL HELPS
5th Wednesday

Luke 23:13-31

“When Every Trace Has Vanished”

THE WORLD INSIDE THE TEXT
Jesus in His Passion provides a lesson in how to suffer even when God seems distant or absent.

THE WORLD IN FRONT OF THE TEXT

When have I experienced the silence of God in suffering?
Listeners bring their tentatio to this text.  Some know the silence of God in suffering.  Others will.

SERMON DESIGN
Propositional - Definition/Description

1. Crosses and burdens

2. Truths concerning Jesus and his burdens


He knew injustice, suffering and dying while a guilty man went free.


He had the tears of others.


He did not complain.


God was at work through it all.

3. In times when God seems distant and silent...


God is still at work.  (Elie Wiesel and the hanging of a boy)


We learn dependence and reliance (2 Cor 1:9).


We learn trust.


God develops perseverance, character, and hope (Rom 5:1-5; 2 Cor 1:10),


We have an opportunity for a witness from weakness (2 Cor 12:7-10).

CHILDREN’ SERMON

Devil’s Trick No. 5: Get Them to Think God Isn’t Here
Show a photograph by Ansel Adams.  Tell the children that he was famous for taking pictures of beautiful scenery.  Someone once asked him why he never put people in his pictures.  He smiled and said, “What do you mean?  There is at least one person in every picture I take.”  “Who’s that?” asked the photographer.

“Me,” said Ansel Adams, “the one taking the picture.”

God is like that.  We may not always see Him, but He always in the picture working things out for our good because He loves us.

HOMILETICAL HELPS
6th Wednesday

Luke 23:32-43

“A Sudden Clearing of the Eyes”

THE WORLD INSIDE THE TEXT

It is amazing that even from the cross Jesus can see Paradise.  The vision is granted to another as well.  We receive a model and power for dying with eyes wide open in trust and hope.

THE WORLD IN FRONT OF THE TEXT

What is unclear to me now that will become clear after I die?

What about dying has me frightened?

What glimpses of Paradise have the Scriptures given me?

Hearers know their limitations.  The words of Jesus to the thief offer hope to all who live and die with limited options and limited vision.  “Give them heaven!” we like to say on our pastoral staff just before we head out to preach. Hearers are ready to listen to “see beyond the veil” with the vision of a Savior dying like a child in His Father’s arms.
SERMON DESIGN 

Image-Driven

1. A picture on my wall – A place not seen but believed

2. A child and the unseen – believing impossible things (Alice in Wonderland)

3. The thief who began to see and did see

4. Picturing what we don’t see now (The fox in The  Little  Prince)

5. Picturing what we will see then (“Hope is the imagination powered by faith.”)

6. Jesus dying with a vision of the Father

CHILDREN’S SERMON

Devil’s Trick No. 6: Don’t Let Them “See” Heaven

Show a picture of a place you have never been, like Paris or Australia or some beautiful mountain.  Explain how you want to go there some day, and how, even though you haven’ seen it, you believe it’s there. Why do you believe it?  Ask the children.  Then explain that you believe it because people you know and trust and maybe even love have been there, and because they say it’s there, you believe it.  



Show how our faith that there is a heaven, even though we haven’t been there, comes because Jesus has told us heaven is there, and we love and trust Him. 
DRAMAS
THE TYRANNY OF MINE
The Screwtape Letters in Lent

 Ash Wednesday

FOCUS
Our downfall as sinners, since the start, has been our desire to make what belongs to God “mine.”Our struggles with the will of God can be the seeds of disobedience or the steps to peace.

CHARACTERS

Screwtape; 2 women, Peg and Barb; 1 man, Art; and1 teenage girl, Julie

Screwtape:
(writes at a desk with large feathered pen, Stage R) “My dear Wormwood....You will have noticed that nothing throws your patient into a passion so easily as to find a tract of time which he reckoned on having at his own disposal unexpectedly taken from him. It is the unexpected visitor (when he looked forward to a quiet evening) that throws him out of gear.  Now he is not yet so uncharitable or slothful that these small demands on his courtesy are in themselves too much.  They anger him because he regards his time as his own and feels that it is being stolen.” 

Peg:

(from Center Stage) The nerve of the woman.

Screwtape:
(stands to walk to Center Stage behind Peg and Barb) Ah, yes, blessed peevishness! Here is a patient leaning our way!

Barb:

You have every right to be upset, Peg.  After all, there are only 24 hours in a day.

Screwtape:
Well put, 24 hours.  And whose 24 hours are they?

Peg:

My time is valuable.


Screwtape:
There you have it!  “My time.” She thinks her time is her own.  Marvelous.

Peg:

I can’t believe she’d call me and expect me to drop everything because she wants to talk to someone. I have things to do. I work all day.  I have three children.  

Barb:

You should have told her that you just didn’t have the time.  Her problem couldn’t have been that serious.

Peg:

She’s been having a hard time alright.

Barb:

Can’t she see a counselor or a pastor?

Screwtape:
Oh, I enjoy this woman!  (Returns to desk at Stage R.)

Peg:

I told her I’d be over in a few minutes, but I resent her call. (Peg and Barb freeze, then exit.)

Screwtape:
(writing and speaking aloud) The sense of ownership, dear Wormwood, is always to be encouraged. It is a wondrous thing to climb inside the head of a man and listen to his claims to ownership, more often thought than spoken.

Art:

(Has entered to stand at Center Stage in thoughtful position) I was thinking the other night in the quiet by the fire.

Screwtape:
(from desk) No, we were thinking.  I was there with you.

Art:

I had reached my goals.

Screwtape:
Fine, fine.

Art:

I own a beautiful home. In five years I will be Arthur Schultz,  CEO.  My family is wonderful.  My dad id proud of me. My future is bright. I am a fortunate man.   So much is mine.

Screwtape:
Well said, very well said.  Your use of the first person singular possessive pronoun is, well, it is exemplary.

Art:

I’m sure it sounds proud, maybe even cocky, but I have it made. (Art freezes, then exits.)

Screwtape:
No apologies necessary, Art. Proud, cocky, presumptuous. These virtues are praiseworthy. (Pauses to pick up pen. We produce this sense of ownership, Wormwood, not only by pride but by confusion. Even in the nursery a child can be taught to mean by “My Teddy bear” not the old imagined recipient of affection to whom it stands in a special relation (for that is what the Enemy will teach them to mean if we are not careful), but “the bear I can pull to pieces if I like.” And at the other end of the scale, we have taught men and women to say, “My God.”

Julie:

(Has entered to stand at Center Stage) My God....

Screwtape:
(turns from desk to Julie) Yes, by all means, tell us about your God!

Julie:

(To audience) My God is a kind God.  If I fail to do what my God says, He is quick to forgive me.  It’s a nice arrangement. I sin, and God forgives.  Some people say God hates sin and get angry about it.  Not my God.

Screwtape:
(to audience) You see what I mean.  Not much difference between her boots, her Teddy bear, and her God. 

Julie:

I feel sorry for people who don’t have a God like mine.

Screwtape:
Oh, young lady, I feel sorry for them, too. (writing) Wormwood, my dear nephew, In the long run either our Father or the Enemy will say “mine” of each thing that exists, and especially of each man.  They will find out in the end, never fear, to whom their time, their souls, and their bodies really belong (laughing) – certainly not to them, whatever happens.  For our purposes, the patient, like these, will progress well under the tyranny of “Mine.”  (pauses; looks at audience)



(To audience) It is our purpose, after all, you see, to make you OURS!

Quoted and adapted from C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (New York: Macmillan, 1959), 95ff.

A SUITABLE CHURCH
The Screwtape Letters in Lent

2ND  Week
FOCUS

Betrayal takes many forms.  Christ is betrayed whenever we set ourselves above Him as critic instead of below Him as disciple. We are betrayed by fellow Christians, who would have the church be something other than the cross-bearing Body of Christ.

CHARACTERS

Wormwood; 2 men (Bob and George); 2 women (Jan and Sue)

Wormwood:
(enters Stage R) Good evening. (Holding up letter and opening it) The latest correspondence from Uncle Screwtape.  The name is Wormwood, fledgling tempter. Uncle Screwtape continues to respond to my letters with his usual concern for my welfare.  I last wrote him that my patient – we call our temptees patients – has been attending one church for some time now.  Okay, here we are...



(Reading letter silently) Ah, yes, Uncle, yes. My Uncle Screwtape writes, “Surely you know that if a man cannot be cured of church-going, the next best thing is to send him all over the neighborhood looking for a church that ‘suits’ him until he becomes a connoisseur of churches.”



An interesting thought, Uncle. Let me see, how to implement the thought? H-m-m.  I’ve got it.  My patient has a cocktail party tonight – a fine place for tempting, a cocktail party.  I will put Uncle’s truth to work.

(Wormwood moves to Stage L; characters enter Stage L cocktail glasses in hand; enter in pairs; form foursome with Wormwood at their R)

Jan:

And tell us, Bob.

Wormwood:
Bob is my patient.

Jan:

Tell us how life has been for you since this conversion of yours.

Bob:

Quite good, Jan.

Jan:

I suppose you attend church every Sunday?

Bob:

I do.  And how about you?  You’re a Christian, too, aren’t you?  

Jan:

I suppose I am.

Bob:

So how is your church?

Jan:

Which one?

Bob:

Which one?  I take it you belong to more than one church?

Jan:

 Not really. I don’t belong to any church.  I learned a long time ago that joining a church can be a dangerous thing.

Wormwood:
My Uncle Screwtape could not have put it better himself.

Jan:

Before you know it, they’ll be asking you to do something, you know, teach Sunday School or sing in the choir.

George:
Shame on you, Jan!  Our church isn’t like that at all.  I haven’t been asked to do anything at our church for years.  You can be a member of our church and know exactly what is expected of you, and, thankfully, it isn’t much.  No surprises. I’m to the point now that I can attend services and never once have to open a hymn book or a Bible or one of those worship guides a lot of churches have.  Everything is predictable and easy.  The pastor, bless him, has about ten favorite Bible passages, 15 stories he uses over and over, and 20 hymns we’ve all memorized. It’s great.  You do it in your sleep.

Wormwood:
(to audience) And George does just that, I hear.

Jan:

I’ll have to visit your church sometime, George. Sounds wonderful, almost too good to be true.

Wormwood:
Let’s not bring goodness and truth into this.

George:
When the preacher first came, he tried all sorts of new ideas on us.  Now he has learned just to give us what we like, what keeps us happy. 


Bob:

I’m reasonable happy at our church.

Jan:

That’s good, Bob, I’ll visit your church, too. How about you, Sue, are you a church-goer?

Sue:

Oh, you bet, our Father Spike is something else. I can’t figure out if he’s a Republican or a Democrat. He’s as tricky as they come.  Well read, though, Father Spike.  Must be in a book club or something.

Jan:

Sounds marvelous.  Is he married?

Sue:

Jan!  

Jan:

I’ll have to visit your church some time.

Wormwood:
Fine, Jan.  Why not invite Bob to go with you?

Jan:

Say, Bob, why don’t you go with me to Sue’s church next Sunday?

Bob:

No, thank you. I think I’ve found my church.

Jan:

Just wait until they get their hooks into you.

Wormwood:
(steps toward audience to read letter in hand) Uncle Screwtape writes, “I think I warned you before that if your patient can’t be kept out of the Church, he ought at least to be violently attached to some party within it. Your affectionate uncle, Screwtape.”

Jan:

Tell me, Bob, would you call yourself a high church a low church Christian?

Wormwood:
An excellent question, deliciously enticing.

Bob:

I’m not sure, high church or low church?

Wormwood:
He is so naive.

Jan:

You know. It’s a worship thing. Let me tell you the difference.  You must know the difference if you’re looking for a church.

Bob:

But I’m not looking for a church.

Jan:

Nonsense.  Everybody’s looking for a church. Now, about high church/low church....(Characters continue conversation as backdrop to Wormwood’s parting speech)

Wormwood:
(to audience) You’ll excuse me.  (Exiting Stage R) I must write Uncle Screwtape immediately.  (Characters exit on conversation and sipping drinks.

Quoted and adapted from C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (New York: Macmillan, 1959), 72ff

THE SAFEST ROAD TO HELL
 The Screwtape Letters in Lent

 3RD Week
FOCUS

As Screwtape puts it, “Indeed the safest road to hell is the gradual one – the gentle slope, soft underfoot, without sudden turnings, without milestones, without signposts.” We deny Christ not only in outright renunciation but also in subtle and gradual separation from God, as if we were not His.

CHARACTERS

Screwtape; 2 men, Frank and Ozzie; 1 Woman, Carol.

The chancel/stage area may be darkened with only soft lights on the action.  Frank sits alone in a chair. An empty chair is on either side of him. 
Frank:

It’s dark, that’s for sure. (Looks around) It’s as if I’m surrounded by, well, by Nothing.

Carol:

(Enters Stage R) I can fix that. (Sits) There.  Now you are not surrounded by Nothing.  I’m here. Do you always talk to yourself?  (She nibbles on snacks while she sits and talks.)

Frank:

When I am alone, yes.  To whom would you suggest I speak when I am alone?

Carol:

You could talk to God.  The mood here is quite good for prayer.

Frank:

My prayer life is not as good as it could be lately.  I don’t talk to God the way I used to.

Carol:

Shame on you.

Frank:

I can do without your criticism, thank you.

Carol:

What brings you here? 

Frank:

Why do you ask?

Carol:

Well, you must admit, it’s quite strange to find someone alone in the dark. What’s your business here?

Frank:

Whatever it is, it’s none of your business.  Anyway, I was here first.  You’ve invaded my privacy.  Tell me why you’re here.

Carol:

Let’s just say I needed to get away.

Frank:

A fugitive, huh?  What are you running from?

Carol:

I’m not running.  I’m sitting.  I’m sitting doing nothing.  It’s what I do a lot of lately. I watch soap operas, old movies.  I read old magazines, sleep a lot, and dream of soaking up the sun on a beach in Tahiti.

Frank:

Maybe you should see a therapist.

Carol:

And you’re here because?

Frank:

Because it was dark.  I like the dark lately.  I sit in the dark often. You can hide in the dark.  You can be anonymous.  Sometimes I’ll stare into the fireplace at night for hours, even if the fire is out.  Darkness covers a multitude of sins.

Carol:

And you have a multitude to cover?

Frank:

Not really. Let’s just say that God and I are not on the best of terms.

Carol:

Oh, I get it, you’re replaying that Biblical story where Adam and Eve hide from God after they’ve sinned.  He’ll find you, you know.  God will find you. That’s the way the story goes.  He’s probably looking for you now.

Frank:

I doubt it.  (Silence) Has he found you?

Carol:

Oh, I’m easy to find. I’m a stationary target.  I just sit.

Frank:

So has he found you yet?

Carol:

No.

Screwtape:
(enters Stage R, holding letter) We may, I suppose, raise the lights a bit.  I’d like you to look these fugitives full in the face.  (Lights are raised.) Thank you.

What you see here is temptation at its best.  One of our primary goals in the war we wage against humans is the accomplishment of nothing.  On this very subject I recently wrote my young nephew, Wormwood.  To wit, “You can make your patient waste his time not in only in conversation he enjoys with people whom he likes but also in conversations with those he cares nothing about, on subjects that bore him.  You can make him do nothing at all for long periods.  All the healthy and outgoing activities we want him to avoid can be inhibited and nothing given in return, so that at last he may say, ‘I now see that I spent most of my life in doing neither what I ought not what I liked.’”

You may bring the lights down again, if you like. Virtuous vanity urges me on to show you these fugitives, moving farther and farther from the Enemy. You must admit, we are wily in our ability to turn Nothing into such an ally. (Lights dim.)  I think a third fugitive is due to arrive. (Moves to Stage L)

Ozzie:

(Enters Stage R)

Screwtape:
Yes, here he is now.

Ozzie:

(Flops into third chair) Whew!  Got out of that one!

Frank:

(sarcastically) Ah, would you like to sit down?

Ozzie;

Pardon me, I didn’t know you owned the darkness.  Is it getting darker in here or....

Carol:

Sounds like you had a close call.

Ozzie:

I just need a place to relax. 

Frank:

In case you’re worried about God being somewhere nearby, relax.  His whereabouts are unknown.

Ozzie:

I couldn’t believe it.  The boss asked if I went to church.

Carol:

Now why would he ask something like that?

Frank:

None of his business, if you ask me.

Ozzie:

Oh, I know why he asked.  He wants to take me to his church with him.

Frank:

What did you tell him?

Ozzie:

I told him I was very active in my own church.  He looked surprised, but when he asked which church and the name of the pastor, I was there with an answer.

Frank:

I get the feeling you lied.

Ozzie:

I used to be active, but, little bit by little bit, I stopped going.  Now it’s, well, easy not to go.

Carol:

So what do you do on Sunday mornings?

Ozzie;

Nothing, really.  Say, you haven’t offered us any of your snacks there.

Carol:

(coldly, shaking any thought of community) You’re right, I haven’t.  (Silence)

Screwtape:
Our greatest ally, Nothing, and its partner in the enterprise of temptation, gradual deterioration! As I have written so well more than once, “The safest road to hell is the gradual one – the gentle slope, soft underfoot, without sudden turnings, without milestones, without signposts.”

Frank:

(Looking around him) What do you think all this means?

Ozzie:

“Don’t mean nothin’,” we used to say in Vietnam.  Don’t mean nothin’.  

Frank:

(Carol munches on; Frank is annoyed by the presence of the other two) I was here first, you know.

Screwtape:
In our realm, you see, Nothing is always something.

Quoted and adapted from C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (New York: Macmillan, 1959), 55ff.

A GOOD SETTLED HABIT OF MUTUAL ANNOYANCE
 The Screwtape Letters in Lent

 4th  Week
FOCUS

Satan nurtures misunderstanding, poor communication, and annoyances among people who could relate to one another as brothers and sisters in Christ, but choose otherwise.  Jesus was misunderstood. It happens to us, even in our homes, sometimes breeding grounds for contempt.

CHARACTERS
Screwtape and Wormwood; 1 young adult male, Bob; and 1 woman (Bob’s mother).

Screwtape sits at his desk at Stage R, writing and reading aloud his letter.  Mom mimes fixing dinner.  A small table and chairs are at Center Stage.

Screwtape:
“My dear Wormwood, I am very pleased by what you tell me about this man’s relations with his mother. But you must pres your advantage.  The Enemy will be working from the center outwards, gradually bringing more and more of the patient’s conduct under the new standard and may reach his behaviour to the old lady at any moment. You want to get in first. Keep in close touch with our colleague Glubose who is in charge of the mother and build up between you in that house a good settled habit of mutual annoyance: daily pinpricks.”

Wormwood:
(enters Stage R) Ah, Mother’s fixing dinner.   The situation is ripe, I’d say, for what Uncle Screwtape calls “a good settled habit of mutual annoyance.”  We have here a home in which a son still lives with his parent, a bit beyond the age we’d expect for such an arrangement.  Bob should enter now.  Say, Bob, isn’t dinner ready yet?  

Bob:

Say, Mom, isn’t dinner ready yet?

Mom:

What did you say?

Bob:

I said, isn’t dinner ready yet?

Wormwood;
Take a good look at your mother, Bob. (Mom raises eyebrows.)  Remember how even when you were a child she’d raise those eyebrows after an innocent question she took to be so wrong? It bothered you way back then, didn’t it?

Mom:

You’re always in a rush, Bob.  I can never do anything quick enough for you.

Bob:

I just asked if dinner was ready yet.

Mom:

If I’m not meeting your expectations, Bob, maybe you should move out on your own. After all, you are 22 years old.

Bob:

I’m sorry I asked about dinner.

Mom:

Don’t patronize me.  (Bangs food on table) There.  Now dinner is ready.

Bob:

Good. So am I.  (Sits down at table) 

Mom:

(Places more food on table; then sits) I believe it’s your turn to pray. (Bows head)

Bob:

(Bows head) Fine.  O Lord, we thank you for the food you have placed before us.  I pray that you will bless Mother with a spirit of quiet peace and inner joy.  Amen.

Mom:

And what was that supposed to mean?

Bob:

I thought I’d add a prayer for you.

Mom:

You’ve spoken that prayer before.  You could pray for my rheumatism, you know.

Bob:

I had never thought of praying for your rheumatism.

Screwtape:
(at desk) “It is, no doubt, impossible, Wormwood, to prevent his praying for his mother, but we have means of rendering the prayers innocuous. Make sure that they are always very ‘spiritual,’ that he is always concerned with the state of her soul and never with her rheumatism...In this way his attention will be kept on what he regards as her sins, by which, with a little guidance from you, can be induced to mean any of her actions which are inconvenient or irritating to himself.”

Wormwood:
Oh, to know human nature as well as Uncle Screwtape.

Bob:

So, we’re eating pork chops again.

Mom:

You don’t like pork chops, I know.

Bob:

Pork chops are fine.  (Mimes eating as does Mom)

Mom:

So where will you be going tonight?

Bob:

I do get tired of having to report to you every day, Mother.

Mom:

Forget I asked. I’m sorry.

Bob:

If you must know, I’ll be down at the church again.

Mom:

You spend a lot of time there.

Bob:

You don’t approve?  

Mom:

I was just making an observation.  That’s all.

Wormwood:
(To audience) Uncle says that in civilized life domestic hatred expresses itself by saying things that would appear quite harmless on paper (the words are not offensive) but in such a voice, or at such a moment, that they are not far short from a blow in the face.  (To Bob) Excuse me, Bob, but do notice her eyebrows again, how they are raised in that most irritating way?

Bob:

Now what’s wrong, Mother?

Mom:

Oh, nothing.

Bob:

Mother, I know that look.

Mom:

It seems to me that you’re spending a great deal of time down at that church of yours.

Bob:

I have much to learn.

Mom:

You’re not becoming one of those fanatics, are you?

Bob:

No.

Mom:

It just seems to me that you could be making something of yourself.

Bob:

That’s exactly what I’m doing.

Mom:

I just don’t understand why you can’t be a normal Christian young man for whom going to church on Sunday is more than enough.  It was enough for your father and me.

Bob:

I have to go.  (Gets up; clears place; kisses Mom) I’ll try and remember to pray for your rheumatism, Mother.

Wormwood:
Oh, no, you don’t, Bob; there will be none of that.

Bob:

The pork chops were fine.

Mom:

I know you didn’t like them.

Bob:

Good night, Mother.  (Exits Stage L)

Wormwood:  
Hold on now, Bob.  I’ll be going to church with you.  (Looking back and up as if to Glubose, another devil)  Glubose, the old lady is yours! (Exiting Stage L proudly)  A victory, I’d say, small but significant, this little skirmish between mother and son.

Screwtape:
(at desk, writing and reading aloud) “Finally, tell me something about the old lady’s religious position.  Is she at all jealous of the new factor in her son’s life?”

Wormwood:
(Mom still seated at the table; Wormwood finally exiting) Glubose, take care.

Quoted and adapted from C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (New York: Macmillan, 1959), 15ff.
WHEN EVERY TRACE HAS VANISHED
The Screwtape Letters in Lent

5th  Week
FOCUS

In the troughs of life, when God seems distant and silent, the clearest sense of obedience comes.  Just then is the opportunity to believe, to trust, and to call God “Father” in prayer.

CHARACTERS

Wormwood and Screwtape; 7 characters, male and female

(Characters 1-7 Center Stage; Wormwood Stage L; Screwtape at desk Stage R)
Wormwood:
It is a delicious thing to find the creatures of the enemy alone and stranded in His universe. It seems to me that such a circumstance offers the finest of opportunities to win them to our side.

Screwtape:
(writing and speaking aloud) “My dear Wormwood...It may surprise you to learn that in the Enemy’s efforts to get permanent possession of a soul, He relies on the troughs even more than on the peaks; some of His special favourites have gone through deeper troughs than anyone else.”

Wormwood:
It is too delicious to find these poor, whining animals in search of a God who cannot be found. (With anticipation) It is harvest time!

Screwtape:
“Sooner or later, the Enemy withdraws, if not in fact, at least from the consciousness of His creatures, all supports and incentives.  He leaves the creature to stand on its own two legs...It is during such trough periods, much more than during the peak periods, that the creature is growing into the sort of creature He wants it to be.  Hence the prayers offered in the state of dryness are those which please Him best.”

1: I prayed at the hospital, Lord, that you would keep him alive.  Why have you allowed him to die? Answer me, Lord. Why?

2: I sit at the typewriter, and nothing comes. I am their preacher, Lord.  They expect a word from me, from you, but I have nothing to say.  Is that what I should tell them, Lord, that there is no Good News today?  Lord, where are you when I need those brand new flashes of insight you used to send so often?

3: What good is a dream when all the doors are shut in my face?  Where is the God who opens doors?  Where is the God of rainbows and promises?

Wormwood:
They are a helpless lot, aren’t they?

Screwtape:
“The Enemy wants them to learn to walk and must therefore take away His hand; and if only the will to walk is really there He is pleased even with their stumbles.”

4.

I am afraid, Lord, I will admit it.  Prayer is difficult for me now.  I’m not sure what the future holds.   It is so much easier to pray when I have a grip on things.

5:

It was a night like any other night.  Mark said good-bye and ran out the door to the honking of Steve’s car.  He had just received his first athletic letter that afternoon. I had sewn it onto his jacket.  There were four in the car that night.  It was a crisp cool evening, the kind I like so much for winter walks. The phone rang, and the moment I heard it, I knew. Don’t ask me how. I just knew. He was happiest playing basketball, I think.  That night we watched him play, but from the time he said good-bye, we never spoke to him again.  We cheered him on as he scored his points, and then we went home, and within two hours, the phone rang. I knew.

“We are sending an officer to your home,” she said. “You will be home, won’t you?”  “Yes,” I answered. He told us the news nervously but as kindly as he could.

“Your son has been killed in an accident,” he said. “Another boy has died as well.”  He told us what had happened. And, you know, I can’t ever remember him leaving, the officer, I mean. “Your son has been killed in accident.”  He was only 17 years old. It doesn’t make any sense. Lord, how am I going to get through this?  What can you tell me, Lord, to get me through this?”

6 (a child):
“From goulies and ghosties and long leggity beasties And all things that go bump in the night – Good Lord, deliver us.”



“Now I lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep. 



If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take. For Jesus’ sake. Amen.

7: (With a shout perhaps from an offstage microphone)



“Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachtani?  Eloi, eloi, lama sabachtani?”

Wormwood:
They are weak, so very weak.  Uncle Screwtape would agree. They are near the end of their rope.

Screwtape:
“Do not be deceived, Wormwood. Our cause is never more in danger than when a human, no longer desiring, but still intending, to do our Enemy’s will, looks round upon a universe from which every trace of Him seems to have vanished, and asks why he has been forsaken, and still obeys.”

Wormwood:
But they are beaten and defeated.  How does it go – “sore pressed on every side.”

Screwtape:
Wormwood, you are still the fledgling.  Each still prays, and each still calls Him “Lord.”

(Characters freeze, then all exit.)
 

Quoted and adapted from C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (New York: Macmillan, 1959), 36ff.
A SUDDEN CLEARING OF THE EYES
The Screwtape Letters in Lent

6th  Week
FOCUS

When Christians die all that was unclear is suddenly vivid. “Now we see through a glass darkly; then we shall see face to face.” Death is the last great enemy to be destroyed, the last evil to overcome.  We do best to die as Jesus died, with a prayer of trust that calls God “Father.”
CHARACTERS

Screwtape; two grave-diggers, Sid and Butch

(Sid and Butch stand Stage L, leaning o shovels, facing Center Stage, a grave site.  The set can include some grave stones.)
Screwtape:
(writing and reading aloud from his desk at Stage R) Wormwood, you defeated, outmaneuvered fool!  Did you mark how naturally – as if he’d been born for it – the Earthly vermin entered the new life. How all his doubts became, in the twinkling of an eye, ridiculous? I know what the creature was saying to itself! ‘Yes. Of course. It always was like this. All horrors followed the same course. All horrors have followed the same course, getting worse and worse, and forcing you into a kind of bottleneck till, at the very moment when you thought you must be crushed, behold! You were out of the narrows. and all was suddenly well. The extraction hurt more and more and then the tooth was out...How could I have ever doubted it?’”

Sid:

How long you been doin’ this, Butch?

Butch:

Over 30 years, Sid. 

Sid:

Do you ever get to know them?

Butch:

Know who?  The people that gather round?

Sid:

No, the....ah...

Butch:

The deceased?  No, it’s a little late for that.

Sid:

Yeah, but they must say things, the people, I mean.  They must talk about... the deceased.

Butch:

I’ve always felt that what folks say around a grave is best kept right here. They say some pretty tough things and some pretty stupid things.

Sid:

Like what?

Butch:

Like....no, I won’t be breakin’ any confidences here.

Sid:

You’re not exactly a preacher, are you?

Butch:

Do I look like one?  (Watching Center Stage) Now there is a preacher.

Sid:

“Bob,” he called him.  The name of...the deceased is –  or was –  Bob.

Butch:

Listen.

Sid:

I know this part.  “He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.”  (Chuckles)  Not exactly green pastures that old Bob is lying down in, huh?

Butch:

He ain’t here.

Sid:

What, the coffin’s empty?

Butch:

No, his body’s here, but he ain’t.

Sid:

You mean he’s in heaven.

Butch:

I do.

Sid:

You believe that?  I mean, you believe that?

Butch:

I do.

Sid:

And Bob, here, or, I mean, there, wherever he is, what about him?  You think Bob believed it?

Butch:

Just listen.  (Silence) What do you think?

Sid:

The preacher seems to think the man believed.  You think the preacher knew him?

Butch:

Can’t say.  (Silence)

Sid:

They are very sad.

Butch:

He died young, this one.  I heard them talk about it.

Sid:

That one there, probably his wife or lover, she’s in a bad way.

Butch:

It ain’t easy.  Anyway, she isn’t seeing very clear yet.

Screwtape:
Now listen to that.  How in the world?  Even this digger of earth dirt knows.

Sid:

What do you mean, “She isn’t seeing very clear yet?” 

Screwtape:
It’s none of your business what that means.  This is isn’t fair.  

Butch:

It just means that we don’t all see very clearly from this side.

Sid:

This side of heaven, you mean.

Butch:

Right.  But Bob, he’s seeing clearly now.

Sid:

What’s he seeing?

Screwtape:
He sees you, Wormwood, you poor excuse for a tempter!  He sees us!  He knows!

Butch:

He sees the other world, a world that goes on alla round us, but stays invisible until after.

Sid:

(Getting it) Until after we die.  (Silence)

Butch:

The moment he died he saw angels and archangels.

Screwtape:
He saw Them alright, and he saw us.  And, Wormwood, “he saw Him. This animal, this thing begotten in a bed, could look on Him.  What is a blinding, suffocating fire to you, Wormwood, is now a cool light to him, is clarity itself, and wears the form of a Man.” All is lost, Wormwood. He is beyond our reach.

Sid:

Looks like they’re leaving.

Butch:

Wait just a bit.

Sid:

Do they ever stick around for the buryin’?

Butch:

Used to.  Not any more.  (Silence as they wait.)

Sid:

Look at those tears.

Butch:

It’s hard to see through tears.  (Silence) Last car. Let’s go. (Both move to Center Stage. Begin to mime shoveling.) 

Sid:

“He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.”

Butch:

What did you say, Sid?

Sid:

Aw, nothin’.    

Screwtape:
(with a shout) All is lost, Wormwood. He is beyond our reach!

Butch:

(Stops shoveling) What was that, Sid?

Sid:

Nothin, Butch. I didn’t say nothin’. (They shovel for a while; then freeze;



exit)

Quoted and adapted from C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (New York: Macmillan, 1959), 145ff. 
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