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Three Monks and the Devil

Carpe Diem – “Seize the Day”: It is a phrase we have heard and perhaps used many times in 
our conversations with others.  Yet, the pressures of life, our anxieties and fears often lead 
us to do exactly the opposite.  We expend much energy trying to manage the circumstances 
of our day-to-day life and, even more so, to manage our relationships with others.  Thus, we 
either become calculating and controlling or work to become adept at the art of avoidance. 
Having seen these attempts fail time and time again, we find ourselves ruminating about 
the past; what other paths we could have taken, how people of treated us and how we wish 
we could have responded differently, and lamenting missed opportunities or mourning our 
failures.  Exhausting ourselves with such thoughts, we then may find ourselves daydreaming 
about the future – looking for alternative paths that would lead us away from our regrets or 
allow us to cast off the burdens we carry.  

The following story “Three Monks and the Devil” captures with keen insight an internal 
struggle that is both psychological and spiritual.  Our past sorrows and losses can make us 
vulnerable to the temptations of the Evil One to lead us astray – making us focus on what we 
could possibly change rather than on meeting God in the reality of the moment.  The Devil 
leads us to focus on the lack rather than trusting that God in His abundant mercy will fill it.  
Simply engaging the Devil makes us vulnerable to His suggestions - to take things into our 
own hands, to reshape them in accord with our own wisdom and to abandon our trust in the 
Providence of God to make all things work for the good of those who love Him. “He who has 
ears to hear, let him hear.”

Father David Abernethy, C.O.

The devil appeared to three monks and said to them: if I gave you power to change
something from the past, what would you change?

The first of them, with great apostolic fervor, replied: “I would prevent you from 
making Adam and Eve fall into sin so that humanity could not turn away from 
God.”

The second, a man full of mercy, said to him: “I would prevent you from disobeying 
God and condemning yourself eternally”.

The third of them was the simplest and, instead of responding to the tempter, he 
got on his knees, made the sign of the cross and prayed saying: “Lord, free me from 
the temptation of what could be and was not”.

The devil, giving a raucous cry and shuddering with pain, vanished.

The other two, surprised, said to him: “Brother, why have you responded like this?”



He replied: “First: we must NEVER dialogue with the devil . Second: NOBODY in 
the world has the power to change the past. Third: Satan’s INTEREST was not to 
prove our virtue, but to trap us in the past, so that we neglect the present, the only 
time  God gives us His grace and we can cooperate with Him to fulfill His will “.

Of all the demons, the one that catches the most men and prevents them from 
being happy is that of “What could have been and was not”.

The past is left to the mercy of God and the future to his Providence. Only the 
present is in our hands. “Live in the moment.”


