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I have been inspired by the claims of 

saints and theologians in the Orthodox 

tradition  that Scripture is a deep well 

from which we continually draw the 

waters of wisdom, or a treasury from 

which we receive the great riches of 

God’s own teachings [see my blog series 

Reading the Bible Means Opening a 

Treasury which is also available as 3 

PDFs:   The Bible a Treasury (PDF)] . 

In this blog series I will be offering some 

thoughts and reactions to an intriguing 

footnote in  Fr. Alexis Trader’s book,  IN 

PEACE LET US PRAY TO THE LORD, 

regarding the comments of St. Simeon 

the New Theologian on the Gospel lesson 

of the Last Judgment from Matthew 25: 

31-46 (which in the Orthodox Tradition 

is read on the 2nd Sunday  before Great 

Lent begins, known as Meatfare).  In Fr. 

Alexis’ comments we find a good 

example of how the scriptures can be used or interpreted in varied and very specific 

circumstances as well as a justification for taking the obvious/literal meaning of a 

biblical text and completely reinterpreting the text for one’s own particular needs.  Here 

is the relevant portion of the footnote from Fr. Alexis’ book: 

 

“For example, when Saint Simeon considered the scriptural passage in which 

Christ said, ‘for I was an hungered, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and ye 

gave me drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me in,’ he rejected the most 

outward social interpretation of good deeds to the needy that seems obvious to 

many, but in fact excludes some of the desert-dwelling Saints from the Kingdom 

of Heaven and includes those who have not in the least purified themselves and 

have simply taken from what was not theirs in the first place and given it back 
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to the poor.  Instead, he understood Christ’s words as a call to feeding Christ by 

hungering for Him with tears, repentance and faith, a revolutionary 

interpretation, but completely in accord with the heart of the Tradition and the 

Gospel.  (Cf., Saint Simeon the New Theologian, ‘Discourse 9 on 

Almsgiving,’ Catechetical Discourses, pages 38-41 (in Greek).”  (Fr. Alexis 

Trader, IN PEACE LET US PRAY TO THE LORD, Note 54 on pp 55-56) 

 

Below and in the blogs to follow are some ideas which come to my mind as I read Fr. 

Alexis’ footnote: 

1)     That Patristic writers often downplay what we 

moderns would consider ‘the literal meaning’ of a text is 

well attested in the long history and tradition of the 

Orthodox Church (as well as in the Jewish interpretive 

tradition).   Church fathers frequently allow the literal 

sense, but then move on to find the deeper or more 

spiritual meaning of the text, considering the literal 

meaning to be the least important interpretation.  Fr. 

Alexis characterizes the interpretation which says that the 

Matthew 25 Last Judgment Parable actually teaches 

people to minister to Christ by serving the poor and 

needy as “the most outward social interpretation of good 

deeds to the needy” and he says this interpretation is 

precisely rejected by St. Simeon the New Theologian.  In rejecting this literal 

interpretation of Matthew 25:31-46, Fr. Alexis says St. Simeon is “completely in accord 

with the heart of the Tradition and the Gospel.”    While Fr. Alexis’ claim may be true 

especially in the monastic Tradition, I certainly have seen numerous commentaries by 

Orthodox writers including patristic saints (such as St. John Chrysostom)  which 

understand Matthew 25: 31-46 quite literally to be a commandment to all Christians to 

minister to the poor as a way to serve Christ.  (see for example my blogs Hearing Isaiah 

58 in the Gospel, The Least of Christ’s Brothers and Sisters, Giving to the Poor = 

Lending to God, The Last Judgment: What Did You Give to Others?) 
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2)    What bothers St. Simeon so much about a 

literal interpretation of Matthew 25:31-46 is 

that monastics – who have withdrawn from 

the world or taken up solitary lives in desert 

places – have no chance,  due to their 

circumstances of literally fulfilling the 

teaching of Christ  (they have already given up 

everything so they have no material goods to 

give away and also they may live in remote 

places far removed from the urban poor or 

needy and thus do not have opportunity to 

minister to the poor).   So by St. Simeon’s 

logic, if the literal interpretation of Matthew 

25:31-46 is the only one possible then monks and ascetics have forfeited their salvation, 

which he cannot believe to be true.   Thus St. Simeon seeks some other meaning for the 

text so that the text can be made to apply to the monks.  St. Simeon believes monks of all 

Christians are the ones most trying to literally live the Gospel life.  So if some teaching of 

Christ cannot be applied to their life, then the teaching must be re-interpreted so that it 

can shown how the monks are literally fulfilling the Gospel.   St. Simeon cannot discard 

Matthew 25:31-46, so he creatively rereads it to mean something other than its literal 

sense.  Rather than ignore the text as not particularly relevant to monks who have 

already given up all material possession, St. Simeon gives the text a totally new (and in 

Fr. Alexis’ word) “revolutionary” meaning.  Of course this new meaning is arrived at 

only at the expense of the text’s literal sense; not to mention that the saint’s reading so 

changes the meaning  of the text as to make anyone literally attempting to fulfill Christ’s 

teaching by ministering to the poor and ‘least of the brethren’ as in fact totally missing 

the purpose of the text and failing to fulfill its teaching!   Thus you don’t fulfill the text 

by feeding Christ through providing for the poor, but you only fulfill the text and feed 

Christ by your tears of repentance for you own sins.  Showing love and mercy to the poor 

and needy is no longer what the text is about.  Thus monastics alone really fulfill the 

text’s message while those ministering to the ‘least of the 

brethren’ through charity do not! 

 

3)    According to Fr. Alexis what also unsettles St. Simeon 

about the Gospel lesson of Matthew 25:31-46 is that it has 

Christ including in the heavenly kingdom “those who have not 



in the least purified themselves and have simply taken from what was not theirs in the 

first place and given it back to the poor.”  In other words for St. Simeon it cannot be the 

case that Christ meant by His parable that simply anyone who practices mercy to the 

poor can be included among the sheep welcomed into God’s Kingdom.   St. Simeon 

apparently feels this would empty the ascetic efforts of the monks of any meaning if by 

simple acts of mercy sinners are welcomed by Christ into His Kingdom.  On this issue I 

do not know if this is St. Simeon’s meaning or what Fr. Alexis reads into the saint’s 

comments.   But in its literal sense it does seem that the Gospel lesson of the Last 

Judgment in Matthew 25 if taken by itself does indicate the issue at the Last Judgment 

is not one of giving account for sins committed but rather is a judgment based solely on 

whether one is merciful to the least of Christ’s brothers and sisters.  It may be that such 

a Lesson cannot be accepted in ascetic circles or maybe that is just St. Simeon’s personal 

peeve.  What comes to my mind is the wise thief who in a single moment is received into 

the Kingdom.   No life time of ascetical effort for the wise thief – rather a life time of sin 

but a single moment of repentance brings him into God’s grace.   Also no charity works 

but still salvation!  It seems to me that many of Christ’s teachings challenge our 

understanding of God’s justice in the Kingdom where the first are last.  What also comes 

to my mind is the scene from Dostoyevsky’s CRIME AND PUNISHMENT in which the 

drunkard Marmeladov reports the surprise all will feel at the final judgment when God 

says not only to the righteous but also to the sinners, “Come forth, ye drunkards, come 

forth, ye weak ones, come forth, ye children of shame! …  Ye are swine, made in the 

image of the Beast and with his mark; but come ye also.”   As Dostoyevsky describes it, 

the wise will express dismay that Christ calls the sinners (Christ even calls them 

“swine”)  into His Kingdom.  Then Christ will reveal His saving grace  and mercy 

 precisely in the fact that “none of them believed they were worthy of this.”  They didn’t 

believe in God’s mercy in their lifetime and they will be surprised by His grace in 

accepting them even though they deserve judgment.   The unbelievable fact is God’s love 

triumphs over sin.  Neither St. Simeon’s nor Dostoyevsky’s interpretation of the Last 

Judgment is compatible with a literal reading of Matthew 25 but both are inspired by 

the same Tradition.   This is where we see both Tradition and the interpretation of 

Scripture are very much like a broad river fed by many tributaries – each tributary 

contributes its own water to the river but remains part of the rush of many waters which 

is the one continuous river. 
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4)    St. Simeon’s creative use of Matthew 25:31-46 is 

very much in line with what the Jewish rabbinic and 

Pharisaic tradition did after the destruction and 

disappearance of the Jerusalem Temple.  The rabbis 

took those long portions of  Torah which applied 

specifically to temple worship and simply found new 

meaning for them that wasn’t dependent on the 

existence of the temple.   They didn’t discard the texts 

– for all scripture is inspired by God – instead, they 

reread them to apply to their new situation in which 

the temple no longer exists. They “spiritualized” the texts.  They gave new 

interpretations to the law and found ways to honor and fulfill the commandments even 

when the temple to which the texts literally referred no longer existed.   St. Simeon does 

the same:  if monks are in no position to literally fulfill Matthew 25:31-46, then the text’s 

meaning cannot be found in its literal sense but must be reread so that the monks can 

fulfill it – and thus also be blessed by Christ at the last Judgment.  The understanding of 

Scripture is not found in the literal text, but in how it is read and understood. 

I also would note that in the history of Orthodoxy in the Byzantine Empire, the role of 

the monastic took on the notion that if the world was ideal, all Christians would follow 

the monastic life.  Since however, the world is not ideal, only some can follow the 

monastic way – and thus the ‘right’ way of following Christ.    First we note from 

the Council of Laodicea (364AD) that behavior that was earlier expected of all converts 

to Christianity becomes forbidden specifically only for clergy: 

 

It is interesting that in the fourth century the material which was originally 

directed at catechumens comes to be directed towards clergy; thus canon 46 of 

the Council of Laodicea directs that “they who are of the priesthood, or of the 

clergy, shall not be magicians, enchanters, mathematicians, or astrologers; nor 

shall they make what are called amulets, which are chains for their own souls. 

And those who wear such, we command to be cast out of the Church.”  (John 

Behr and Alistair Stewart, On the Two Ways Life or Death, Light or Darkness, 

Kindle Loc. 2033-36) 

 

http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/3806.htm
http://www.amazon.com/Ways-Life-Death-Light-Darkness/dp/0881418501


One also gets a hint of the change in thinking which focuses on 

monks and clergy rather than all Christians when one looks at 

military service.  There was a time in early Christianity where 

being in the military was thought of as being incompatible with 

being Christian.  The 7th Canon of the Council of Chalcedon 

(451AD)  says that monks and clergy must no longer serve in 

the army.  Fr. Olivier Clement notes about this canon, 

“Henceforth, it is the monks who take upon themselves the 

universal priesthood of working for peace among mankind 

and the whole creation, which formerly fell to all Christians.” (quoted in FOR THE 

PEACE FROM ABOVE, p 352). 

 

Clement goes on to note that beginning in the mid-4th Century monastic writers applied 

the teaching of Christ, “You are the light of the world,” to monks.   The monastics were 

taking on a particular role that at one time belonged to all Christians.  I will continue 

discussion of this issue in relationship to St. Simenon’s interpretation of the Matthew’s 

Last Judgment parable in the next blog. 
 

We can detect that through time, monastics and clergy both attained a special rank in 

the thinking of the Christians of the Orthodox Byzantine Empire.  On one hand the 

monks and clergy were seen as most fully following the Gospel lifestyle, and 

expectations that once were held for all Christians came in the canons to be expected 

specifically of clergy and monks.   The monks were thus in some way seen as being 

normative as Christians, but apparently the expectations for the laity were not nearly so 

high.   On the other hand, the monastic life was viewed as so special that common ways 

of interpreting the teachings of Christ had to be modified so as to still apply to the 

monastics.   These reinterpretations of Christ’s teaching ended up meaning only the 

monks could fulfill them, and the common lay understanding of these teachings were 

emptied of meaning. 
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Offering Mercy to Christ 

5)    St. Simeon’s interpretation of Matthew 25:31-46 poses interesting spiritual choices 

for all non-monastic Orthodox Christians.  We read Matthew 25:31-46 on the 2nd 

Sunday before Great Lent begins.  Where this reading is placed in the liturgical calendar 

might suggest to us that it is giving us a very important message about the Great Fast:  

let us not neglect the poor and needy in pursuit of our own spiritual growth.  The Gospel 

Parable of the Last Judgment at the beginning of Lent certainly calls to mind  the text 

of Isaiah 58  which would then seem to be an appropriate context for understanding 

how to keep a godly fast.   But St. Simeon’s interpretation would suggest just the 

opposite –  pursue a life of repentance and asceticism (a particularly monastic message) 

because mercy to the poor is not sufficient for salvation.  Thus Simeon’s message 

message appears to be conditional and very limited in its scope  –  it applies only if you 

are in a monastery.  For the monks the  message is don’t worry about the literal meaning 

of the Gospel for the Sunday of the Last Judgment, as it will only cause you to doubt 

your salvation (as being taught in monasteries as the path of self denial).   But his 

interpretation would for the rest of us be exactly the wrong interpretation as we are not 

living in monasteries.  We who live in the world have the world’s goods and are called to 

share them with the poor and needy whether or not monks can.  We have not renounced 

the world’s goods as monks have, and so we have a different relationship to such goods 

as well as to the poor, needy and least of Christ’s brothers and sisters.   Thus we are not 

to confuse the monastic way of following Christ with the normative model for following 

Christ.  The monastics follow Christ in a particular and unique way  - renouncing 

marriage, family life, prosperity, society.    The  rest of us need other models to emulate 

and other readings (not monastic ones) of Matthew 25:31-46 to guide our daily lives.   

We cannot follow St. Simeon’s interpretation of Matthew 25, for his reading of the 

Gospel of the Last Judgment excludes the very works of mercy and charity that many of 

us are gifted to do. 

http://frted.files.wordpress.com/2012/02/mercytochrist2food.jpg
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Isaiah%2058&version=ESV


 

St. Maria Skobtsova 

6)    St. Simeon’s interpretation of Matthew 25:31-46 raises other questions for me about 

to what extent those of us who aren’t following the monastic tradition should be looking 

to the monastic tradition as models for our following Christ.  In fact his interpretation of 

the text suggests to me that the monastic way of life is so different from the way of those 

who are married and living in the world that we would do well not to regard monks as 

the sole or even primary model for following the Evangelical life.   We need help from 

Scripture which apply more readily to our life styles – to teach us how as Christians to 

deal with marriage, children, jobs, society, poverty, social needs and pressures, 

evangelism, employment, etc.  The emphasis of Great Lent for the non-monastic might 

far better be on Isaiah 58’s reading of the proper fast which involves exactly providing 

for the poor and needy as the Lord Jesus Christ teaches in Matthew 25:31-46.  The very 

ascetic and monastic emphasis of food fasting during Great Lent so common throughout 

Orthodoxy may in fact be meant especially for monks.  For those living in the world 

however, the fast may offer other tools, goals and lessons as priorities for being godly. 

 That seems to me to be a conclusion from paying attention to St. Simeon’s 

interpretation of Matthew 25:31-46.    We have other things we should be focusing on – 

surely repentance for our sins, but also on charity, love, and service more than on food 

fasting.   Food fasting would seem to be so emphasized in the monastic tradition because 

the monks have already given up all claims to other material possessions; so what they 

are left with in terms of taking up the cross and self denial is food fasting. 
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St. Alexander Schmorell 

For the rest of us we have many other ways in which we should be keeping the fast – yes, 

learning self control in terms of food, but also in dealing with TV, media, entertainment, 

pornography, pleasure,  the Internet, shopping and spending habits, and other 

narcissistic pursuits.  We are commanded by Christ to minister to Him through the 

needs of others. We have the world’s good and our focus should be on how to use them 

to love God and neighbor.   Food fasting is a way to practice self control, but not the only 

way.  We are to focus on service, giving, sharing,  being generous, kind, merciful, 

forgiving, and being servants as Christ showed in washing His disciples’ feet.  We can 

take Matthew 25:31-46 literally and be faithful to Christ even if monks cannot.  This 

would be an important place for every parish to focus on during Great Lent:  not 

neglecting the food fast, but understanding the food fast has a very different role to play 

in the monastic community than in the parish community.   We who have not renounced 

the material goods of the world have a responsibility to share the material goods with 

those in the world in need. 

Of course that being said, Orthodox tradition does claim  that the goal of life for the lay 

parishioner and the monk remains the same.   Orthodox wisdom would say the 

difference between the monk and parishioner is a difference in degree not in kind. 

 Bishop Kallistos Ware in THE PHILOKALIA  writes: 

 

Indeed, in this respect the distinction between the 

monastic life and life ‘in the world’ is but relative: 

every human being, by virtue of the fact that he or 

she is created in the image of God, is summoned to 

be perfect, is summoned to love God with all his or 

her heart, soul and mind. In this sense all have the 
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same vocation and all must follow the same spiritual path. Some no doubt will follow it 

further than others; and again for some the intensity of the desire with which they 

pursue it may well lead them to embrace a pattern of life more in harmony with its 

demands, and this pattern may well be provided by the monastic life. But the path with 

its goal is one and the same whether followed within or outside a monastic 

environment.  (Kindle Loc. 162-170) 

 

Bishop Kallistos is no doubt correct, and yet we see in the writing of St. Simeon the 

monastic penchant for reading every Scripture text as always applying to monks even if 

it empties the text of meaning for those living in the world. 

7)    In the end St. Simeon turns the reading of Matthew 

25:31-46 on its head by denying its literal meaning.  Fr. 

Trader says this is within the Tradition of the Church and 

indeed there is certain truth to that: Orthodox writers have 

often moved beyond the literal reading of a text to find its 

deeper meaning.  St. Simeon perhaps demonstrates the 

importance of not ignoring parts of Scripture that we find 

difficult to implement in our lives – he finds new meaning in 

the text and thus keep it as essential to the lives of monks.  In 

so doing, he also gives us some indication that the monastic 

need and lifestyle is not the same as the Christian lifestyle for those living the in the 

world.   If those of us living in the world were to abandon the literal meaning of  

Matthew 25:31-46 and follow St. Simeon’s monastic interpretation, I believe we would 

do so only at the risk of finding ourselves numbered among the goats at the Last 

Judgment. 

Scripture is indeed a treasury and we see its richness in 

how each lesson can be applied so different to the 

different situations in which Christians find 

themselves.    There is not a one-size-fits-all mentality 

in understanding the meaning of the biblical texts.  We 

also need discernment in applying an interpretation – 

even from a Saint of the Church -  or from the received 

Tradition to our own lives. 


