
Great Lent (2009) 

 

Zacchaeus: Because of his Sins, he Sought Christ 
Posted on January 31, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

ZACCHAEUS SUNDAY 2009         Luke 19:1-10 

Zacchaeus, the despised tax collector whom we learn about in 

Luke‘s Gospel Lesson, 19:1-10, is a saint in the Orthodox Church. He 

is given the title of ―Apostle‖, though not one of the Twleve, he is 

ranked among those first apostles who responded to the Gospel of 

Christ and then taught that Good News to others.    Nikephoros 

Xanthopoulos (d. 1335AD) wrote about Jesus inviting Himself t the 

Apostle Zacchaeus‘ home : 

Zacchaeus accepted this proposal of the Lord with all his soul, and he rushed with joy 

and received Him in his home and offered Him hospitality with all willingness. It was 

not only because he believed in Christ with all his soul that he hosted Him with 

particular willingness, but also because he actively repented for former sins, and he said 

to the Lord, ―Behold, Lord, I give half of my goods to the poor; and if I have taken from 

anyone by false accusation, I restore fourfold‖ (Luke 19:8)…Zacchaeus‘ conversion in 

this manner offers us two important lessons:  first, God‘s compassion and the signs of 

sincere and active repentance, and second, the fact that correction of evil as far as one is 

able is an inseparable proof of sincere repentance. In this manner, the good Zaccaeus 

exceeded the ordinances of the Mosaic Law in his generosity, for which cause he was 

accounted worthy of the Lord‘s blessing. (Synaxarion of the Lenten Triodion and 

Pentecostarion) 

Zacchaeus had a desire to see Christ, perhaps even wishing he could unburden his soul.  

However, Zacchaeus also knew he was greedy, that he had defrauded others, he was 

stingy, he was a thief.   Therefore he did not see himself as worthy of approaching 

Christ.  Christ on the other hand could see past the sinfulness of Zacchaeus and saw a 

sick and troubled heart.  Jesus speaks to Zacchaeus by name and says he is compelled to 

stay at Zacchaeus‘ house.   So overjoyed at Christ‘s words was Zacchaeus that he 

immediately blurts out his repentance – he revealed what was really on his heart.  Christ 

thus unburdened Zacchaeus from the weight of his sin.   We too who are burdened with 

our own selfishness, greed, need for power over others, and our lies, should take heart in 

Zaccheus‘ experience.  While he was still a sinner Zacchaeus received a call from Christ 
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– ―invite me into your life.‖    This is the mood and the milieu of Great Lent which will 

soon be upon us.   BECAUSE of our sins, let us seek Christ.  It is not our righteousness 

(or self righteousness) that brings us to Christ.  It is the knowledge and realization of our 

own sinfulness that brings us to Him.   When we realize that our life, life choices, or life 

style, or even our thinking have cut us off from God, alienated us from God, or put us an 

enmity with God, then we know that we need a way back to God.  That Way is Christ.  It 

is Jesus Christ who unites humanity, sinful humanity, to God.   We cannot get back into 

God‘s good graces without coming to Christ.   

We may even be afraid of God because we know what sins we have committed – Christ 

calls us to Himself anyway.  Come to Christ and receive the forgiveness of your sins and 

the healing of your heart.  Never mind that you turned away from God or despised His 

Commandments;  Christ is the way to restoration with God through having your sins 

forgiven. 

Zacchaeus: What Bringing Christ into Your Home Means 

Posted on February 4, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

ZACCHAEUS SUNDAY 2008         Luke 19:1-10 

The story of Zacchaeus is told every year before Lent begins, 

because it is the story of each of us. We are those who decided we 

wanted to see Christ, and there is a crowd that blocks our view him. 

But this crowd is not only other folk who may not want us to get 

too close to Christ, it is also our self indulging thoughts which 

crowd our minds and keep us away from Christ. You know these 

thoughts: Why do you get up early on Sunday to go to Church? 

Why don‘t you sleep in or go play golf? Why do you drive that long 

distance to church, you can stay home and read the bible? Why do you fast on Sunday 

morning, why not drink your Starbucks latte like all the other folks are doing this 

morning? Why worry about ethics and morality, just be like the majority of people that‘s 

good enough? Why pray before you eat in a restaurant, do you want people to think you 

are strange? Why worry what God wants from us, just do what‘s good for you? 

The reward for getting above these common and normal thoughts which attempt to 

crowd God out of our minds, is that Christ does take notice of you looking for Him and 

He invites Himself into your life. Yes, he does, just like He did to Zacchaeus. 

And you know what? Does having Christ come into your home and your life make your 
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life easier, more profitable, more prosperous? 

You might remember what happened to Zacchaeus. When Christ came into his life, his 

life changed radically and forever. He decided to make right his treatment of all the 

people he had harmed through his own greedy sinfulness. He decided to confront his 

own sinful lying and stealing and to give back to each person He had cheated 4 times 

what he has extorted from them. And then he decided to give half his wealth to the poor. 

He didn‘t do this so the people would then like him. He didn‘t do this so that the people 

would then forgive him. None of these motives are mentioned in the Gospel. With Christ 

present in his life, Zacchaeus understood how his lifestyle had to change and that he 

could no longer go on living selfishly and self-servingly. His hunger to see Christ, ends 

up with a complete change in his heart and his life style and his way of dealing with 

others, especially with those whom he really did have power over. Zacchaeus humbled 

himself and did not ask for forgiveness or friendship, he simply did what he now 

understand was the right, the correct, the legal and moral thing to do. In fact he went 

way beyond the demands of the Torah, and embraced the love of Christ. 

That‘s what bringing Christ into his life did for him.  The man who was interested in 

gain and wealth realizes the wealth he has to gain by changing his life and values and 

giving to the poor. 

Is There A Right Attitude for Prayer? 

Posted on February 6, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Publican & Pharisee        Luke 18:10-14        Sermon notes  2003 

The parable of the Publican and the Pharisee indeed is a comparison of 

two attitudes toward prayer – one based in pride, one based on humility. 

The parable does tell us that there a good way to pray and a wrong way to 

pray. That might startle some of us because we might think, well all 

prayer is good. But not so says Christ in this lesson. Here Jesus tells us there is a correct 

approach to prayer, a right attitude in the eyes of God. And there also is a wrong 

approach, an unacceptable attitude in approaching God in prayer. 

That in itself should give us pause. For not only are we taught to pray, but Jesus teaches 

us that there is a right way to pray, a proper attitude in approaching God. Not all prayers 

are acceptable in the eyes of God. So we have to learn how to pray with an attitude – an 

attitude that is pleasing to God. 
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Most of us know the theme of this parable and we can at least identify the good guy – 

the Publican, his tears of repentance and his humility are pleasing in the eyes of God. 

And the bad guy is the Pharisee, judgmental and proud. 

But I want you also to step back a moment from this parable, and take a look at one 

more level. The parable is about comparing/contrasting the practice and attitude of 

prayer of two men. And now instead of just comparing these two men, I would ask all of 

us to compare/contrast our own attitude and practice of prayer to these two men. Our 

Lord Jesus certainly used this as a teaching parable and taught a lesson by comparing 

these two men. But the further lesson for us is that we can also compare and contrast 

ourselves to both of these two men of prayer. As we prepare ourselves for Great Lent, we 

can compare our own attitudes and approaches to prayer with that of these two men. 

The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, ‗God, I thank you that I am not like 

other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. {12} I fast twice a 

week; I give a tenth of all my income.‘ {13} But the tax collector, standing far off, would 

not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, ‗God, be merciful to 

me, a sinner!‘ 

Hear the words of these two men and what do you think is different about both of their 

prayers versus how many modern people seem to pray today? 

{One gives thanks to God, one recognizes he is a sinner and asks God mercy.} 

But neither one comes with a shopping list of all the things they want God to do for 

them. Both of them in prayer recognizes the Lordship of God. Neither treats God like 

some Genie or butler or concierge whose duty it is to please them, to do their bidding, to 

make them happy or satisfied. 

I heard a song on the radio a couple days ago which had a repeating line in it that said 

―each of us only needs to have his own personal Jesus.‖ That seems to me to be a very 

common modern attitude. It is an attitude that goes far beyond talking about having a 

personal relationship with Jesus. It is an approach in prayer that sees us as having our 

own genie or maid or concierge. And his name is Jesus. 

It‘s kind of like having your own personal remote. Click the button and change the 

station, or have your will done. 



Great Lent however is time for us to remember ―Thy will be done.‖ We are not here to 

make God or Jesus our servants. Lent is a time of discipline, a time for us to be disciples 

of our Lord. Even the Pharisee of today‘s parable understood that. 

We need to compare ourselves with the two men of prayer in our Gospel lesson. Not 

only can we understand the fault of pride, but we can also learn how to be a true 

disciple. Amen. 

The Temptation of the Law in the Spiritual Life 

Posted on February 7, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

“The fallen man asks God the same perennial questions:  Who art thou?  Who am I?  

Why hast thou created me? …  Why hast thou endowed me with the gift of freedom, the 

burden of which I cannot bear and without which I cannot find happiness?‖   (Nicholas 

Zernov) 

Humankind when it thinks about God, its Creator, as also its Judge, struggles with the 

notion of free will.  If indeed we are free to make choices, real choices whose outcomes 

are not predestined, then we are responsible for what we do and will have to answer to 

God for what we have done.   The thought of such freedom, such consequences and such 

judgment has often tempted believers to be willing to surrender their freedom in 

exchange for the assurance and certainty of salvation.   This is one of the themes 

of Dostoyevsky‗s ―The Grand Inquisitor.‖ Religion‘s leaders have been willing to offer to 

the masses religious Law in place of spiritual freedom and many are willing to slavishly 

obey Law rather than risk making the wrong free choice.   They are willing to substitute 

law for love as long as certainty is promised.  They prefer to live as automatons instead 

of autonomous human beings.  They come to so totally fear God, instead of ever loving 

Him, that they do not want their consciences enlivened as they make free choices; 

rather,  they prefer to live without consciously making choices and by obedience that 

frees them from responsibility.  Mother Maria Skobtsova commenting on Luke 18:10-14, 

the parable of the  Publican and Pharisee, wrote: 

 Why were the prophets stoned? Because mankind had learned to be afraid of freedom. 

Because mankind knew where this freedom had led it. It knew that with freedom of 

choice it might follow the prophets or it might sink into the final abyss. No, better not to 

risk, not to try, not to be tempted, not to be seduced. What is due is measured precisely. 

A tithe of mint goes to the temple. You don‘t accomplish much on this path, but on the 

other hand you don‘t risk anything. Immobility is a guarantee against new shocks, 
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catastrophes, tragic shifts. It is also a guarantee against liberation, against melting down 

– all right, but it‘s still better, solider, calmer this way. And so the prophets were 

stoned…Man betrays, but the law will not betray. Man‘s soul is perverse, but the letter is 

fixed. And therefore the letter is higher than the soul, the Sabbath is higher than 

man…because you are righteous, because you have observed the law, every letter of it, 

because you are not like this publican. No doubt everyone feels this stiff-necked 

pharisaic truth, and can make no objection to it before the time comes…Yes, in the 

desert of the spirit, in a time of terrible spiritual drought, the Pharisee is justified; he 

alone is reasonable and thrifty, watchful and sober. 

 

Lessons from the Publican and Pharisee 

Posted on February 9, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Sunday of the Publican and the Pharisee        Luke 18:10-14 

Then the Lord told this parable: ―Two men went up into the temple to pray, 

one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood and prayed 

thus with himself, ‗God, I thank thee that I am not like other men, 

extortionists, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector.  I fast twice a 

week, I give tithes of all that I get.‘  But the tax collector, standing far off, 

would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‗God, be merciful to 

me a sinner!‘ I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other; 

for everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles himself will be 

exalted.‖  

Today, I had two thoughts about the Gospel Lesson:  

 1) Today there is a lot of ‗self-help‘ psychology that comments on scriptural 

themes. One such idea is that forgiveness is done not so much for the person being 

forgiven as for the person who forgives. The one who forgives is said to gain the 

benefits of forgiving – release from anger, enslavement to the past, freedom from 

being controlled by one‘s own passions or someone else‘s behavior. Yet in this 

parable all the benefit is for the one being forgiven – being released from his sins. 

God, the forgiver, receives no benefit from forgiving. The benefit is all received as 

grace by the one being forgiven. The Publican‘s tears and repentance are accepted by 

God, not the self righteousness of the Pharisee. Although there are great benefits to 

the one who forgives (Matthew 6:14), being forgiven is a gift to be received by the 
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offender (John 20:23). Forgiveness is a real power in human relationships, it is not 

meant just to be self therapeutic. 

 2) Though in Christianity today we think a lot in terms of the forgiveness of sins 

based in a very juridical understanding of justification, it is interesting that in this 

Gospel Parable neither the Publican nor the Pharisee seeks or receives the 

forgiveness of sins. The Pharisee asks God to recognize his righteousness – he thanks 

God for not being like sinners, but being a devoutly observant religious man. He is 

thankful that God does not look at him as a sinner (and he is sure God is thankful for 

this as well). He actually needs little from God except for the great reward he feels 

sure God will give him. Despite Genesis 6:5 and Genesis 8:21, the Pharisee does not 

believe he needs God‘s forgiveness, he believes only that he deserves God‘s reward. 

The Publican, on the other hand, sees himself totally as a sinner. He does not believe 

himself worthy of God‘s favor, and thus can only beg for God‘s mercy. He does not 

ask for the forgiveness of his sins, but only for God‘s benevolence. The tax collector 

understands he is in need of mercy from God because he himself has the sinful heart 

of Genesis 8:21. He understands that simply observing the Law, does not heal the 

heart sickened by evil. The Publican knows he is in need of God‘s healing salvation to 

correct and heal his heart. He needs Christ, God‘s mercy and salvation. He is 

dependent on God Himself and not just on God‘s rewards, which is why his humility, 

tears and repentance are recognized by God as righteousness rather than the 

boasting of the Pharisee. In the Greek of the New Testament, exactly what the 

Publican seeks from God in Luke 18:13 (Gr: ilastheti: mercy, propitious) is what 

Christ gives to the world (1 John 2:2, 4:10). Christ died on the cross not merely for 

the forgiveness of sins, but in order to destroy death – to bring God‘s favor to 

humankind. This is what the Publican understood – one might avoid sin as the 

Pharisee believed he had, but one cannot escape death, not at least without the 

Lord‘s Messiah. 

 

The Importance of Humility 

Posted on February 9, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Reflections on the Parable of the  Publican and the Pharisee        Luke 18:10-14 

St. John Chrysostom wrote: 

―Should I tell you what a great good humility is and what an awful evil arrogance? A 

sinner surpassed a righteous person, the tax collector, the Pharisee, words did better 
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than deeds. How did words succeed? The tax collector says, ―O God, be merciful to me a 

sinner;‖ the Pharisee says, ―I am not like the rest of people, rapacious, greedy‖- instead, 

what? ―I fast twice a week, I give away a tenth of my possessions.‖ The Pharisee 

highlighted deeds of righteousness, the tax collector spoke words of humility, and words 

got the better of deeds, such a great treasure went up in thin air and such great poverty 

was transformed into wealth. Two ships arrived carrying cargo, both entered the harbor; 

but the tax collector docked successfully in port while the Pharisee suffered shipwreck, 

the lesson for you being the awful evil arrogance is. Are you righteous? Do not humble 

your brethren. Have you good deeds to your credit? Do not reproach your neighbor and 

undermine the compliments du you. However great you are, humble yourself the more.‖ 

 St. Ambrose of Milan wrote: 

―Above all give me the grace of compassion. Grant me to be able to have compassion on 

sinners from the depth of my heart: for that is the supreme virtue…Grant me to have 

compassion every time that I witness the fall of a sinner. Let me not arrogantly reprove 

him, but let me suffer and weep with him. Do thou cause me when I weep for my 

neighbor to weep for myself as well, and to apply myself the words: the harlot is more 

righteous than you are.‖ 

 

Imitating the Prodigal’s Repentance 

Posted on February 13, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

2005 Sermon Notes for  The Sunday of the Prodigal Son        Luke 15:11-32 

Ps 123:2 As the eyes of servants look to the hand of their master, as the eyes of a maid to 

the hand of her mistress, so our eyes look to the LORD our God, until he has mercy 

upon us. 

I‘m not worthy to be your son, make me 

as one of your hired servants…… In the 

Church, If we are the Prodigal, then we 

need to be standing here, offering 

thanks to our father for having accepted 

us into his household, but our attitude 

should be one of extreme humility – 

―I‘m a servant, not a son.‖ ―I‘m here to 

serve, not to be served.‖ ―I‘m here to please not to be pleased.‖ The prodigal understood 
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his role to be a humble servant, no matter how well his father should treat him. The 

father welcomes his prodigal as a son, but now the son needs to have the humility of a 

servant in order to really understand the love and forgiveness of the father, and to win 

back a relationship with the older brother. 

Each of us has to confess: I am not here in church because I have the right to be here. I 

am not here because of freedom of religion and I have a right to go to any church I want. 

Nor am I here because God has favored me over the lost, over sinners, over the 

spiritually sick and weak. I am not here because I am better or holier than others. With 

St. Paul, I have to admit that I am the first among sinners, not the best of the righteous. 

I am here to serve – God and my fellow Christians. What I must focus my eyes on seeing 

is ―what are the needs of my fellow Christians?‖ How can I serve them?‖ 

Each of us, in our hearts should say, ―I am the Prodigal. I wasted so much of what my 

father gave me on myself, my wants, my desires, doing what I wanted to do for me. Now 

the time has come for me to turn away from my self-centeredness and seek to be a 

servant in my Father‘s household.‖ 

And this is not just a pious saying because I know my father won‘t let me be a servant, 

he will elevate to the status of Lord and Master. In the Lord‘s parable, the Father 

rejoices over the return of His son but that doesn‘t mean that son wouldn‘t have to act 

towards others as a servant. This prodigal son had learned the lesson, that serving 

others is exactly what he needs to do. This in fact is what makes him a child of his father. 

The father doesn‘t welcome the prodigal back as son so that the son can continue to be 

self-centered, privileged, with an intolerable sense of entitlement. Rather the father in 

love welcomes the prodigal as the son who understands his role to serve others, in the 

same way that Jesus is servant to us all. 

As Jesus himself said, (Matthew 20:26-28): ―Whoever wishes to be great among you 

must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be your slave; just 

as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for 

many.‖ This is the way of godly sonship, of holy childlikeness, of what each of us is to be. 

This year, this Great Lent, let us each seek to imitate the sonship of Jesus Christ. As 

child of God he came to serve. 



Going to Hell: The Path of the Prodigal’s Older Brother 
Posted on February 14, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

The Sunday of the Prodigal Son        Luke 15:11-32 

Many commentators have noted that the Parable of Jesus found in Luke 15:11-32 is 

perhaps mislabeled in focusing on the rebellious and then repentant son when the real 

lead actor of the story is the Loving and Forgiving Father.  The Father is  loving when 

the younger son demands his inheritance, while the son is living the prodigal life, and 

when the son comes back looking for mercy.  He remains loving when the older son 

angrily accuses the father and when the older brother disowns his prodigal brother.  

Archbishop Lazar Puhalo in his book, THE IKON AS SCRIPTURE, draws out attention 

to the behavior of the older brother who obviously rejects the love of his father and thus 

creates his own hell.  

Now if anyone is perplexed and does not understand how it is possible for God‘s love to 

render anyone pitifully wretched and miserable and even burning as it were in flames, 

let him consider the elder brother of the prodigal son. Was he not in his father‘s estate? 

Did not everything in it belong to him? Did he not have his father‘s love? Did his father 

not come himself to entreat and beseech him to come and take part in the joyous 

banquet? What rendered him miserable and burned him with inner bitterness and 

hate?… And what was this hell?… Did he not continue to live in his father‘s house? What 

separated him from all the joyous people in the house if not his own hate and bitterness? 

Did his father, or even his brother, stop loving him? Was it not precisely this very love 

which hardened his heart more and more? Was it not the joy that made him sad? Was 

not hatred burning in his heart, hatred for his father and his brother, hatred for the love 

of his father toward his brother and for the love of his brother toward his father? This is 

hell: the negation of love; the return of hate for love; bitterness at seeing innocent joy; to 

be surrounded by love and to have hate in one‘s heart. 

 

Prodigal: The Parable of the Generous Father 

Posted on February 16, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Read The Parable of the Prodigal Son – The Sharing Father      Luke 15:11-32       Sermon 

Notes 2009 

This Parable like many of the Parables is a Parable of the Kingdom of God.    Like many 

of the Parables of Jesus regarding the Kingdom it is about the unexpected generosity 

found in the Kingdom.  Calling this the Parable of the Prodigal Son, somewhat distorts 
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who the leading actor in the parable is.  Truly this is the Parable of the generous, giving, 

sharing, kind, loving Father.  

The younger son – he wants his inheritance, he wants what is 

legally or rightfully his.  He wants it now.  (In the Greek vs. 12, the 

son asks for his ‗ousias‘ = being, essence) 

The Father – is totally giving and generous.  He shares everything 

with his sons and does not refuse his sons request.  He even shares 

his very life with his sons, and in fact in vs. 12 the father gives the 

son the father‘s living (in Greek, Bion, from Bios = life).  The father 

does not refuse the son‘s request, nor does he hesitate to share his being or life with his 

son.  The father is willing to share everything, and gives to his son all that the son 

desires.  He gives without complaint and gives expecting nothing in return. God loves 

the cheerful giver! 

The younger son – now can imitate the father and share everything he has with his 

father and brother.  The son now really has something to give to others.  But this son is 

not generous; he is not like his father (unlike Jesus who is homoousios with the Father 

for those who understand the theological implication.  St. Paul makes the same point 

with different terminology in Philippians 2:5-7).  This son is not going to share with his 

father but intends to spend everything on himself.  The son moves far away from his 

father as he has no intention in being like his father – generous and giving and 

sharing.     Not only does he spend everything on himself he wastefully squanders it, not 

spending it wisely or with measure and so is quickly bankrupt.   

The younger son cannot find anyone to share anything with him, no one will even share 

the pig‘s food with him (vs 16).   And when he lives with people who treated him like he 

treated others – namely, selfishly and without sharing or being generous — he comes to 

his senses and realizes this sharing thing is a good deal.  Remembering how good and 

sharing and kind and generous and loving his father was even with the servants, he 

decides he would be better off living as a servant with one who is so sharing and 

generous than living on his own with nothing.    He decides to admit his fault but also to 

seek his father‘s generosity again. 

The father sees the son returning and before the son says a word, without knowing the 

purpose of the son‘s return or his son‘s intention, the father runs to embrace his son.  
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The father is still sharing his life with his prodigal and ungrateful son.   The son 

confesses his sin without making excuse or apology. 

The father, however does not allow his son to ask to be accepted as a servant.  The father 

is still loving and giving and embraces his son and gives his son gifts.  The father is glad 

to see the son no matter why the son has returned!  The father even gives a huge party to 

his younger son.  The father overwhelms the son with love and gifts and sharing and 

generosity. 

The elder brother now appears in the story and despite having spent all this time with 

his father, he too lacks the love and goodness of his father.  Like his younger brother, he 

is not a sharing, giving or generous person.  He too is not like his father.   And though he 

had stayed with his father, he had failed to learn how to share or be generous.  The elder 

brother is angry and bitter.  The older brother says he has never transgressed even one 

of his father‘s commandment, but simultaneously neither has he imitated or even 

learned from his father‘s sharing and generosity!   He has remained obedient to his 

father but his heart has not been touched by his father.  He complains the father has 

never given him even a goat to roast, but the reality is he saw his father give everything 

to his brother without comprehending the father‘s sharing nature.  The elder brother did 

not learn or accept the generous giving of his father and his blind to the fact that his 

father has never withheld anything from him. 

The father did not begrudge the son anything and with the younger brother gone, 

 everything the father had was his older sons.  In dividing his property/living/life the 

father had in fact already bestowed everything on his older son as well.  The son needn‘t 

even ask for all belonged to him.   Yet the son did not recognize the generous sharing 

and giving nature of his father and so had nothing but bitterness in his heart.   The 

father continues to model generosity, sharing, giving, kindness and love despite the fact 

that neither of his sons imitated him in any way. 

Jesus teaches us to go and imitate the sharing attitude of the father – be kind, be 

generous, be giving and in so doing you will in fact be like your heavenly Father. Such is 

the attitude with which we should begin Great Lent.  Be like God, live as if you are in 

God‘s Kingdom.   True repentance does not consist merely in never transgressing God‘s 

commands (like the older brother), true repentance is life changing and moves us from 

being selfish, self centered, or self loving to becoming as generous, sharing, giving, kind, 



loving and merciful as the Father is.  This is the goal of the Great Fast to deny the self in 

order to give to others. 

Great Lent: Practicing the Faith 

Posted on February 16, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Great Lent is said to be a school of repentance.  It is is a time 

when we can ―practice‖ our faith.  It is a time to practice 

repentance, forgiveness, charity, love, the virtues, taking up 

the cross, humility, fasting, patience, chastity, prayer, and 

being a disciple of Christ.   All of these are ways in which we 

show that we actually do believe in God, we deny the self and 

take up our cross in order to rid ourselves of self-love in 

order to practice the love of Christ for others. 

Fr. Dmitri Dudko, an Orthodox priest in Russia during the 

days of communism, was once asked if he could give a brief 

summary of the Gospel for his fellow countrymen who were 

given little chance to learn about Orthodoxy in atheist Russia.  He replied, 

―The whole Gospel consists in very little: ‗Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at 

hand…‘  ‗Seek first the Kingdom of Heaven and its righteousness and everything else will 

be added to you…‘  ‗The kingdom of God is taken by work…‘   To love God and neighbor.  

If we remember this, then everything else in the Gospel will become clear to us.  If we 

look at the matter carefully, we all know this.  We just lack the seriousness to apply it to 

our lives as we should.  We play games with ourselves, pretending that we don‘t know 

anything.‖  

Especially when it is inconvenient to be a Christian, we pretend not to know for sure 

what to do.  Great Lent creates an entire season of inconvenience, so that we have 

opportunity to practice our faith – to be a disciple in little things, like fasting, prayer, 

charity, reading scripture, attending services.  Such little inconveniences, but they help 

reveal to ourselves where our treasure is and where our heart is. 

 ―We ought to learn the virtues through practicing them, not merely talking about them, 

so that by acquiring the habit of them we do not forget what is of benefit to us. ‗The 

kingdom of God‘, as St. Paul said, ‗resides not in words but in power‘ (1 Cor 4:20).‖  (St. 

Peter of Damaskos, 12th Century AD)  
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The Road to Repentance 

Posted on February 19, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

On the first day of our Metropolitan Council meeting, Metropolitan Jonah, led a retreat 

for all those present.  Though he offered many ideas for us to consider, there was one 

line that particularly stuck with me and so I share with with you.  I will credit His 

Beatitude with the comment, though I am not longer sure if this is what he said, or if 

this is what I heard (which are, as we know in communications, not always the same 

thing), or even what I remembered.  But a good Lenten thought for us: 

If you are not on the road to repentance, how do you know where you are going? 

As we make our Lenten sojourn, I pray that we each will in fact find our way to that road 

of repentance – the path on which we take up our cross and follow Christ.  If we are on 

that road, we do know where we are going – to the Kingdom of God. 

Pascha as our Judgment Day 

Posted on February 22, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Meatfare Sunday 2009 

The Gospel Lesson of the Last Judgment (Matthew 25:31-46) offers us some thoughts 

about how to end up on God‘s good side on the Day of Judgment.   

Take note in this parable of Jesus that the Kingdom of God was prepared ―from the 

foundation of the world‖ for those who show mercy, kindness and charity.  In other 

words before any human had done anything, God had prepared a Kingdom for all 

humans.  To get to that Kingdom required only that you be merciful and charitable.  

Note also in the parable that the eternal fire was prepared for the devil and his angels, 

not for humans.  God did not intend humans to end up in the eternal fire, but humans 

could through their own choices and behavior end up there.  The Last Judgment in 

Christ‘s parable is God allowing humans to choose their final destination based on their 

own choices and actions. 

The Great Lenten Journey we are about to embark on is the road to the Kingdom of 

God.   Great Lent is the road map to help us arrive at the good destination – Pascha and 

the Kingdom of God.   So how do we use Great Lent to get to the Kingdom? 

http://frted.wordpress.com/2009/02/19/the-road-to-repentance/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2009/02/22/pascha-as-our-judgment-day/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Sunday_of_the_Last_Judgment
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2025:31-46&version=47


Christ taught us to care for Him.  How do we do this?  By taking care of whom He called 

the least among the members of His family;  whenever we do these acts of charity to one 

of the least members of the Christian family we do it for Christ. 

 We should take today‘s Gospel Lesson and figure out how to live it each week of Great 

Lent.   Even if we did but one of the acts of mercy that Christ speaks about per week, 

there are plenty of weeks in Great Lent to accomplish them all.  So here is a check list for 

Great Lent: 

____ Fed the hungry Christ     When & how 

accomplished? 

____ Gave drink to the thirsty Christ    When & how 

accomplished? 

____ Welcomed the stranger Christ     When & how 

accomplished? 

____ Clothed the naked Christ     When & how 

accomplished? 

____ Cared for the sick Christ     When & how 

accomplished? 

____ Visited the prisoner Christ     When & how accomplished? 

  

Pascha, the day without end, is also our Judgment Day – the day on which we enter into 

God‘s Kingdom.  On that Day the Lord is not going to ask about what we ate during 

Lent, nor how many services we attended.   He is going to sort us out by whether we did 

the deeds of mercy to the least of His family members which he enumerated in today‘s 

Gospel Lesson.  Fasting is a good discipline as it teaches us to stop paying attention to 

our wants, desires and passions and start paying attention to the least of Christ‘s 

brothers and sisters.  The arrival at Pascha and the Kingdom will be a joyous 



celebration, not so much because we have avoided certain foods for 7 weeks, but because 

we indeed followed the discipline in order to figure out how to minister to Christ. 

The Last Judgment: What Did you Give to Others? 

Posted on February 25, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Gospel Lesson of the Last Judgment (Matthew 25:31-46) 

 Mother Maria Skobtsova wrote:  

The way to God lies through love of people. At the Last Judgment I shall not 

be asked whether I was successful in my ascetic exercises, nor how many 

bows and prostrations I made. Instead I shall be asked, did I feed the 

hungry, clothe the naked, visit the sick and the prisoners. That is all I shall 

be asked. About every poor, hungry and imprisoned person the Savior says 

―I‖: ―I was hungry, and thirsty, I was sick and in prison.‖ To think that he puts and equal 

sign between himself and anyone in need…I always knew it, but now it has somehow 

penetrated to my sinews. It fills me with awe.   

Michael Plekon, in Living Icons wrote: 

―Father Lev concludes the retreat on the burning bush, which I have closely 

followed here, with the incident toward the end of the apostle Paul‘s adventures 

during his journey as a prisoner to stand trial in Rome, toward the end of the Acts 

of the Apostles, 28 . The soaked, shivering survivors of theshipwreck are received 

with ‗great kindness‘ by the barbarian inhabitants of the island of Malta. A huge 

fire is made so that they can warm and dry themselves. Moreover, the Maltese 

take the survivors back to their homes, after the emergency services are delivered, 

for food, rest, and other care. If we are truly servant of the Lord Love, Father Lev 

says by way of conclusion, then like the residents of Malta, we too will seek out 

the survivors wherever they may be, drenched and paralyzed by rain and cold, 

bringing them fire, the fire of our love, the fire of the burning bush, of Limitless 

Love.‖ 

 

Forgiveness Sunday 1995 

Posted on February 27, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Sermon notes   Forgiveness Sunday     3/5/1995 

We are about to embark on a heroic and noble journey. Our journey which will begin 

today will end on April 23, some 7 Sundays from now. We will be challenged by many 

perils, and it is only our faith and hope which will get us through to the end. Our journey 
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is called Great Lent, our duties on this perilous voyage 

include forgiving, fasting, repenting, praying, maintaining 

sobriety, being vigilant, and loving. May God help 

strengthen us on this sojourn with His Holy Spirit, with His 

Word, with His presence, and be allowing us always to see 

and move toward the dawning Light of the Resurrection. 

Sometimes when we think about this great voyage of Lent, 

the image which comes to mind is that Pascha is all light, 

the light at the end of the tunnel, far away. The tunnel full of darkness is in this imagery 

Great Lent. It is a darkness which we must pass through to get to the Light of Pascha. 

But that image is not totally correct, for Lent starts with today‘s Epistle lesson, which 

said, 

Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake 

from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers; the 

night is far gone, the day is near. Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and 

put on the armor of light; let us live honorably as in the day, not in reveling and 

drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling and 

jealousy. Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the 

flesh, to gratify its desires. (Romans 13:11-14:4) 

The imagery of today‘s Epistle lesson, is now is the time to wake up, the dawn is come, 

the darkness is past. 

The darkness is the time before Lent, this is now the dawn, the time to arouse ourselves 

from sleep and get to work, to wake up because the sunrise/daylight/dawn have arrived! 

As one of the hymns we will sing tonight at Vespers says, 

The Lenten spring shines forth, 

the flower of repentance! 

Let us cleanse ourselves from all evil, 

crying out to the Giver of Light: 

Glory to You, O lover of man!” 

The imagery is not at all one of darkness, but of light, lent is said to be spring, not 

winter, a renewing, life giving season. Darkness and sadness belong to the past, for the 

Great Fast is here, the time to renew our lives and wake up from the long spiritual 

hibernation, and with joy and vigor to run into the season of fasting. 
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One other image to keep in mind. It has been said among drug addicts and alcoholics 

that a definition of insanity is to do the same things over and over and then expect 

something to change. Nothing will change unless we do some things differently. Great 

Lent is the time to stop the insanity and to do some things differently. Repent, forgive, 

pray, love. 

Today, the Lesson of our Savior, to make a change and stop the insanity is: 

If you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you; but if 

you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.  (Matthew 

6:14-15) 

Forgive others from your heart. Do not bear grudges against one another. Stop treating 

people remembering all their past faults. Treat them as if you have forgiven them, not 

building upon all past bad experiences, but with patience, love, kindness and respect. In 

doing this, you will bring about a great change in your own life and something new and 

different will be made possible for you and our parish community this Lent. 

May God bless each of you as we embark on this journey. I hope most of you will join us 

tonight at 7pm when we begin Vespers and the journey of Great Lent. 

Food, the Fall and the Fast 
Posted on March 2, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

“We find the meaning of food in the very first 

chapter of the Bible, in the account of the creation of 

man. Having created the world, God gives it as food 

for man, and this means first of all that man‟s life 

depends on food, that is, on the world. Man lives by 

food, transforms food into his own life. This 

dependency of man on the external, on matter, on 

the world is so self-evident, that Feuerbach, one of 

the founders of materialist philosophy, consigned man into the famous formula: „man 

is what he eats.‟ But the teaching and revelation of the Bible does not rest on this 

dependency.  Man receives food, that is, life itself, from God. It is God‟s gift to man and 

he lives not in order to eat and thereby maintain his physiological survival, but in 

order to develop in himself the image and likeness of God. Thus, food itself became the 

gift of life as the knowledge of the freedom and the beauty of the spirit. Food is 
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transformed into life, but food is revealed from the outset as the victory over this 

dependency on food alone, for in creating man God commands him to have dominion 

over the earth. Therefore, in receiving food from God as the gift of God, man is filled 

with divine life itself. This is why the biblical account of the fall of man is linked with 

food.  This is the famous story of the forbidden fruit, which man ate secretly apart 

from God, in order to become like God. The meaning of this account is simple: man 

believed that from food alone, that by pure reliance on its consumption, he could 

receive that which is actually possible to receive only from God. By way of food he 

sought liberation from God, which only led him to slavery and dependence on food; 

man became a slave of the world. But this also means a slave of death, for food cannot 

give him that freedom from the world and death, which can only come from God. 

Food, the symbol and source of life, became the symbol of death. For if man does not 

eat he dies. But if he eats he still dies, for food itself is a communion with that which 

had died and therefore with death. And so, finally, salvation, and recreation and 

forgiveness, and resurrection itself are linked also in the Gospel with food.”   

(Alexander Schmemann, Our Father) 

 

Great Lent: First Wednesday 

Posted on March 4, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

GREAT LENT   

 In his classic work, Great Lent, Fr. Alexander Schmemann describes ―Sad brightness‖ 

as ―the sadness of my exile, of the waste I have made of my life; the brightness of God‘s 

presence and forgiveness, the joy of the recovered desire for God, the peace of the 

recovered home.‖ It is sadness that permeates the Lenten season with its long, fatiguing, 

magnificent liturgical services and its constant call to repentance. Yet it is a sadness 

leavened by a deep joy that only tears can adequately express. Tears of longing for glory 

and peace to come, for the recovered home where the Father embraces each of us, His 

prodigal children, with an unfathomable depth of forgiving love.       (John 

Breck, Longing for God) 

We enter into Great Lent through forgiving others and asking them to forgive us.  

  ‖The Lord Jesus, through His example of forgiveness, set His seal on His Gospel. He 

showed in this way that, without forgiveness, rulers cannot rule not judges judge, nor 

wise men be wise, nor teachers teach, nor the rich and poor live as humans and not as 

cattle, nor the fieriness of reformers and revolutionaries be of any use whatever. And 
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before all else, to show that, without forgiveness, man cannot understand His Gospel, let 

alone fulfill it. The Lord began His teaching with words on repentance, and ended it 

with words on forgiveness.  Repentance is the seed; forgiveness is the fruit. Seed is of no 

use if it does not bring forth fruit, and no sort of repentance is of any use without 

forgiveness.‖      – Bishop Nikolai Velimirović 

 

Great Lent: Passion Good and Bad 

Posted on March 5, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Sermon from March 2005 

Lent is a season of repentance. That is, a time for us to feel the depths of 

the sorrow and distress which our sins have caused the world.. There 

indeed is a sorrowful tone to the music, the colors, the liturgical services. 

And yet, it is a season of joy, because with the coming of Christ and his 

death and resurrection, the impact of sin on the world is overcome. That 

joy is tempered by the fact that we still live in a world in which sin and death are all too 

obvious. So the lenten season brings us the mixed emotions of joy for the salvation God 

has freely bestowed on us, and sorrow for the affects of our sins on the world and on 

each other – sickness, sorrow, sighing, death.Look at the lives of our friends – the 

mother whose son has died, the man who just lost his father – and we see the tragedy, 

pain and suffering which death has become in our lives and in the world. 

Lent reminds us that we need to feel that pain – not avoid it, not cover it over or pretend 

it isn‘t there. We need to feel the pain and the suffering and the sorrow to bring 

ourselves to true repentance. We also need that tragedy and grief so that we will ask, 

―Why?‖ 

The scriptural answer, the answer of Christianity is SIN. Sin is tragic and has wreaked 

on us the totality of the suffering which humans have experienced. The book of Genesis 

directly links sin to our suffering, and as the cause of our deaths. 

And we may be tempted to say that it all is the fault of Adam and Eve. They are to blame 

for all the problems we now face – as if it our own sins and sinning are not somehow 

responsible for the condition of the world today. Like Adam and Eve, we want to blame 

someone else for the sorrows of the world. ―It was that Adam and Eve, which YOU 
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created God. It really is Your fault. If YOU had only made them and the world different!‖ 

Adam did the same thing when God confronted him in the cool of the garden – ―the 

woman YOU gave to me…‖. (Gen 3:12) We seem to think that now our sins don‘t matter 

due to the fact that Adam and Eve‘s sin already unleashed all the problems on the world. 

So our sins aren‘t nearly so important, nor devastating for the world. Lent is here to 

remind us that our sins count and do weigh in on the grievous impact by which 

iniquities have crushed our hearts and lives. 

We are so like Adam and Eve. In fact, their story is our story. The Genesis account really 

isn‘t so much about how humans began as it is the story of how we humans behave. We 

can pretend as if it is a story only about ancient history and ancient peoples and so feel 

no remorse or guilt for what happened and even feel that we are the victims of this story. 

Adam felt victimized by God and Eve, and Eve blamed the serpent. We do the same – we 

put the blame on Eve and Adam, and feel justified to think that our sins aren‘t as 

important as their sins. 

But Eve and Adam are us. The story is about what we do and how we behave. It is about 

our attitude toward God and His commandments, about how we view (or fail to 

consider) our relationships with God and each other. It is the story about being self-

centered and selfish and thinking the universe is about me, not about how I affect 

others. In Gen 3:6, Eve saw that the ―forbidden‖ tree was good for food, pleasing to her 

eyes, and desirable, so she took and ate. It all looked good to her and for her. What she 

completely left out of her thinking was how what she was about to do would affect her 

relationship with Adam or with God. 

Some want to make the story of Adam and Eve only into the literal origins of humanity 

and to use it to combat evolution. They reduce the story to history and science. But the 

story is much more than that. It is a spiritual story about all of humanity. It is a 

typology. More than a story of how humanity began, it is the story of what each of us is. 

It is about being human and our struggle with not being God. The story of Adam and 

Eve is a look at you and me. They are not simply our ancestors. We are them. Their story 

helps us understand the world today because it is the story about you and me and how 

we live, think and relate (or fail to relate) to each other. 

Lent is designed to call to our minds this great human tragedy which plays itself over 

and over again on the stage of the world. And we should feel the burden of this situation 



and the results of our sinning. We have not learned from the mistakes of our ancestors, 

rather we repeat them. God, however, has not forsaken our abandoned us. He has 

chosen to love us despite our sins. Lent reminds us of this truth of God‘s gracious love. 

Despite the sins, the sickness, and death itself, God continues to love us, and so we have 

hope. We fast in order to acknowledge our current condition – created for eternity, 

overwhelmed by sin and death, awaiting our deliverance. 

So Great Lent tries to stir up in us great emotion – the emotions related to sorrow, pain 

and suffering, to guilt for rebellion against God, and to our willingness to abandon our 

relationships with others because each of us wants what looks good to me and desirable 

for me. And that ego-centrism leads to separation from God and others, to isolation, 

alienation, loneliness. 

Salvation, true liberation comes not in the form of enabling each of us to do what we 

want apart from any one else, but in the form of love – of life that unites us to one 

another. The Church is not the place where we are freed from one another, but rather 

freed from our self-absorbtion, freed from the personal cravings which enslave us to our 

selves but separate us from God and neighbor. By saying no to ourselves, by practicing 

self-denial and self-control, we make it possible to receive the love of God and to love 

one another. 

When we understand what Lent is about, we can be moved to tears, and to repent of our 

own sins by which we like Eve and Adam have destroyed relationships, thus bringing 

spiritual death to our world. 

The Power of Humility 

Posted on March 6, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

    Roberta Bondi writes in her book  To Love as God Loves 

“When Abba Macarius was returning from the marsh to his cell one day 

carrying some palm-leaves, he met the devil on the road with a scythe. 

The [devil] struck him as much as he pleased, but in vain, and he said to 

him,  “What is your power, Macarius, that makes me 

powerless against you? All that you do, I do, too; you fast, so 

do I; you keep vigil, and I do not sleep at all; in one thing only 

do you beat me.”  Abba Macarius asked what that was.  He 
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said, “Your humility. Because of that I can do nothing against you.” (Apoth., 

Macarius 11, p.130)… 

If this was true for Macarius, it was also true for any other person who wished to be a 

Christian. Anyone can fast or renounce what they love in order to gain what they want 

more.  The devil himself is good at renunciation; there is no merit in that.  For these 

early folk, the mark of the Christian was not renunciation or, for that matter, heroic 

feats of virtue, but humility. 

 Abba Anthony said, “I saw all the snares that the enemy spreads out over the 

world, and I said, groaning, „What can get me through such snares?‟  Then I 

heard a voice saying to me, „Humility.‟” (Apoth., Anthony 7, p.2) 

It was the humility that made these ancient Christians able with the help of God‟s grace 

to take on the enormous and dangerous task of the transformation of the old creation 

into new.”  

Challenging the Church and the Christian 

Posted on March 6, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Great Lent is indeed a season of repentance, of changing one‘s heart and mind, of 

turning away from the way of the world to follow the way of Christ.  Lent challenges us 

to rethink our complacent spiritual lives and our indifference towards the Kingdom of 

God.  It reminds us that the way to God is through the Cross, through self denial and not 

through self satisfaction. 

“The Church, according to Olivier Clement, is “nothing other than the world in 

the course of transfiguration, the world that in Christ reflects the light of 

paradise‖…To some, faithfulness to Christ is often identified with the uncritical  

preservation of institutions, customs, and traditions.  For the lack of vision, the 

prophetic spirit decelerates and weakens.  For the fear of change, the zeal for 

mission falters and wanes.  As evangelical endeavors suffer from the spirit of 

complacency and accommodation, the faith of community more and more 

becomes insular and protective of the status quo…Is the Church prepared to be a 

prophetic interpreter of times or is she more inclined to seek refuge and stability 

in an imaginary idealized past?  Does being „traditional‟ mean clinging blindly 

to inherited forms and institutions or does it mean creative continuity through 

and openness to the workings of the Spirit and a readiness to meet the 
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challenges of present realities and needs?”   (Alkiviadis Calivas, Challenges and 

Opportunities:  The Church in Her Mission to the World)  

 

Great Lent is not a time to cling to the past – to old customs and nostalgic piety.  It is a 

time to take hold of the Gospel and to invite the Holy Spirit into our lives.  It is a season 

to empty ourselves in order to love the other.  We cannot save ourselves by keeping 

Lent, but we can learn to deny ourselves in order to bring the Gospel of salvation to 

others. 

 But even if we set aside the separate and particular Gospel teachings in this  regard and 

turn to the whole activity of Christ on earth, it is here that we find the highest degree of 

the laying down of one‘s soul for others, the highest measure of sacrificial love and self-

giving that mankind has know.  ―For God so loved the world that He gave His 

only-begotten Son‖ [JN 3:16], calling us, too, to the same love.  There is not and there 

cannot be any following in the steps of Christ without taking upon ourselves a certain 

share, small as it may be, of participation in the sacrificial deed of love.  Anyone who 

loves the world, anyone who lays down his soul for others, anyone who is ready, at the 

price of being separated from Christ, to gain salvation for his brothers-is a disciple an  

follower of Christ.  And inversely, anyone who abides in the temptation of self-salvation 

alone, anyone who does not take upon himself the responsibility for the pain and sin of 

the world, anyone who follows the path of ―egoism,‖ be it even ―holy‖   egoism, simply 

does not hear what Christ says, and does not see what His sacrifice on Golgotha was 

offered for.        (Mother Maria Skobstova, Essential Writings) 

 

The Wealth Which Enables Us to Give Everything Away 

Posted on March 7, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

A story from ancient India: 

One night Sini had a dream, and an angel came to him and said, ―Sini, tomorrow, go to 

the main road that leads into the village and there you will meet a holy man who will 

give you a stone that will make you wealthy forever.‖ 

In the morning, Sini leapt to his feet and ran to the road, and sure enough there was a 

holy man sitting by the side of the road. ―Give me the stone! Give me the stone!‖ Sini 

excitedly told the holy man. 
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―What stone?‖ asked the holy man. Sini told the holy man about his dream and what the 

angel told him. 

The holy man replied, ―O you must mean the stone I found in the river yesterday.‖ And 

he pulled from his knapsack a very large stone, as big as a cantaloupe and handed it to 

Sini. 

Sini couldn‘t believe it. For in his hand was the largest diamond he had ever seen, 

perhaps the largest diamond in the whole world. 

Sini rushed home with his precious stone, and locked himself in. He spent the entire 

evening thinking about what he should do next. All night long he tossed and turned and 

fretted about his valuable diamond and what he should do. 

In the morning Sini rushed back to the main village road and he saw the holy man 

walking away from the town. ―Stop!‖ Sini cried to the holy man. And Sini prostrated 

himself before the holy man. ―Please,‖ he said. ―Give me the wealth that enables you to 

give the stone away.‖ 

It is very much like the disciples in Luke 5:1-11; Jesus shows them 

how to catch this huge shoal of fish which means success is 

guaranteed and their business will be booming. However, in that 

very moment they leave their fishing business and the wealth it 

represents to follow Christ. Jesus shows them the way to riches, 

and then tells them to give the riches away to follow Him. St. 

Prince Vladimir went to Constantinople, so the hymn says, in 

search of fine pearls and found Christ the priceless pearl instead. 

In Lent we learn the wealth that allows us to give away all things 

in order to follow Christ. In Christ we receive that wealth which cannot be lost and 

which can never be taken from us, but which we always give away in order to make it 

grow. 

Great Lent: Being Deployed for Spiritual Warfare 
Posted on March 7, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

St. John Chrysostom was ordained a deacon in the church in 381AD, the same year as 

the Second Ecumenical Council.  He thus spent his career in the church including his 

years as a bishop at a time when the official Roman persecution of Christianity would 
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have been experienced by only the senior most members of the church.  

Certainly there would have been some people still alive who may have 

met some of those revered martyrs.  Though the persecution of 

Christians had ended, Chrysostom certainly did not believe that 

martyrdom had ended for Christians.  For St. John, martyrdom was an 

ongoing process in the lives of Christians who suffered not from raging 

tyrant emperors, but from their own sinful inclinations, temptations, 

doubts and from the attacks of Satan on believers.  Spiritual warfare does 

not belong to the past or to dead heroes for the faith.   Spiritual warfare is 

what each of us who have accepted the yoke of the cross of Christ have 

agreed to engage in daily.  Great Lent is a time of deployment. 

Chrysostom wrote: 

“How is it possible,‖ you ask, ―for us to imitate martyrs now? After all, it isn‘t a time of 

persecution.‖ Yes, I know. Yet while it isn‘t a time of persecution, it is a time or 

martyrdom. It isn‘t a time of wrestling matches of that sort, but it is a time of crowns. 

Human beings aren‘t in pursuit, but demons are in pursuit. A tyrant isn‘t in persecution 

mode, but the Devil‘s in persecution mode, crueler than any tyrant…They sparred with 

wild animals; bridle your anger, the savage and untamed animal. They stood fast against 

unbearable pains; subvert the unnatural and wicked thoughts that swell in your heart. 

It‘s in this way you will imitate martyrs. ―For our struggle now isn‘t against blood and 

flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this 

darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil‖ (Eph 6:12). Nature‘s desire is a fire, a fire 

that is inextinguishable and constant…The flame of the burning coals is savage, but this 

is crueler-that is, the flame of desire. We never have a cease-fire in this war, we never 

have a lull in hostilities throughout the present life; instead, the struggle is constant, so 

that the crown might be magnificent too. It is for this reason that Paul constantly arms 

us, since it‘s always a time of war, since the enemy is always alert.       

 

The Unanswered Prayer and the Plea of the Poor 

Posted on March 13, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Today, I came across a quote from St. John Chrysostom which was just too good to 

ignore on this day of Great Lent.  So I share it with you: 
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―When you are weary of praying and do not receive an answer to 

your prayers to God, consider how often you have heard a poor 

man calling and have not listened to him. 

It is not for reaching out your hands to God that you will be 

heard.  Stretch forth your hand, not to God but to the poor.‖  

  

―If among you, one of your brothers should become poor, in any 

of your towns within your land that the LORD your God is giving 

you, you shall not harden your heart or shut your hand against 

your poor brother, but you shall open your hand to him and lend him sufficient for his 

need, whatever it may be.‖  (Deuteronomy 15:7-8) 

 

Hymns For the 2nd Week of Lent 

Posted on March 13, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Two hymns from the TRIODION, Thursday of the 2nd Week of Lent 

IF WE SET OUR HANDS TO DOING GOOD, 

THE EFFORT OF LENT WILL BE A TIME OF REPENTANCE FOR US, 

A MEANS TO ETERNAL LIFE, 

FOR NOTHING QUITE SAVES THE SOUL AS MUCH AS GIVING TO THOSE IN 

 NEED. 

ALMS, INSPIRED BY FASTING, DELIVER MAN FROM DEATH. 

LET US EMBRACE THIS, FOR IT HAS NO EQUAL; 

IT IS SUFFICIENT TO SAVE OUR SOULS! 

OF OLD, OUR PARENTS DID NOT FAST ACCORDING TO THE 

CREATOR‘S COMMAND 

AND RECEIVED DEATH AS A FRUIT OF THE TREE OF 

KNOWLEDGE. THEY WERE BANISHED FROM THE TREE OF 

LIFE, AND FROM THE SWEETNESS OF PARADISE! THEREFORE, FAITHFUL, LET 

US FAST 

FROM CORRUPTING SNARES, FROM HARMFUL PASSIONS, SO THAT WE MAY 

ACQUIRE LIFE FROM THE DIVINE CROSS, AND RETURN WITH THE GOOD THIEF 

TO OUR INITIAL HOME, RECEIVING GREAT MERCY FROM CHRIST OUR GOD! 

 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?book_id=5&chapter=15&verse=6&end_verse=8&version=47&context=context
http://frted.wordpress.com/2009/03/13/hymns-for-the-2nd-week-of-lent/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/


2nd Sunday of Great Lent 2003 

Posted on March 15, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Sermon Notes 2nd Sunday of Great Lent 2003                Mark 2:1-12 

2:1 it was reported that Jesus was at home 

I have been struck by that sentence. The Son of God who can claim Heaven as His 

dwelling place, came to earth and here he had a place he called home. He was 

comfortable enough on earth to feel at home. It does give me hope in this world torn by 

warfare and hatred, in which even ―peace‖ demonstrations turn violent, that the Son of 

God felt he could be at home and that He wanted to be at home here.  God so loved the 

world (John 3:16) is a deep truth. 

2:11 Jesus: ―go to your home‖ Jesus tells the young paralyzed man whom he heals. 

Which is more amazing that the paralyzed man is healed or that he has a home to which 

he go? He is not homeless and unwanted. Despite his paralysis he has a place where he 

belongs. His friends had to bring him to Christ, but he is able to go home on his own 

power. The power of the Kingdom of Heaven is not taking him out of this world, but 

giving the man his proper place in the world. 

Did Jesus come to heal all the sick in the world, or did He come to forgive sins? If to heal 

the sick, he was only of limited success for illnesses continued throughout His stay on 

earth. But nowhere in the bible does it say that Christ‘s main goal was to heal the sick. 

His curing of those who are ill was rather a sign that there is another reality, another 

kingdom, another power which we are to seek out. Namely the power, the reality, the 

kingdom of God. 

One can be sick in one‘s life, and yet be forgiven and blessed by God and attain heaven. 

But one cannot attain heaven if one is not forgiven. 

It has been said of neurotics that they sometimes do seek help, but they don‘t want 

healing if the healing will be painful. What they really want is to be comfortable in their 

neuroses. Or they really want a miracle that will heal them painlessly. 

In the Narnia tales, Eustace Scrubbs and Aslan the Lion – Eustace had been turned into 

a dragon. His healing was accomplished by Aslan using his claws to painfully peel away 

the useless layers of dragon skin which had enveloped him. 
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Great Lent: a time to seek God‘s forgiveness 

Great Fast: the food fasting is about forgiveness not about health. A lot of us are 

concerned about our health and we need to diet for our physical health. Fasting aims to 

help us attain the forgiveness of our sins 

How do we attain this forgiveness which is necessary for salvation? How do we prepare 

ourselves to receive the gift of forgiveness? 

REPENTANCE AND CONFESSION 

Second Sunday of Great Lent 1995 

Posted on March 16, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Sermon Notes 2nd Sunday of Great Lent  1995          Mark 2:1-12 

Today‘s Gospel Lesson offers us an important message about God Himself. That 

message is that God can and does forgive sin. 

The importance of the message that God forgives sin is perhaps lost on us. We seem to 

expect God to forgive sin. In fact we almost behave as if God has no choice but to forgive 

sin. It‘s almost like God is predestined to forgive and that He is merely a mindless 

rubber stamping agency of forgiveness who no matter what we do is required by some 

law of nature to forgive. 

And yet, the bible does not teach us this idea. For in the bible what we are taught is that 

God is the supreme Lord and Master of the universe. It is God who possesses the 

ultimate free will and choice. God who has absolute power and control over creation and 

over our lives. God chooses to forgive sin when He wants. 

And the message of the New Testament is that while God loves us and want to forgive 

our sins, something is required of us. The very first message or sermon that the Lord 

Jesus preached was, ―REPENT!‖ (Mark 1:14) 

To repent means to CHANGE our way. In order to change we must have both an 

awareness of what we are and what we should be. To repent means we must have a 

sense of right and wrong, good and evil, sin and holiness, and we must choose the good, 

the right and the holy. 
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St. Mark‘s Gospel begins with the appearance of St. John the Baptizer. This is what is 

written: 

John came baptizing in the wilderness and preaching a baptism of repentance for the 

remission of sins. {5} Then all the land of Judea, and those from Jerusalem, went out to 

him and were all baptized by him in the Jordan River, confessing their sins. (Mark 1:4-

5) 

Why all the mention of repentance and forgiveness? Why be concerned about 

repentance and forgiveness if it is all automatic anyway? 

The answer is that while God is the God of love and forgiveness, for us to receive that 

forgiveness He offers, we must in our hearts admit we need His forgiveness, we must 

acknowledge our sins, and make the change necessary to overcome our sin. 

In today‘s Gospel lesson, we see a crowd coming to see Jesus. People came to catch a 

glimpse at this man who was becoming famous. Maybe they were curious, or they 

needed a break in their difficult day, or they were following the rest of the crowd, or 

maybe even they came because they were somewhat pious had some sort of belief in 

God. In the Gospel lesson today, one small group of people stood out. They came to the 

Lord with a specific reason. They not only wanted to catch a glimpse of Jesus or hear 

what he had to say. They already believed him to have the power of God. We assume 

since they were bringing a paralytic that they must have come to Jesus for physical 

healing, but the story does not say this at all. They simply lower the paralyzed man into 

the presence of Christ, and the Lord sees their faith. What did they have faith in? What 

was it they believed Jesus could do for their paralyzed friend? Obviously it was the very 

thing that Jesus did. Seeing their faith, Jesus immediately forgives the sin of the 

paralyzed man. This is what these people wanted from God, the forgiveness of sin and 

Christ Jesus has that power to forgive what God alone can forgive. 

My friends, if you believe Christ has the power of God to forgive sin, then follow the 

example of the men of today‘s lesson and come to Christ to receive forgiveness. Come to 

him confessing your sin, not trying to hide it, or minimize it, nor excuse it. Look again at 

today‘s Gospel lesson, in front of a crowd of people these men publically sought God‘s 

forgiveness through Christ. They were not ashamed to admit there was a sin that needed 



forgiveness. They held their friend up as a public example. Here is a sinner Lord who 

needs what you alone can give him. 

In today‘s world the healing of physical disease is available to all, to believers, atheists 

and the like. When anybody is sick they go to a doctor, no matter what their religious 

beliefs are. But if we want the forgiveness of sin, then we must turn to God alone. And 

God offers us the forgiveness of sin through His Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Come to Christ to receive the forgiveness of your sin. Run to Christ to repent, to confess 

your sin to receive the healing forgiveness He has to offer. Hiding our sins, denying our 

sins, ignoring our sins will not bring about the healing, the forgiveness that God freely 

chooses to offer to us. Only confessing our sin and repenting can do that. 

As St. Isaac the Syrian says, 

“There is no unpardonable sin except for the unrepented one.” 

“And it is not when we commit sin that we are sinners, but when we do not 

hate sin and when we do not repent of it.” 

 

2nd Sunday of Great Lent 2009 

Posted on March 18, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Sermon Notes 2nd Sunday of Lent 2009         (Mark 2:1-12) 

 And when he returned to Capernaum after some days, it was reported that he was at 

home. And many were    gathered together, so that there was no longer room for them, 

not even about the door; and he was preaching the word to them. And they came, 

bringing to him a paralytic carried by four men. And when they could not get near him 

because of the crowd, they removed the roof above him; and when they had made an 

opening, they let down the pallet on which the paralytic lay. And when Jesus saw their 

faith, he said to the paralytic, ―My son, your sins are forgiven.‖ Now some of the scribes 

were sitting there, questioning in their hearts, ―Why does this man speak thus? It is 

blasphemy! Who can forgive sins but God alone?‖ And immediately Jesus, perceiving in 

his spirit that they thus questioned within themselves, said to them, ―Why do you  

question thus in your hearts? Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‗Your sins are 

forgiven,‘ or to say, ‗Rise, take up your pallet and walk‘? But that you may know that the 

Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins‖ -he said to the paralytic-‖I say to you, 
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rise, take up your pallet and go home.‖ And he rose, and immediately took up the pallet 

and went out  before them all; so that they were all amazed and glorified God, saying, 

―We never saw anything like this!‖   

This is an interesting lesson about the Kingdom of God.  Jesus is ―preaching the word‖ 

to the crowd which I take to mean he is proclaiming to them the Good News of the 

Kingdom of God.  He is talking to them about God‘s Kingdom, power and glory breaking 

into the world.  I assume this because so often His preaching consisted of telling 

parables of the Kingdom. 

 Suddenly breaking into his talk are four men who make a hole in the roof to lower their 

friend into the presence of Christ.   They are seeking this Kingdom which Jesus is talking 

about, but they don‘t want just words they want power.  As St. Paul wrote, ―For the 

kingdom of God does not consist in talk but in power―  (1 Cor 4:20).   

Jesus sees the faith of these four men.  He sees they want something from that Kingdom 

of God, and He offers it to them – the forgiveness of the paralyzed man‘s sins.   Now we 

might assume the men were hoping Jesus would heal their friend, but what Jesus ―sees‖ 

in their faith is the desire to have the paralyzed man‘s sins removed.  

Now the scribes apparently are sitting right up front and listening to the preaching 

about the Kingdom of God immediately take offense at Jesus forgiving the paralyzed 

man.  The scribes seem interested only in words about the kingdom and not its power 

(which maybe why they are scribes and not prophets or healers).  They are willing to 

listen about the Kingdom, but when confronted by the Kingdom of God in its power, 

they are visible upset.  They deny the very thing Christ was preaching about.  It is 

possible that what they hoped for was God‘s Kingdom making Israel a world class power 

and when they realized Jesus was saying the power of the Kingdom was to forgive sins 

not destroy sinners, they are no longer interested.  

Jesus goes on to show them that indeed the Kingdom of God consists of power and not 

just words, for not only does he proclaim the paralyzed man to be forgiven (words) He 

heals the man and raises him from his illness restored to health (power).  

The people are amazed for suddenly the Kingdom of God is not simply promise and 

words and future and hope, but it is imminent life changing power.   They actually see 

what it means that the Kingdom of God is coming.  They see that in Christ the entire 
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universe is being changed and the meaning of the Kingdom of God is taking shape on 

earth.  

We too are given opportunity not just to hear about the Kingdom, but to actually taste it 

– for today we will received the break and wine of this world transformed into the 

heavenly Body and Blood of Christ.  And our congregation – a mere assembly of people 

– is transfigured by the Holy Spirit into the very Body of Christ.  The Kingdom of God is 

in our midst, and we participate in it and experience it, and receive it and become it. 

The consecration of the Holy Gifts in the Liturgy is like the men 

disrupting all the proceedings in Christ‘s home, disrupting the 

mere proclamation of the word by making present to us the 

power of the Kingdom of God.  

The forgiveness of sins is a transforming power of the Kingdom 

as is the consecration of the Holy Gifts.  That same power to 

forgive sins which Christ exhibited before all the assembled 

people in today‘s Gospel event, He gave to His disciples and to 

His church.   We can receive from Christ this same forgiveness of 

sins in and through confession.  There is no crowd to keep us away from this healing for 

Confession of sins is available to all throughout the year in the Church. 

Plenty of Blame to Share: Few Takers 
Posted on March 19, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

I am going to offer a suggestion which I think might help the U.S. work through the 

economic crisis which grips our country and the world today.  That I think I have an idea 

for the economy which I think can be part of the solution to the crisis will no doubt 

amaze the readers of this blog since I have confessed openly that I know nothing about 

economics, and I have done nothing but puzzle over what is happening and how it 

happens (a webpage where you can learn about economic terms and 

theory:  http://vimeo.com/2606496). 

I am going to speak from the point of view of my strength – being an Orthodox Christian 

priest, so I am not going to entangle myself in economic theory. 

Here goes: 
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We Orthodox are in the middle of Great Lent.  There is a prayer we say throughout Lent 

which I think could help all of the politicians, economists, bankers, lenders, financers, 

federal regulators, brokers, and capitalists deal with the crisis.  I‘ll paraphrase the one 

line from the prayer which is essential here (and you don‘t have to even believe in any 

kind of deity to say this part of the prayer): 

“Grant me to see my own sins and not to judge the other.” 

For though I have heard countless people say regarding the financial meltdown that 

there is plenty of blame to go around, I have not heard many (any?) of the players in the 

crisis accept that blame.  There have been incredibly few ―mia culpas‖ for all of the 

blame that is being thrown around.  Plenty of blame, but no one courageous and honest 

enough to own it. 

So my solution is this: 

Republicans look only at the ways that Republicans have contributed to the mess we are 

in.  Then clean up your house. 

Democrats look only at the ways that Democrats have contributed to the mess we are in.  

Then clean up your house. 

Congress do the same.  Federal agencies too.  Wall Street also. Bankers, lenders and 

brokers the same.  Economists and borrowers too. 

For the remaining time of Lent, let no one point the accusing finger of blame at anyone 

outside their own house.   Let each group responsible for this mess finally and honestly 

accept the blame for what they did to contribute to the economic collapse.  Stop covering 

your own butts, stop trying to make everyone else look bad, stop blaming and accusing 

and start owning up to your share of the blame.  Then you will be able to correct the 

faults in your own house and you will contribute positively to the recovery.   Take the 

painful step of confessing how your political party, your organization, your profession 

was responsible for the economic collapse. 

That‘s about the only way we are going to end Washington gridlock and Wall Street 

greed. 



[Editorial Note:  I just heard this on NPR this evening.    President Obama said, 

"Washington is all in a tizzy and everybody is pointing fingers at each other and saying 

it's their fault, the Democrats' fault, the Republicans' fault. Listen, I'll take 

responsibility. I'm the President."    It's a start!  He also said he didn't create the mess, 

but acknowledged it's now his job to deal with it.    A little lame - it's easy to accept 

blame when you don't really think you are part of the problem.  He was part of the 

Senate though.  What blame will he be willing to accept from that role?] 

Two Thoughts for Great Lent 

Posted on March 21, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Fasting:  We don‘t fast because food is bad or bad for us.  We fast in order to learn what 

it means that we don‘t live by bread alone, but rather that we live by every word that 

proceeds from God (Matthew 4:4). 

―With regard to self-control in eating, we must never feel loathing for any kind of food, 

for to do so is abominable and utterly demonic. It is emphatically not because any kind 

of food is bad in itself that we refrain from it. But by not eating too much or too richly 

we can to some extent keep in check the excitable parts of our body. In addition we can 

give to the poor what remains over, for this is the mark of sincere love. It is in no way 

contrary to the principles of true knowledge to eat and drink from all that is set before 

you, giving thanks to God; for ‗everything is very good‘ (cf. Gen.1:31). But gladly to 

abstain from eating too   pleasurably or too much shows greater discrimination and 

understanding. However, we shall not gladly detach ourselves from the pleasures of this 

life unless we have fully and consciously tasted the sweetness of God.‖    (St. Diodochos 

of Photiki, 5th Century) 

Regarding the Sacrament of Confession – some wonder how God could possibly forgive 

them when they come to confession year after year and confess the same sins and don‘t 

seem to make any real spiritual progress.  If Christ could heal the sick and raise the 

dead, surely He can forgive the sinner and help him or her overcome any passion or 

temptation. 

  “But if it truly seems difficult and impossible to us that we can ever be converted from 

such a great multitude of sins because we are caught in their grasp, a temptation as we 

described above, of evil and a sure obstacle to our salvation, let us recall and seriously 

consider how our Lord, while on this earth, restored sight to the blind, cured the 

paralytics, healed every sickness. He raised the dead, already decaying and 
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disintegrating. He made the deaf to hear and drove out a legion of devils from one man 

and restored him to full   mental health after such madness. How much more, therefore, 

will he not convert a soul that turns back to him, seeking from him mercy and in need of 

his help? Will he not bring such a soul into a freedom from passions and a permanence 

in all virtues with a renewed mind? Will he not lead it to health and inner insight, to 

thoughts of peace, freed from the blindness, deafness, and death of unbelief, ignorance, 

and rashness, bringing such a soul to a virtuous moderation and to purity of heart? For 

he, who created the body, made also the soul and when he walked this earth, he gave 

help and health to those who approached and begged him for such favors. He granted 

with generosity and kindness such healings for he was the good and only true  physician. 

So it is with spiritual matters. (Pseudo-Macarius: The Fifty Spiritual Homilies and the 

Great Letter) 

 

Following Christ, What Comes Next? 

Posted on March 21, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Sermon Notes Sunday of the Cross    Great Lent 2005    Mark 

8:34-9:1 

Jesus said, ―If any one wants to follow (come after, get behind) 

me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow 

(accompany, go my way) me.‖(Mark 8:34) 

(In the English translation the word ―follow‖ occurs twice, while 

in the Greek original 2 different words are used. The 1st Greek 

word is opiso mou while the 2nd isakoloutheito). Jesus seems 

not so interested in having disciples simply follow behind Him, 

rather He wants disciples who will accompany Him, even on the 

cross which is where He both defeats death and is glorified. 

Why would anyone want to become a disciple of Chris or to follow Christ? 

Mark 8:29 gives us the clue – because we have come to believe, know and confess that 

Jesus is the Christ/Messiah. We recognize the way to God is through Him, the way to 

God‘s Kingdom is through Him. 

The question we need to ask is:  if we choose to follow Him, what then do we need to 

do?  How do we live? What actually demonstrates that we are His disciples, followers, 

those who accompany Him? 

We deny ourselves and take up our crosses to follow Him. 
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We come to Church to find our Cross, not to have it taken away. The Great Lenten 

discipline helps us to find our cross. 

How does this help me to be human? 

How does it help me to go back into the world and face life? 

Great Lent teaches us to forgive, to repent, to pray, to hope, to be charitable, to be 

expectant – oriented to the future, to be focused on and moving toward the Kingdom of 

God. 

Think about the ways in which Great Lent calls you to 

Humility 

Love 

Being a child of God 

Obedience 

Obedience 

Self-denial 

Compassion 

Destroy Evil 

The Kingdom of God 

Defeat Death 

The Judgment of God 

Being a disciple of Christ 

Sexual purity 

Patience 

Considering the needs of others 

Being a servant 

Being a brother/sister 

Think about how Great Lent calls you to overcome 

Temptation 

Envy 

Poverty 



Judging others 

Fears 

Sin 

Despair 

Death 

Greed 

Lust 

Self centeredness 

Desire to control others 

Hopelessness 

Pride 

Sloth 

Gossip 

 

The Cross as a Gift 
Posted on March 23, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

If the price was not an issue, what would you name as a small gift item that you could 

give to most anybody that they could easily carry on themselves at all times and would 

be useful almost anywhere they went? 

I‘m guessing today people would name a cell phone of some kind, or an I-pod or I-phone 

or BlackBerry.  Not too many years ago people would have listed a watch, or maybe a 

wallet. 

Christians might consider giving the cross as a gift. 

And calling the crowd to him with his disciples, he said to them, 

“If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself 

and take up his cross and follow me.”  (Mark 8:34) 

Interesting in that passage from Mark‘s Gospel Jesus was speaking to the crowd, not 

just to His disciples. 

The cross certainly is something worth carrying for Christians, and it can be easily 

carried, at least the jewelry we give and receive as gifts.   No matter how tiny, it is useful 
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to the Christian in reminding him or her of Christ and of discipleship and to what people 

he or she belongs.  The cross reminds us of the importance of love of neighbor and of 

God, of self denial, of overcoming death, of repentance, of forgiveness, of the way to the 

Kingdom of Heaven, and that this world is passing away.  

Many use this simple prayer when putting on their cross: 

You have said Lord, ‗Whoever would come after Me, 

let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.  

My cross, O Lord, do I take up. Have mercy on me.‖ 

I have received the cross as a gift several times in my life.  The first was the day  I was 

baptized as an infant and a small cross was given to me.  Later in my life when in college 

I consciously embraced Christianity, my mom gave me that cross to wear daily, and I‘ve 

worn it ever since.   I was also given a cross to wear at my ordination to the priesthood 

and then again when I was made an archpriest.  And that small cross given to me at 

baptism was given to me one more time after it became lost in a field, but was amazingly 

found some weeks later and given to me by the parishioners who found it.  

The cross as a gift has been very meaningful to me.  It has felt very heavy 

at times and then at other times given me strength. 

The cross is a gift given to us by Christian parents, godparents, and 

friends.  It is a gift of love and it reminds us of God‘s gift of His Son to the 

world.   When we put on the gift of the cross, it is reminiscent of Proverbs 6:20-22   

My son, keep your father‟s commandment, 

   and forsake not your mother‟s teaching. 

Bind them on your heart always; 

   tie them around your neck. 

When you walk, they will lead you; 

   when you lie down, they will watch over you; 

   and when you awake, they will talk with you. 
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Great Lent is about Christ 

Posted on March 23, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Great Lent as is well known served at one time in the church as the special season for 

preparing catechumens for entrance into the church through baptism.  There are a few 

remnants of this early catechectical effort still visible in our liturgical readings during 

the time of the Great Fast.  The week day readings of Genesis and Proverbs were used to 

instruct the initiates in the basics of the faith and in how to live a godly life.  On 

weekends the lessons from the Gospel of Mark and the Letter to the Hebrews are also 

from this catechetical period.   There are secondary epistle and Gospel lessons listed for 

Great Lent  which reflect the post-15th Century monastic influence on the Church‘s 

liturgical life (as can be seen in the Lenten themes of Sts. Gregory Palamas, John 

Climacus and Mary of Egypt).  

I want to draw attention to the themes of the more ancient catechetical Epistle readings 

from Hebrews for the Sundays of Great Lent and briefly point out a theme in each one: 

Hebrews 11:24-12:2  –  ”looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith,  who for 

the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising   the shame, and  is seated at 

the right hand of the throne of God.” 

Hebrews 1:10-2:3  -   Speaking of His Son, God says, “You, Lord, laid the foundation of 

the earth in the beginning, and the heavens are the work of your hands … and your years 

will have no end.” 

Hebrews 4:14-5:6   -    ―Since then we have  a great high priest  who has passed through 

the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession.” 

Hebrews 6:13-20   -    ―Jesus has gone  as a forerunner on our 

behalf,  having become a high priest forever after the order of 

Melchizedek‖ 

Hebrews 9:11-14  -  ―Christ appeared as a high priest‖ 

What I want to note is that each of these Great Lent Sunday 

Epistle readings have as their focus Jesus Christ our Lord.  

Great Lent is about Christ.  It is not about me, about my 

fasting, my sacrifice, my prayer life, my confession.  The goal 

of Lent is not to focus on the self, but to unite one‘s self to 

Christ.  
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As one of the great examples of ascetic self denial, St. John the Forerunner and Baptist, 

said in reference to Christ, ―He must increase, but I must decrease‖ (John 3:30).  Our 

goal in Lent is not to inflate the self and spend more time thinking about the self.  Great 

Lent is the time of self denial, not self love.  Our focus is to God and neighbor, not our 

self.  We are to deny self love and self centeredness in order to love God and neighbor.   

Fasting from food is a form of self denial, not a way to focus on what my SELF is being 

denied.  

The only self centeredness of Great Lent is in repentance:  Grant me to see my own sins 

and not to judge my brother (or another).   Looking at one‘s own sins is the only aspect 

of self consideration that is appropriate to Lent.  Otherwise we are to look to the good of 

others and to their needs (see 1 Corinthians 8:8-13, the Epistle for Forgiveness Sunday).  

Focusing too narrowly on ―my‖ Lenten discipline, ―my‖ fasting, or even ―my‖ salvation 

can end up with way too much focus on ―me.‖  In this Christian spiritual life it is not all 

about ―me.‖  Christ showed us to be servants of one another, to love one another, to 

work for the good of others.  Great Lent is to help us to make Jesus Christ be the focus of 

our lives, so that we can indeed love one another as He loved us (John 15:12). 

As Fr. Schmemann wrote in GREAT LENT: 

―In other words, what is virtually absent from the lenten experience is that physical and 

spiritual effort aimed at our participation in the today of Christ‘s resurrection, not 

abstract morality, not moral improvement, not greater control of passions, not even 

personal self-perfecting, but partaking of the ultimate and all-embracing today of 

Christ.  Christian spirituality not aimed at this is in danger of becoming pseudo-

Christian, for in the last analysis it is motivated by the ‗self‘ and not by Christ.‖ 

 

The Prayer of Parents 
Posted on March 28, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Sermon notes for the 4th Sunday of Lent   1985 

Mark 9:17-31 

The father of the epileptic son said to Jesus, “if you can do anything, have pity on us 

and help us.” 

Today I want to focus on the prayer of a parent – the faithful dad or mom who wants to 

pray for his or her child. 

How do we pray for our children?  Today‘s Gospel Lesson is a springboard into 

answering that question. 
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There is a man in Wisconsin who had Cerebral Palsy and who wrote a short book about 

what his life has been like.  Cerebral Palsy is at this time considered incurable.  He 

describes his inability to control his temper and emotions which caused him to be 

hospitalized and institutionalized time and again.  He described how his parents took 

him to many doctors who tried various treatments all to no avail.  When he was about 45 

years old, his mother took him to yet another specialist whom she had just learned 

about to try one more time to help her son.  The mom told the doctor, ―if you can do 

anything for my son, please help us because  all the doctors we have seen believe he 

cannot control himself and must be permanently institutionalized.‖ 

The doctor prescribed a new experimental medication, and miraculously the medication 

helped the man to control his violent emotional outbursts.  

The story I told you is a contemporary one, and according to the man‘s biography a true 

one.  It should also sound familiar because it is very much like the story we heard in 

today‘s Gospel Lesson.  

In both cases the parent takes their child to a physician.  In the case of the Gosepl, Jesus 

is the physician who cures the boy.  In our Wisconsin story, a doctor was able to help 

control the violent fits the man had, though he continued to suffer with Cerebral Palsy.   

In both cases we see the parent‘s love for the child, and in both cases a parent prays:  ―if 

you can do anything, please help us.‖ 

It is not a prayer of great faith, not a ―Help us, I know you can.‖  Rather it is a 

conditional request, ―IF you can, help us.‖ 

It is the prayer of parents who have endured a long ordeal with their child‘s illness, and 

have suffered disappointment but don‘t know where to turn.  They are trying to hold on 

to hope, but their frustration and uncertainty is obvious. 

In the Gospel Lesson, the father comes to faith - “Lord, I believe, help me overcome my 

unbelief.”   And the child is healed.  The parents hope is rewarded.  He does not know 

whether he dare believe in Christ‘s power to heal, but he has hope however small that 

Christ can do this. 

We might remember other scriptural stories when parents prayed for their children in 

hope that God would help them. 



King David in 2 Samuel 12 prayed that his new born son might not die from  a serious 

illness.  However in this case the child dies. 

The Patriarch Abraham prayed that his son Ishmael might live under God‘s blessing – 

that God might protect his son, give him physical comfort as well as deep faith.  

We too should pray like Abraham, for too often our prayers for our children are tainted 

by our notions of success and affluence which may have nothing to do with God‘s 

blessings.  We should pray that our children may always seek God‘s blessings even more 

than success or wealth or fame.  We should pray for them that they may be contented 

with and grateful for blessings received, no matter how small.  May they seek God and 

His Kingdom more than material wealth. 

King David prayed for his son Solomon that God would give him a whole hearted 

devotion to keep God‘s commandments and requirements.   So we should pray for our 

children:  ‖O Lord, help my child to follow you with all his heart.  Help him to always 

live according to Your teachings.‖ 

Pray that your children may love God, that they may desire to serve Him always, and 

that they be devoted to Him and His commandments. 

The Prophet Job prayed that God would forgive his children the sins they did commit.   

Pray that God may have mercy on your children: to help them resist evil, to resist 

temptation, to strengthen them when they fail and to forgive their sins when they 

commit them.  

It is not only parents who need to pray for their children, but all of us in Christian 

community need to pray for the children in our parishes, in our nation and around the 

world.  While much evil exists in the world, prayer and fasting are real weapons to over 

come evil. 

Repenting from the Heart 
Posted on March 29, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Great Lent is said to be a ―school of repentance,‖ meaning that in the season of Lent, by 

honestly facing up to our sins and rejecting them for the evil they are, we learn how to 

repent and the importance of repentance in our daily lives as Christians (We pray that 
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we might ―spend the remaining time of our lives in peace 

and repentance‖ – repentance is not a 10 minute spiritual 

talk in confession, it is a way of life involving self 

understanding as well as a way of understanding the world; 

it involves a life time of orienting one‘s self to God‘s will.) 

To understand repentance, we have to understand the 

nature of sin.  There are some false notions of sin, of which 

we should be aware. 

One idea of sin which is not Christian is based in a notion 

that the human body is evil and the body is the cause of sin. 

  

 ―Christian tradition vigorously denies that our bodies are the real cause of our sin. This 

is the Manichean heresy that Christians repudiate. Yet while the chief sins are spiritual 

rather than carnal, we are still called to order the life of our fleshly sins.‖  (Ralph C. 

Wood, The Gospel According to Tolkien)  

Any religion which teaches the physical body is in itself evil is based in some form of 

dualism, but is not biblical.   God is the creator and fashioner of the human body in 

biblical thinking and the body is also part of what God sees as good in the universe He 

made.  Jesus is God incarnate – God in the flesh – where the flesh is savable, good, and 

capable of bearing God.  Mary, the Theotokos, gives flesh to the God incarnate.  The 

physical body, including human sexual organs, was fashioned by God to be good, as part 

of God‘s plan for humanity and for salvation. 

Ideas that the body somehow belongs to the evil part of creation are ancient – predating 

Christianity, but they are not biblical.  Sometimes it is possible to read in Orthodox 

hymns about the flesh dualistic ideas and to imagine that one‘s body is evil and the 

cause of all sin.  But we are not trying to escape the body; the body is saved in the 

resurrection of Christ and in the resurrection of all the dead in the world to come.   The 

body is thus not the source of sin, though we do sin with our bodies.   The real culprit is 

the will – we desire things and so sin with our bodies, but we choose this sin.  Our lives 

are not totally predetermined nor predestined by having bodies, though some forms of 

atheistic materialism would claim that we are nothing but genetically determined 

through our bodies.  This again is not biblical. 
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A second error in thinking about sin would say that Satan or the devil is the cause of all 

of our sin.  This idea too is not biblical.  Satan is not God‘s opposite and equal.  The very 

point of Genesis 1-3 is that God alone created the heavens and the earth.  Satan had no 

part in the creation of the world, and is a creature himself.  Satan is not eternal as God is 

eternal.  Satan‘s powers are extremely limited, and in Christian thinking Christ has 

defeated Satan.  In the baptismal service we say that Satan doesn‘t even have power over 

swine.   Satan cannot make us do anything, but we can choose evil and can cooperate 

with evil.   InGenesis 6:5 and 8:21 it is clear that God sees the human heart as being the 

locus of evil in humans.  God does not blame Satan or anything external to humans.   

Jesus Christ repeats a very similar idea in Mark 7:20-23 - 

―And he said, ‗What comes out of a person is what defiles him. For from within, out of 

the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft,murder, adultery, 

coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. All these evil 

things come from within, and they defile a person.‘‖ 

This is why repentance involves looking into one‘s self, to see the sins within one‘s own 

heart, to expose them to the light of Christ, to confess them in order to over come them. 

Thus sin is not caused by Satan, nor is it external to us.  Sin is found in our hearts and 

this is where the spiritual war against ―the flesh‖ and against evil and against Satan must 

take place.   This is why repentance involves looking into our hearts and openly 

confessing to Christ what we see there – so that Christ can take away this sin and bring 

healing to our hearts. 

Repentance and fasting do not have as their goal the destruction of 

the flesh, but rather the destruction of the passions which come 

from the heart which stimulate our flesh to turn away from God 

and to seek pleasure and delight only in things which take us 

further from God.    Sex for example can be part of the sacramental 

life of marriage, and as such be a way of experiencing love and 

union with God.  On the other hand, sex can be turned into self 

love, and godless self-centered passion which does not lead us to 

God but away from Him so that we can pursue our own pleasures 

and desires. 

To say that I sin only because Satan tempts me or only because my evil body drags me 

into it, is to deny personal responsibility for sin, it ultimately even blames God for giving 
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me a body or for allowing free will.   Repentance means acknowledging that one has free 

will and makes real choices in life.  It means acknowledging that there are real 

temptations and that good and evil are both equally appealing to us.  It means 

acknowledging that we must CHOOSE good over evil.  

This is why the sacraments are so important to our lives – for in them we are united to 

Christ, and thus have Christ, the Son of God, as an ally against evil and choosing evil.  

The sacramental life does not take away our free will and responsibility, but rather is an 

aid in helping us see goodness and to choose it, and to recognize evil and to deny 

ourselves choosing it.   The sacramental life helps to transfigure and transform 

―mundane‖ bodily experiences into means of communion with God. 

 

4th Sunday of Lent – St. John Climacus 
Posted on March 29, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

On the 4th Sunday of Great Lent the Orthodox Church commemorates St. 

John Climacus – St. John of the Ladder.  This 7th Century monastic 

receives his name from a work he authored called THE LADDER OF 

DIVINE ASCENT.   This work was written for monastics as a guide to the 

ascetic life.  Somewhere about the 11th Century Great Lent began to lose its 

catechetical dimension in the life of the Church and become more a time of repentance.  

 After the 15th Century when monasticism took control of the liturgical practice of the 

Orthodox Church, the Sundays of Great Lent became more associated with monastic 

ascetical practice, and in this time St. John Climacus‘ name became associated with the 

4thSunday of Lent as a reminder that the ascetic practice of Lent was part of the monastic 

effort to ascend the ladder toward God which was put before each monk.   A quote from 

St. John‘s book: 

Repentance is the renewal of baptism and is a contract with God for a fresh start in life. 

Repentance goes shopping for humility and is ever distrustful of bodily comfort. 

Repentance is critical awareness and a sure watch over oneself. Repentance is the 

daughter of hope and the refusal to despair…Repentance is reconciliation with the Lord 

by the performance of good deeds which are the opposites of the sins. It is the 

purification of conscience and the voluntary endurance of affliction. The penitent deals 

out his own punishment, for repentance is the fierce persecution of the stomach and the 

flogging of the soul into intense awareness. 
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The theme of the ladder of divine ascent became very popular in Orthodox 

spirituality.  Thus Bishop Kallistos Ware in his recent book, The Inner 

Kingdom writes: 

Enter eagerly into the treasure house that is within you, and so you will see 

the things that are in heaven – for there is but one single entry to them 

both. The ladder that leads to the Kingdom is hidden within your soul. Flee from sin, 

dive into yourself, and in your soul you will discover the stairs by which to ascend.    

Though monastic spirituality came to dominate Orthodox practice and thinking, at the 

heart of Orthodox spirituality is still the basic issue of discovering what it truly means to 

be human – created in God‘s image and likeness, endowed with a soul where God‘s 

Spirit combines with the dust of the earth.  As Russian Orthodox priest Fr. Alexandr 

Elchaninovwrote: 

The man who denies his relationship to God, who refuses to be His son, is not a real 

man but a man diminished, the unfinished plan of a man. For to be sons of God is not 

only granted us as a gift but is also entrusted to us as a task, and the accomplishment of 

this task alone, through the conscious putting on of Christ and God, can lead to a full  

disclosure, a full blossoming of human personality. 

 

The Fearful Face of Apostolic Failure 
Posted on March 30, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Sermon notes Mark 9:17-31    4th Sunday of Lent 2009 

And one of the crowd answered him, ―Teacher, I brought my son to you, for he has a 

dumb spirit; and wherever it seizes him, it dashes him down; and he foams and grinds 

his teeth and becomes rigid; and I asked your disciples to cast it out, and they were not 

able.‖ And he answered them, ―O faithless generation, how long am I to be with you? 

How long am I to bear with you? Bring him to me.‖ And they brought the boy to him; 

and when the spirit saw him, immediately it convulsed the boy, and he fell on the 

ground and rolled about, foaming at the mouth. And Jesus asked his father, ―How long 

has he had this?‖ And he said, ―From childhood. And it has often cast him into the fire 

and into the   water, to destroy him; but if you can do anything, have pity on us and help 

us.‖ And Jesus said to him, ―If you can! All things are possible to him who believes.‖ 

Immediately the father of the child cried out and said, ―I believe; help my unbelief!‖ And 

when Jesus saw that a crowd came running together, he rebuked the unclean spirit, 

saying to it, ―You dumb and deaf spirit, I command you, come out of him, and never 

enter him again.‖ And after crying out and convulsing him terribly, it came out, and the 
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boy was like a corpse; so that most of them said, ―He is dead.‖ But Jesus took him by the 

hand and lifted him up, and he arose. And when he had entered the house, his disciples 

asked him privately, ―Why could we not cast it out?‖ And he said to them, ―This kind 

cannot be driven out by anything but prayer and fasting.‖ They went on from there and 

passed through Galilee. And he would not have any one know it; for he was teaching his 

disciples, saying to them, ―The Son of man will be delivered into the hands of men, and 

they will kill him; and when he is killed, after three days he will rise.‖ 

This Gospel Lesson of the 4th Sunday of Great Lent raises the very 

important yet very troubling issue of what happens when we as 

Christians fail when trying to do what Christ taught or commanded?   

The disciples in the Gospel lesson could not heal the epileptic boy. It is 

the boy‘s father who brings his son to Christ, not the disciples.   They 

are not eager to confess their failure to Christ or before the crowd. 

Jesus‘ reaction to his disciples (he is not speaking to the crowd) is 

very strongly disapproving:  ―O faithless generation, how long am I to be with you? How 

long am I to bear with you? Bring him to me.‖ 

Lent is a sojourn.  Last Sunday we visited the place of the Cross of Christ which was to 

strengthen us on our way.  This Sunday we have to deal with the eventuality that we will 

confront situations where our best efforts at being disciples and Christians will not be 

good enough and we will fail.  This is a difficult message especially in an American 

culture which measures everything by success – the prosperity Gospel.  It is possible 

that at times we Christians will try but will fail to do things that Christ commanded us to 

do.  How will we react?  How should we react? 

In the Gospel lesson the father of the boy confesses his unbelief – and Christ heals his 

son.  The man confesses his failure, he doesn‘t try to hide it, or to blame the disciples for 

his lack of faith.  He makes his confession, and despite admitting to his failure, Christ 

heals the boy. 

The disciples are puzzled by all of this.  ―Why could we not cast it out?‖  They ask this 

question privately.  Are they afraid what Christ might say to them?  Are they 

embarrassed and don‘t want the crowd to hear about their failures?   

It seems as if they are saying, ―OK, we understand this man lacked faith, but what about 

all of us?  Why couldn‘t we heal the boy for we are following you!?! 



It will happen to each of us at some point that we will try but will fail to do Christ‘s will.  

Will our concern be what the crowd thinks about us, or will we be concerned about the 

person to whom we failed to successfully minister?  

We can look at ourselves during Lent:   Christ promises to heal our sins.  All 

we have to do is confess them: But how reluctant we are to confess our sins.  

This is simply opening our lives to Christ and being honest about who we are 

and what we have done.   And yet so many are reluctant to confess and avoid 

confession and avoid acknowledging their sins. We fail on such a task and 

then wonder why we can‘t do even greater works than these.    Why can‘t we do the 

greater works Christ told us to do?  It will be very hard if we don‘t do the first thing He 

told us to do – repent! 

It is in the midst of their failure, that Christ told the Twelve about his impending 

crucifixion. Despite their failures, despite our failures, God‘s plan for salvation 

continues on.  Christ goes to the cross and defeats death and accomplishes the salvation 

of the world.  Sometimes God is unfolding bigger things in the plan of salvation while we 

are too focused on our small defeats and failures. 

So what happens when we fail to accomplish what Christ wills us to do?  Salvation, 

God‘s plan and will, go on.   We like the disbelieving father, must confess our sins, and 

embrace the discipline of being followers of Christ as we continue our own sojourn 

toward the Kingdom of God. 

Thanksgiving to Increase Giving 

Posted on April 2, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

At the beginning of Great Lent, I asked my parishioners 

to fulfill the teaching of Christ which we encounter 2 

Sundays before Lent begins: 

‗Come, you who are blessed by my Father,  inherit  the 

kingdom prepared for you  from the foundation of the 

world. ForI was hungry and you gave me food, I was 

thirsty and you gave me drink,  I was a stranger and you 

welcomed me,   I was naked and you clothed me,  I was 
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sick and you  visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.‘ Then the righteous will 

answer him, saying, ‗Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give 

you drink?  When did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and clothe you? 

And when did we see you sick or in prison and visit you?‘ And  the King will answer 

them,  ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it 

to me.‘   (Matthew 25:34-40) 

We attain Pascha, we attain the Kingdom of God, when we do these things in our daily 

lives. 

I saw the following prayer on a flyer from the Antiochian Orthodox Christian 

Archdiocese‘s Food for Hungry People Campaign.  Considering the economic downturn, 

it is a good prayer for each Orthodox to say as we prepare for Pascha by doing the works 

of the Lord. 

Oh, God, when I have food, 

Help me to remember the hungry; 

When I have work, help me 

To remember the jobless; 

When I have a warm home, 

Help me to remember the homeless. 

When I am without pain, 

Help me remember those who suffer; 

And remembering, 

Help me to destroy my complacency 

And awaken my compassion. 

Make me concerned enough 

To help, by word and deed, 

Those who cry out 

For what I take for granted. 

 

The Greatest Serves 

Posted on April 2, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

5th Sunday of Great Lent 2005 

Gospel: Mark 10:32-45 

Fr. Elchininov once asked rhetorically, “If it were to happen that Satan could somehow 

be victorious over Christ, would I abandon Christ and serve Satan?” 
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He answers ―no‖ because He says serving Christ is an act of 

love: “I don‟t follow Christ for what I am going to get from 

him, I follow Him because I love him and in love choose to 

serve Him, personal or gain or self-interest has nothing to 

do with it.” 

Today‘s Gospel lesson touches upon the issue of self-

interest. 

The Disciples James and John are intent on asking Jesus a 

question of self-interest. They all are walking on the road to 

Jerusalem, and all seem to be aware that something 

perhaps not good is about to unfold. His disciples are 

amazed that Jesus is headed to Jerusalem, and some are afraid. And they have reason to 

be afraid, Jesus‘ relationship with the other Jewish rabbis has not been good, but has 

rather been confrontational. And certainly the disciples recognized a growing hostility 

among some of the leaders toward Jesus. And Jesus himself is talking more and more 

about his own death and predicting it will be a horrendous execution. 

In the midst of this James and John want Jesus to grant them their request that they be 

allowed to sit next to Him when He is in His glory. The scene is a bit surreal, Jesus is 

saying, ―In Jerusalem they are going to kill me‖ and the disciples are waving their hand 

and saying, ―OK, OK, enough about you what about us!‖ 

These disciples are ignoring the lesson that to be with Jesus in His glory is to be with 

Him on the cross, at His crucifixion. The Greek word for ―sin‖ – hamartia – means ―to 

miss the mark.‖ The disciples miss it by a long shot this time. It is the perfect example of 

how reductionist it is to consider sin as simply ―breaking the law.‖ Sin in its depth is 

failing to be human, failing love God, failing to do God‘s will. 

And then we get to the heart of this week‘s Gospel lesson, a theme I spoke to you about 

at the beginning of Great Lent and now it appears before us on the last Sunday of Great 

Lent: we are called to serve others, just as Jesus served us by dying on the cross to save 

us form our sins and from death. Christian life, Christian spirituality, Christian prayer 

and Christian fasting are all about loving service of others. They are all about serving 

others not about serving ourselves. Self service has become a popular way for us to get 

what we want out of a store without having to wait for others to help us. Christianity is 

not a self service store. It is about serving others. 



Jesus is the Lord of Glory, the Son of God, and he comes to the world not to 

demonstrate how a Lord can rule over others, not to show us how to be masters and 

despots and demand others to serve us. Rather Jesus reveals godly lordship as being a 

life of service to others. Jesus doesn‘t treat servants as lower than himself, but rather 

uplifts the image of servitude. Jesus says, ―you are right in calling me Lord and Master‖ 

but instead of taking your ideas about Lord and Master from dictators and despots and 

slave owners, learn the value of being a servant from me. The lifestyle Jesus models for 

us is that we become servants, and it is Jesus Christ who gives total value to service to 

others. We become Lords when we become servants, service to others is being a Lord as 

Jesus is Lord. 

James and John came to Jesus with their own self-interest in mind, and Jesus tells them 

self-interest is how tyrants behave. If you want to be with me, then learn to be servants, 

because I am a servant, not a tyrant. 

And servants need most of all to be attuned to the needs of others. What do the people 

around me need in order to be saved? What must I do to help those around me attain 

the Kingdom of God? What must I do to reveal the love of God to my neighbor? How can 

I help make Christ present to those whom I am with? 

Jesus said, “Whoever among us wants to become great, must be a servant.” 

So it is service that each of us must seek, not greatness.   To seek greatness is to miss the 

mark of being followers of Jesus. 

 

St. Mary of Egypt (1991) 
Posted on April 4, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

5th Sunday of Great Lent     Mary of Egypt      Sermon notes  1991 

1) Desire:    Though sometimes we get the impression that having desires is 

bad, in Mary we see that desire could lead to sin and evil, but also gave her 

that perseverance to pursue wanting to get into the church and then doing 

what was necessary to get into the church. 

Desire in and of itself is not evil, it simply motivates us toward some goal 

2) Repentance:    Mary‘s story teaches us that no matter how much you have sinned or 

resisted repenting or abstained from confession, God will still accept your repentance 
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when you offer it. That is a good message for us as we enter into the last week of Great 

Lent. You may have procrastinated on confession or resisted it or decided it is of no 

value, but it is never too late to repent, as long as there is a today. 

3) The Desert :      The place each of us needs to find and get to in our lives so that we 

don‘t return to our former sins. The desert is that new place which helps insure that we 

are changed and have no intention of going back to what evil we were doing. 

4) Great Lent       Some people who take Lent seriously see Lent as a brief period in 

their lives when many things change – they fast from certain foods, do prostrations, 

perhaps deny themselves going to the movies or take on certain ascetic feats – but what 

they look forward to is Lent being over so they can get back to their normal lives. Some 

treat Lent like the alcoholic who tries to prove he is not an alcoholic by abstaining from 

alcohol for a few days. He or she determines when the proof has been shown and then 

resumes his or her addiction to the alcohol. In this kind of thinking Lent is a bridge 

which we enter on Forgiveness Sunday and disembark from on Pascha. But in this 

thinking Lent is a strange bridge indeed for it carries us over the concerns of life and the 

flesh only to deposit us right back where we started the sojourn. Lent is supposed to 

help transport us to someplace else, to a new me, or at least a renewed me. It‘s goal isn‘t 

to return us to our former self so we can go on as we always have – inconveniently to 

disrupt our meals for a few weeks before we get back to our normal lives and menus. 

Think of Mary of Egypt and what the Desert was for her. She didn‘t want to end up 

where she began, but wanted to end up in a different place, and she did whatever it took 

to achieve that goal. This is true repentance, moving in a new direction in order to find 

our way to the Kingdom of God. And what we find when we get to Pascha is a new 

creation and a new beginning. The old has been taken away and the new begins, and 

with joy we begin again our walk with Christ in the new light of the Resrrection. 

 

Kingdom People 
Posted on April 5, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Sermon Notes for  5th Sunday of Lent  2009        Mark 10:32-45 

 The Disciples James and John in today‘s Gospel lesson seek from Jesus the unique 

privilege of sitting at his right and left hands when He comes in the glory.  They want 

positions of power and authority in the Kingdom of God.   
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There request carries the implication that no one else could 

then be in the positions of most favor and  honor – so they are 

asking to rule over even their fellow disciples. 

Christ rebukes them for seeking such power saying that the 

desire to rule over others is how non-believers understand 

authority and rule.  In Christ‘s Kingdom however, greatness is 

found in the servant – the one who serves, for the servant is the 

one who imitates and exemplifies Christ, not the ruler.   St. 

John Chrysostom wrote:  “So what does Paul mean, „Authority comes only from 

God?‟ (Romans 13:1)  He established it for our benefit: while sin created the need for it, 

God used it to our advantage.  Just as the need for medicine comes from ailments, and 

the administering of the medicine depends on the physicians‟ skill, so too the need for 

servitude came from sin, and its proper control depends on God‟s wisdom.”   Authority 

and rule are only needed among humans where sin reigns in our hearts.  In God‘s 

Kingdom, sin is completely cast out, and so there will be no more need for authority or 

rule – humans will be guided completely by love for one another.   Thus it is in the 

Kingdom where the first are last and last are first (Matthew 20:16).  The request of 

James and John shows they still do not comprehend the Kingdom of Heaven: existence 

in which power and authority have no place as sin has been dealt away with. 

In this world we may be concerned with getting ahead, with climbing the ladder of 

success, with outdoing the Joneses, with maintaining the lifestyle to which we have 

grown accustomed.  None of these are the values of the Kingdom of God – they all 

belong to this fallen world. If we are to be people of the Kingdom, we also have to 

embrace and incarnate the values of the Kingdom of Heaven.   The primary Kingdom 

value is love – to love God and to love neighbor, and to love the least of Christ‘s brothers 

and sisters as if they are the Lord Jesus Himself. 

The Non-hierarchical Power of the Church 

Posted on April 5, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

Sermon Notes for the 5th Sunday of Great Lent  1995 

As you think about the Orthodox Church, who would you say holds power and authority 

in the Church?How about in the parish, who has power and authority? 
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Now who does Christ say should have authority in the Church? 

But Jesus called them to Himself and said to them, ―You know that those who are 

considered rulers over the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise 

authority over them. Yet it shall not be so among you; but whoever desires to become 

great among you shall be your servant. And whoever of you desires to be first shall be 

slave of all. ―   (Mark 10:42-44) 

I want you to note that Jesus did not say, be a lowly servant in order to gain power and 

authority in the church. All he taught us is that whoever desires greatness in God‘s 

people must humbly serve others, in the same way that the Lord, God and Savior Jesus 

came and served, by sacrificing his life. 

I want now to offer you a few thoughts on humility, so that we might give further 

reflection to the words of our Lord in today‘s Gospel: 

Amma Theodora said, “Neither asceticism, nor vigils, nor any kind of suffering are able 

to save, only genuine humility can do that.” Only humility saves because no other virtue 

so effectively overcomes the natural human tendency to rely on oneself, to look to one‘s 

own achievements as the reason for one‘s happiness and well being. The martyrdom of 

obedience to serving the desires of another does more to loosening the tenacious grip of 

one‘s own ego than any amount of fasting. Amma Syncletica said, “Obedience is 

preferable to asceticism. The one teaches pride, the other humility.” 

Abba Poemen when asked “What is humility?” said, “It is when your brother sins 

against you and you forgive him BEFORE he comes to ask for forgiveness.” 

Abba Nau told this story about humility: Once there was a monk 

who was angry at a fellow monk. When the second learned of it, 

he immediately came to the first monk to ask forgiveness, but 

that monk refused to forgive. The second monk went to his 

spiritual father to seek counsel about the matter. The elder 

monk told him, ‗Look closely at yourself and into your heart. Do 

you really want to apologize to him, or are ;you in your heart 

blaming him thinking he really is responsible for the problem. 

You are only trying to justify yourself, that is why he won‘t 

forgive you. Remember, you must be humble, even if he is the 



one who sinned, you must settle it in your heart that you are to blame and justify your 

brother.‘ Convinced, the monk returned in true sorrow and humility to the first monk, 

but before he could say a word, the first monk embraced him and begged forgiveness. 

As in the desert, every day there are endless opportunities in the parish community to 

assert oneself and one‘s opinions at the expense of others. There are countless wayss to 

insist on one‘s status, to engage in petty disputes, to hold grudges, to respond to 

perceived injustices against yourself with righteous indignation. Christ however teaches 

us that we are not to behave like pagan rulers. We are to overcome our natural 

tendencies to grasp at rights and privileges by practicing humility. Our relationships 

within our community of believers are to be on a different footing then human 

relationships based upon worldly standards. Whoever of us wants to be great must 

become servant of all. 

The Powerful Agony of Christ 
Posted on April 6, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

This Friday, April 10, is the last day of Great Lent.  Our Lenten 

Journey which began weeks ago when we asked forgiveness of 

one another ends with our commemoration of Jesus raising His 

friend Lazarus from the dead.  Thus Lent ends and we enter into 

a new liturgical cycle – that of Lazarus Saturday and Palm 

Sunday.    These two events – our Lord‘s raising of Lazarus from 

the dead and His entrance into Jerusalem – are kept liturgically 

as one event (they share the same Troparion) since St. John in his 

Gospel links the two together with the resurrection of Lazarus 

explaining the heroic welcome Christ receives when He enters 

into Jerusalem (John 11:1-12:19).  In the Orthodox Church, the penitential tone of Great 

Lent is interrupted by the keeping of the two day Feast (The Entry of the Lord into 

Jerusalem is one of the Twelve Major Feasts of the Orthodox Yearand on this day the 

strict fast is lifted allowing both wine and fish to be eaten for the Feast).  When Palm 

Sunday ends, we enter into Holy Week and meditation on the Passion of Christ.   

On Lazarus Saturday, we hear in the Gospel Lesson that our Lord Jesus was deeply 

troubled not only by the death of His friend Lazarus but also by the grief and sorrow he 

saw in Martha and Mary.  In John 11:33, the text says that Jesus ―groaned in the 

spirit.”  Orthodox commentators on this passage from the time of St Cyril of 

Alexandria (d. 444AD) noted that the Greek word in the 11:33 for Christ‘s groaning is a 
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very strong word implying anger and indignation.  St. Cyril believed Christ, the Son of 

God, was angry that the humanity He had created in His own image and likeness at the 

beginning of creation was now helplessly subject to death.  Moreover, St. Cyril felt 

that Christ, the incarnate God, felt the indignation of His own divinity being limited by 

His humanity and thus unable at that moment to bring an end to death‘s tyranny over 

humanity.   Christ‘s own humanity trembled at the outrage experienced by the incarnate 

Son of God – this is what ―groaned in the spirit‖ means.  This experience of feeling 

humanly helpless and yet as Lord angrily indignant about the condition of humanity will 

help Christ get through His own agony in the garden on the Mount of Olives (Luke 

22:39-44) as he awaited His own crucifixion by which He would destroy death. 

 

Called to Discipleship, Then to the Risen Christ 
Posted on April 8, 2009 by Fr. Ted 

5th Sunday of Great Lent     Gospel:  Mark 10:32-45 

We know that Great Lent was at one time used as a period of 

catechism to prepare the new converts to Christianity for baptism.  

The Gospel readings through Lent were part of this catechetical 

process.  We come to the 5th Sunday of Great Lent and in the 

Gospel Lesson, Christ is clearly talking about his own coming 

crucifixion, his own suffering.  He not only foretells but He warns 

the disciples about the suffering He soon will have to endure.  

So we might ask, at this point in Lent, as the catehcumens were 

coming to the end of their preparation, why the heavy emphasis on 

the crucifixion, why is the crucified Christ the center of attention 

now?  

First of course is that to be baptized into Christ is to be baptized into His death, to be 

buried with Christ (Romans 6:2-4).   So we are reminded in the catechism of Lent that 

Christ knew of his impending crucifixion and voluntarily moved toward it. 

We also should remember that the original disciples didn‘t encounter the risen Christ 

first as we modern Christians might.   Christ was not risen when the disciples first were 

called by Him.  The first disciples did not have the resurrection to attract them to Christ 

or to keep them as disciples.  They first encountered Jesus, what he did, His teachings 

and His miracles.  Only later did they encounter the crucified Christ, then finally the 

risen Christ.   The resurrection confirmed their faith and gave totally new meaning to 

their relationship with and understanding of the Messiah. 
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In the Lenten catechism we have a similar presentation of Christ given to us.  It‘s not the 

risen Christ we originally encounter in Lent.  We are called to be disciples before we 

experience the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ – before our own baptisms.  But 

once we accept Jesus as Christ, we are then initiated into His life, death and 

resurrection. 

We experience the resurrection of Christ in baptism as new creation – being born again.  

Lent becomes for us an experience of being discipled. We 

experience Christ as the disciples first experienced him.  As the 

disciples came to the end of their 3 years as disciples, of being 

discipled by Christ, as their faith in Him was growing, then they 

were confronted by the full horror of the crucifixion and the 

threat of crucifixion to themselves.   

We come to realize in the process of becoming Christians that we 

must confront and come face to face with the crucifixion and its 

meaning and its threat to us as disciples. 

We are being prepared to die with Christ in order to be raised with Him.  Christ said to 

His followers to take up their own crosses.  In Christ we learn what taking up the cross 

means for us by knowing what it meant for Christ.   For Christ it meant death, for us it 

means to die with Christ.  For Christ it meant the way to defeat death, and for us it is the 

means to be raised with Christ from the dead. 

We never pretend in Great Lent or as we are being catechized or as we are being disciple 

that we don‘t know of the resurrection for we know in the Gospel how Lent and how 

Christ‘s life ends.  It ends with the crucifixion which becomes the beginning of new life 

and a new creation for all. 

 


