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Overcoming the Power of Sin in our Lives 

Posted on November 16, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

As we enter into the Nativity Lenten period, we 

are reminded by the fast to struggle against our 

habitual sins and addictions.   Christ is born 

exactly to overcome the power of sin and death 

in our lives.   So to turn the Christmas season 

into a time of self-indulgence and/or over 

indulgence is to ignore the very purpose of 

the Nativity of Christ.    We best prepare for the 

Feast of Christmas by taking time to withdraw 

from the consumerism of the world in order to 

reflect on what is essential about being 

human.   The most significant thing about being human is our ability to love others.  Lent is a time to 

refocus our lives on the love for God and the love for our neighbors. 

In the struggle against addictions (which really is the surrendering of self will and the denial of love to 

some ‘power’  which then controls us), many rely on Twelve Stepprograms such as Alcoholics 

Anonymous.  Part of the healing which takes place in an addict, the restoration to sanity, is dealing with 

our self-centered pride by surrendering our lives to God.    A special prayer adapted from the Big Book: 

“God, I offer myself to You – to build with me and to do with me as You will.  Relieve me of the bondage 

of self, that I may better do Your will.  Take away my difficulties, that victory over them may bear witness 

to those I would help of Your Power, Your Love, and Your Way of life.  May I do Your will always.” 

For those preparing to go to confession during the Nativity Fast, we 

might consider the seriousness with which 12 step programs deal 

with forces that work on our hearts and minds.    These programs 

recognize the power of sin and self-will in our lives to enslave us by 

gaining control over our thoughts and desires.   But these programs 

also recognize the power of denying ones’ self and obeying God to 

help us overcome sin and addiction.  Surrendering to God and His 

holy will is the way for us to overcome our own sinful failures and 

addictions.  It means surrendering to God as God is and not god as 

we determine god to be. 

“If a person defines the Higher Power prior to surrendering his life 

and his will, then the Power is limited (even slightly) by his own 

imagination, his own thinking.  The result is clearly a power much nearer the alcoholic’s ego – it is a 
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power that can be contained within the human imagination.  This is not the Higher Power outside the 

person.  This is the higher power within the person.  This difference is crucial.”  (Fr. Meletios 

Webber,  STEPS OF TRANSFORMATION: AN ORTHODOX PRIEST EXPLORES THE TWELVE STEPS, p 127). 

The process of healing, of overcoming our addictions, requires great humility which translates into 

recognizing there is a God and ‘I’ am not God.  St. Theodore of Petra describes the failure of some 

monks to humble themselves and who instead believed they could overcame their sin by their own 

great ascetical efforts alone: 

“A number of men in the mountains and in the caves had not led the struggle for a Christian life 

according to Christ, and, for having practiced a rash form of asceticism with great zeal, were pierced 

through by the sword of pride.  They had attributed their ascetic activities to their own strength and had 

forgotten that our Lord had said: ‘Without me, you can do nothing’ (John 15:5).  Because of this wasting 

of the flesh, or having in some way fallen under the judgment of God which surpasses understanding, 

they were delivered up to Satan, and because of their deranged minds they could no longer control their 

thoughts.”   (Jean-Claude Larchet, MENTAL DISORDERS AND SPIRITUAL HEALING, p 54) 

Pride, egotism, is a form of mental and spiritual illness!  Faith comes from humbly realizing “I” am not 

God.    St. Peter Damaskos (12th Century) writes in a similar way about how the lack of faith results from 

our pridefully imagining we can on our own without God’s help overcome sin in our lives. 

“This is the faith with which the Lord said it is possible to move mountains (cf. Matt 21:21); upon it, 

according to St Paul (cf. Col 1:23), the other virtues are founded. For this reason the enemy does 

everything he can to disrupt our state of stillness and make us fall into temptation. And if he finds us in 

some way lacking in faith, wholly or partially trusting in our own strength and judgment, he takes 

advantage of this to overcome us and to take us captive, pitiful as we are.”   (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle 

Loc. 28056-68) 

 

Faith is surrendering of one’s self to God 

and allowing God to be Lord, rather than 

making ourselves  God.  Fr. Meletios 

Webber offers us an idea from scripture to 

help  us visualize what it is to surrender to 

God and to trust in Him rather than to rely 

on our own will: 
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“One of the most beautiful encounters in the Gospels takes place 

between Jesus and Peter on the occasion when Jesus walks on the 

water.  Peter, sitting in the boat, shouts out into the darkness: 

‘”Lord, if it is You, command me to come to You on the water.”  So 

He said, “Come.” And when Peter had come down out of the boat, 

he walked on the water to go to Jesus.  But when he saw that the 

wind was boisterous, he was afraid; and beginning to sink he 

cried  out, saying, “Lord, save me!”  And immediately Jesus 

stretched out His hand and caught him’ (Matthew 14:28-31). 

Peter relies on Jesus when he initially climbs out of the boat, and 

again when Jesus catches him at the end of the story.  It is only in 

the middle, when he realizes what he is goind, that he relies on his 

own abilities, and starts to sink. 

Here we see the Apostle Peter doing Step Two.”   

[Step Two: “Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.”]   (STEPS 

OF TRANSFORMATION: AN ORTHODOX PRIEST EXPLORES THE TWELVE STEPS, p 124). 

Addictions whether to alcohol, drugs, pornography, food or shopping, all work in a similar fashion:  they 

cause certain chemicals to be released in the brain that have a positive effect on our thinking, how we 

feel, and on our emotional life.  It is why we crave the things to which we are addicted and why 

temptations are not repulsive to us but rather attract us and seduce us.   When we become addicted to 

anything, we also surrender our free will to the addiction and 

become enslaved to its effects on our bodies.  St. Paul resounds 

with the claim: 

“All things are lawful for me,” but not all things are helpful. “All 

things are lawful for me,” but I will not be enslaved by 

anything.”  (1 Corinthians 6:12) 

The process of achieving sanity, of becoming more fully human, of 

being able to exercise free will over desire, is more work for some 

of us than others.  Lent is always a time to recognize these demons 

of desire in our lives, and to set ourselves on a path of freedom 

from being enslaved to them.  Confession can be part of our 

recovery from enslavement to our addictions.  Confession is not 

just dealing with commandments that we break, but even more 

with spiritually unhealthy behaviors that harm our relationships 

with God, our families and with creation itself. 
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In Praise of the Virgin Mary     Posted on November 24, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

“My Lady Mary – 

Blessed arbor, most lovely among the trees, 

It was you who brought forth the flower of faith, 

And bore the berry of all benediction, 

Ever fresh, never withering.[…] 

My Lady Mary – 

That House visited by God, 

Whose greatness is 

inexpressible 

Whose beautiful 

appearance is ineffable, 

It was for you that the prophets of Israel 

Built up their tower of prophecy. 

O Holy One, set me back firmly 

In the discipleship of your beloved Son. 

Cause my enemies to flee from before my face. 

May they be crushed as fine as the dust of sand.” 

[Enzira Sebhat, The Harp of Glory, pg. 124, 142) 
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The Human Mind is Greater than the Heavens    Posted on December 2, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

 

“How much greater is the human mind than the heavens! 

 

It is the image of God, knows God and alone of everything on earth can, if it wishes, become God, 

exulting man’s humble body at the same time. 
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How much more excellent are man’s senses than the earth!  For through them, not only is man able to 

comprehend the earth’s dimensions and various properties, but his knowledge extends even to the 

heavenly bodies. 
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He has observed their movements and learnt all the different types of conjunctions and separations of 

the stars, some of them momentous, and thus has laid the foundation of scientific knowledge. 

 

Even the things between the heavens and the earth are of less value than what lies on the boundary 

between man’s mind and his senses, for although they serve the same purpose in our analogy, in context, 

they are as different as can be. 

 

God adorned human nature in this way because he was going to clothe Himself in it.” 

(St. Gregory Palamas, d. 1359AD, THE HOMILIES, pp 206-207) 
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Nativity Lent: Examples of Holy Fasting   Posted on December 3, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

St. John Chrysostom (d. 407AD) offers to us examples of God’s holy 

ones who accomplished spiritual feats following periods of fasting: 

“Do you now recognize the harm caused by intemperance? Look in 

turn at the instances of good behavior due to fasting. The great 

Moses, after keeping his fast for forty days was able to get the tables 

of the Law; and when he came down from the mountain and saw the 

people’s sin, the tablets which he had been successful in obtaining 

through such intercession he threw down and smashed, thinking it 

was preposterous that an indulgent and sinful people should receive 

laws of the Lord’s own making. Accordingly,, that remarkable prophet 

had again to undergo forty 

days of fasting so as to be 

able to receive again tables like the ones he had broken 

through the people’s  sin and bring them down the mountain. 

 

The great Elijah, too, underwent a similar period of fasting, 

escaping the power of death and going up as it were into 

heaven with a fiery chariot, and to this day he had not 

experienced death. 

 

Likewise Daniel, passionate man though he was, spent many days fasting and received as recompense an 

awesome vision so that he tamed the fury of the lion and turned them into the mildest of sheep, not by 

changing their nature but by diverting their purpose without loss of their ferocity. 
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The Ninevites made use of this remedy, too, and won from the Lord a reprieve, ensuring that animals as 

well as human beings should apply the remedy and so abstain each of them from evil practices; thus they 

won favor of the Lord of all. We could list many other examples celebrated in both Old and New 

Testaments – but why refer to servants when we should come to the case of the common Lord of us all? 

 

Our Lord Jesus Christ, you know, himself underwent fasting for forty days, and, thus prepared, he entered 

his contest with the devil, giving us an example that through fasting we should arm ourselves and by 

acquiring strength from that exercise we should come to grips with that formidable enemy.” 

(Daily Readings from the Writings of St. John Chrysostom, edited by Anthony M. Coniaris, pp. 49-50) 

 

Humanity’s Need for the Incarnation   Posted on December 8, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

St. Athanasius of Alexandria  (d. 373AD) offers us an explanation as to why 

Christmas, the birth of theincarnate God, is God’s plan for the salvation of 

the human race and why it is essential for the restoration of humanity to its 

God-intended purpose.  It is the incarnation which reconciles God to 

humanity. 

Humans sinning had introduced into humanity mortality, a condition which 

could not be cured by repentance alone.  The Word of God becomes 

incarnate (becomes human) to defeat death and to heal the fallen condition 

of humanity.  It is the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ that gives power to 

the repentance of each of us.  Because we have been saved from sin and 

death, our repentance becomes part of our salvation, of accomplishing God’s 

will. 

“Although it is condemned to decay ‘by its essence,’ human nature was created and called to 

immortality. Indirect participation in the Word, which had existed from the beginning, was insufficient to 
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preserve creation from decay. Repentance and 

forgiveness would be adequate only if 

transgression were not followed by decay, for 

‘repentance does not lead man out of his 

natural condition, but only stops sin.’ Death, 

however, had become established in the body 

and had taken power over it. God, of course, is 

omnipotent and could have driven death from 

the world with a single command, but this 

would not have healed man, who had become 

accustomed to disobedience. It would not have 

been in accord with divine justice. Such a 

complete forgiveness would show the power of 

the one who ordered it but man would remain 

the same as Adam, and once again grace 

would be given to him from the outside. In that 

case the possibility of a new Fall would not be excluded. But through the Incarnation of the Word grace 

was given to humanity immutably. It was clothed in a body in order to dress the body anew in life, in 

order to preserve it from decay not only externally but also to truly join the body to life. In this way ‘the 

body is clothed in the incorporeal Word of God and thus not longer fears death or decay, for it has life as 

a robe and decay is destroyed in it.’ ” (in The 

Eastern Fathers of the Fourth Century: Vol. VII, 

pg.46) 

 

The incarnation of God in Jesus Christ 

transfigures human nature thus bringing 

salvation to each human being.  We humans 

receive through the incarnation the restoration 

of the divine life to our human bodies.  Humanity 

itself is transformed when God becomes 

incarnate in the Virgin’s womb.  Christmas, the 

Nativity of the Savior, is the celebration of 

humanity renewed, restored, and reunited to 

God. 
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Christmas: What It is to Become Human   Posted on December 12, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

 

“The two fundamental human heresies, the two banes of modern philosophy, are animalism and 

angelism. Man has lost his place in the cosmos, the place between angel and beast. Chesterton says, 

describing St. Thomas’ philosophy of man, that ‘man is not like a balloon, floating free in the sky, nor like 

a mole, burrowing in the earth, but like a tree, with its roots firmly planted in the earth and its branches 

reaching up into the heavens.’ 

 

 

[…] The two most life-changing revolutions in modern times were the scientific-industrial revolution, 

which taught man to live and think abstractly, like an angel; and the sexual revolutions, which taught 

man to live and think like an animal. The first knows only the head, the second knows only the hormones. 

Neither knows the heart. 
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[…]  Man does not know himself because he does not know his place in the cosmos; he confuses himself 

with the angel or animal. He is alienated, ‘lost in the cosmos.’ ” 

(Peter Kreeft, Christianity for Modern Pagans,  pp.52-53) 

 

The most amazing truth of Christian theology is that it reveals what it is to be human.   As we come to 

know God through God’s saving actions on earth, we come to know what a human being is and what it 

means to be human. 

 

There is No Christ Without the Forefathers   Posted on December 15, 2013 by Fr. Ted 
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The liturgical texts for the Sunday of the Holy Forefathers (the 2nd Sunday before Christmas) do give us 

insight into what the Church celebrates in the Nativity of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Icon of the Forefathers of Christ 

While the pre-Christmas season in Orthodoxy seems undeveloped 

as compared to Advent in the Western Church, there was some 

development of a pre-Christmas season mostly focusing on the 

ancestors of the Incarnate God.  This focus on the ancestors of 

Christ evolved into special hymns for the two Sundays before 

the Feast of the Nativity.  So on the 2nd Sunday before Christmas 

we find hymns referring to the holy men and women of the Old 

Testament, the Forefathers of Christ.   A hymn from Vespers for 

the Forefathers says: 

Master, You delivered the Holy Youths from the fire, 

and Daniel from the mouths of lions; You blessed Abraham, Isaac Your servant, and Jacob his son: You 

consented to become like us by being born of their seed, to be crucified and buried, in order to save our 

forefathers who fell of old.  Thus You crushed the bonds of death, and raise with Yourself all the dead of 

ages past, who worship you, Christ, King of the ages!    (Vespers) 

The text centers on the incarnation of the Word: God 

becomes flesh in Jesus Christ for He takes on Himself 

human nature from the Virgin and is born of the seed of 

these Forefathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  God 

becomes man in order to saveAdam from sin.  Salvation 

consists in Christ crushing the bonds of death and being 

raised from the dead.  But the resurrection is not Christ’s 

alone for He raises all the dead of ages past with Himself, 

and now all of these forefathers worship Christ. 

According to the hymns of the Forefathers even Adam, the 

first sinner now resides with Christ in the Kingdom. 

Let us honor Adam, the first-formed man and fore-father of 

us all, who was honored by the hand of the Creator.  He 

rests in the heavenly mansions with all the chosen. 

Despite the ‘original’ sin of Adam, he is not consigned 

eternally to hell, but is forgiven by God in  Christ.  Sin does 
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not triumph over humanity, neither does death, for Christ defeats both sin and death and raises the 

dead with Himself.  Christ empties hell of the dead and fills it with Himself.  Thus wherever we humans 

may go, even in death, we are with Christ and in His presence.   Thus we sing in Psalm 139:7-10: 

Where can I go from Your Spirit? 

Or where can I flee from Your presence? 

If I ascend into heaven, You are there; 

If I make my bed in hell, behold, You are there. 

If I take the wings of the morning, 

And dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, 

Even there Your hand shall lead me, 

And Your right hand shall hold me. 

In the hymns of Matins for the Forefathers we find these words: 

Let us offer praise to the Fathers, who shone forth both before and during the Law.  With righteous 

minds they served the Lord and Master who shone forth from the Virgin.  Now they delight in the 

unending light! 

The way the Church reads the Old Testament texts is that these Holy Forefathers were also serving 

Christ in their life times; Christ who was born years and even centuries after the Forefathers had died 

was the One they were serving while they lived on earth.   Christ in fulfilling the promises and 

prophecies of the Old Testament is the very one whom they all were seeking from God. 

 

Christ said, “Your father Abraham rejoiced that 

he was to see my day; he saw it and was 

glad.” (John 8:56) 

Moses “considered abuse suffered for the 

Christ greater wealth than the treasures of 

Egypt, for he looked to the reward.”  (Hebrews 

11:26) 

The hymns continually remind us that the 

appearances of God in the Old Testament 

were really encounters with the pre-incarnate 

Christ.  So one hymn says of Abraham: 

You beheld the Trinity in a manner fitting for the sight of mankind when you received a guest as a most-

faithful friend.  Therefore you gained the reward of the awesome hospitality becoming the father of 

countless gentiles through your faith, O Abraham! 
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Encounters with God in the Old 

Testament were ‘limited’ by God so 

that the humans could actually 

comprehend what they were 

experiencing.  Thus Abraham 

welcomes the three angels whom he 

calls Lord, and the hymn says this was 

an encounter with the Holy Trinity “in 

a manner fitting for the sight of 

mankind.”  God in limiting His 

theophanies enabled the various 

saints to makes sense of what they 

were encountering.  The pre-incarnate theophanies were all given in preparation for the full revelation 

of the incarnation. 

He who is full empties Himself for our sake through the flesh; the unoriginated One accepts a 

beginning!  The rich one becomes poor; the Word of God lies in a manger of dumb beasts!  As an infant, 

he accomplishes the recreation of all from eternity! 

God who is eternal and without beginning enters into the human condition, taking on a beginning and 

experiencing the world of creation in a new, yet fully divine way.    The poetic imagery is rich: The Word 

of God who when spoken (Genesis 1:3) caused all that is to come into existence, now lies in a manger 

with beasts who cannot speak!   God has entered into His own creation in the incarnation at 

Christmas.  And, as the hymn says, God now as an infant recreates the world. 
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The Nativity Fast: the Renunciation of Sin    Posted on December 16, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

St. Gregory of Nyssa (d. 384AD) describes what true fasting is about, and it is 

not mostly abstaining from foods.  In stern words he reminds us that Judas 

too fasted, but it did him no good.  Devils never eat at all, and thus 

constantly fast from food, but it is of no spiritual benefit to them.   We are 

supposed to fast from and abstain from sin, not make eating into a sin by 

fasting rules. 

“There is an abstinence that is spiritual, and self-control that is immaterial: 

this is the renunciation of sin that turns toward the soul. It is on this account 

that abstinence from food was enjoined. Abstain now from evil. Practice self-

control in your appetite for other people’s belongings! Renounce dishonest 

profits! Starve to death your greed from Mammon. Let there by nothing at your house that has been 

acquired by 

violence or theft. 

What good is it to 

keep meat out of 

your mouth if you 

bite your brother 

with wickedness? 

What good does it 

serve you to 

observe a strict frugality at home if you unjustly steal from the poor? What kind of piety teaches you to 

drink water while you hatch plots and drink the blood of a man you have shamefully cheated? 

 

Judas, after all, fasted along with the eleven, but 

failed to master his greed; his salvation gained 

nothing by fasting. And the devil does not eat, for 

he is an incorporeal spirit, but he fell from on high 

through wickedness. Likewise, none of the 

demons can be accused of gorging themselves, of 

excessive drinking or getting drunk, for their 

nature makes feeding unnecessary; nevertheless, 

night and day, they roam through the air, agents 

and servants of evil, eager for our loss. They ooze 

with bitterness and jealousy – things it is well to avoid – at the idea that humans may enter into an 

intimacy with God, since they have fallen from the supremely worthy dwelling.”     (The Hungry are 

Dying by Susan R. Holman, pg. 193) 
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Christmas: The Mystery of the Humility of God    Posted on December 18, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

“If there is any sense to be made of these tragedies from our poor, myopic 

perspective, it is one provided simply and eloquently by the Church’s 

liturgical worship. From Nativity, through Theophany, and on to Holy 

Pascha, the common theme that we celebrate and proclaim to each other 

and to the world is summed up in the name given to Jesus at His birth, the 

name Emmanuel, ‘God is with us.’ This means not only that God 

accompanies us, remains present with us, and provides hope and 

consolation in our times of grief and loss. It means above all that God 

shares our suffering. He takes part in our pain and anguish, fully and to the 

bitter end. To put it somewhat melodramatically, yet accurately: with every 

drowned infant, every starving refugee, every family buried beneath a 

mudslide, and every fisherman lost in a ‘perfect storm’, Christ the Son of 

God is present, and He suffers and weeps. 

Since the high Middle Ages theologians have pondered the mystery 

of God’s omniscience and omnipotence. In the process they have 

often lost sight of another aspect of divinity, one that for us is far 

more important. It is what the apostle Paul refers to as God’s 

‘kenotic’ or self-emptying descent into the darkness and frailty of 

human life (Phil. 2:7). Paul uses the word to speak of the incarnation 

of the Son of God, His taking flesh and becoming a human person, 

without ceasing to be God in His very essence. But, he declares, that 

kenotic descent does not end with Jesus’ birth. For the Son of God 

further ‘humbled Himself and became 

obedient unto death, even death on a cross.’ 

This is the distinguishing mark of 

Christianity. The quality that sets Christian 

revelation and Christian faith off from every 

form of religion is the one celebrated in the Church’s worship. It is the truth that 

God’s love for His people – for us – is such that He humbles and sacrifices Himself 

on our behalf.  God suffers and dies, so that we might live in Him.” 

(John Breck, Longing for God: Orthodox Reflections on Bible, Ethics, and 

Liturgy, pp. 186-187) 

 

 

St. Ephrem: God Descends to Humanity 
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Posted on December 19, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

St. Ephrem the Syrian (4th Century) wrote beautiful poetry about Christ and salvation. 

He portrays the love of God for humanity in the Christmas story, where God takes the 

initiative and in Jesus Christ enters into the human condition in order to lift humanity 

up to heaven.  Sebastian Brock says of this Syrian Saint: 

“Ephrem is making two basic points: since humanity cannot cross the ontological chasm 

and so approach God, God has to cross it 

in the opposite direction first; only thus 

can communication be established: God 

has to descend to humanity’s lowly level, 

and address that humanity in its own 

terms and language. And secondly, the 

whole aim of this divine descent into 

human language is to draw humanity up 

to God.” (Sebastian Brock,The Luminous 

Eye, pg.62) 

 

 

The Reason for the Season Amidst Irrational Beasts     Posted on December 21, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

 

In the Orthodox Church, the Sunday before Christmas is 

dedicated to the ancestors of Christ.  The Gospel reading is 

from Matthew 1:1-25 which contains the genealogy of Christ 

as St. Matthew provided it, starting with Abraham, with 

whom God chose to enter into a covenant.   Christ is the 

seed fulfilling that covenant promise.  By honoring the 

ancestors of Christ, the Bible and the Church affirm the belief 

that Christ indeed fulfills the promises of God to the 

Israelites.  The bloodline also is a testimony that Christ is a 

real human being, not an angel, but God become man (John 

1). 

The hymns from the liturgical services for the Ancestors of Christ give us insight into some of the 

theological emphases the Church places on the Feast of the Nativity of our Lord.   Christmas may have a 

strong sentimental and even secular element to it in American culture, but in the Christian Church it is 

the feast of the incarnation of Godwhich begins the salvation of humanity by restoring the unity 

between God and humans. 
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For example from the Vespers for the Ancestors of Christ we see this hymn which emphasizes the 

worldwide dimension of the Nativity in the Flesh of our Lord God and Savior Jesus Christ: Bethlehem is 

to rejoice at the birth of Christ, as are the mountains, hills and the earth itself. 

Behold, the time of our salvation is at hand: Prepare yourself, O cavern, for the Virgin approaches to give 

birth to her Son.  Be glad and rejoice, Bethlehem, land of Judah, for from you our Lord shines forth as the 

dawn.  Give ear, you mountains and hills and all lands round about Judea, for Christ is coming to save 

mankind, whom He created and whom He loves. 

The hymn also tells us what is so important about 

Christmas: Christ the Savior is also God the Creator of 

humankind.  Christmas is teaching us that God is Trinity: 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Christmas as well reveals the 

incarnation of God.  Christ is fully human and fully 

God.  The union of divinity and humanity is the definition 

of salvation for the separation caused by sin has been 

overcome. 

 

In the Matins of the feast of the Ancestors of Christ, we 

sing: 

The Word of God has come and revived me, for I was 

deceived by the evil food and my mind had fallen.  I 

became like the irrational beasts, while He who has 

become a child lies in the manger of animals!  Glory to Your 

power, O Lord! 

In the above hymn we encounter a common theme in Orthodox hymns of salvation: 

Adam, the first human, is not just a historical character of antiquity, but is a type of all 

humans.  Adam is me and I am Adam.  Adam’s significance is not in his historical role, 

but rather that he is a type of us all.  We are in him and he is in each of us. 

So Adam, and I, both realize that God comes to save us.  Adam was deceived and ate 

the forbidden fruit, literally losing his mind in the process, becoming subject to 

death,  Adam gave us his exalted role in creation land became like all other animals in 

living a mere physical existence rather than a fully human spiritual existence.  And so 

with astonishment Adam realizes in God becoming a child at Christmas and lying in the 

manger has become like himself, a creature who has lost his spiritual intelligence.  So 

God now incarnate looks at the irrational animals He created and shares their existence 

purely in order to save humankind and lift us up from this mere animal existence. 
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In another hymn from matins, we again encounter the idea of the 

Word of God who creates the earth and all that is in it now residing 

with the animals He created.   Sin is portrayed as holding humans 

captive, and God becomes incarnate to burst those bonds.   When 

Mary, the Theotokos, places God’s Son in the manger we find ourselves 

marveling at God’s Word (Logos = reason) residing with the 

unreasoning beasts He created.  All of this occurs to save humanity 

from evil, from sin and death. 

By Your swaddling bands You loose the bonds of transgressions: by Your 

great poverty You enrich all, Compassionate One.  As You are placed in 

the manger of unreasoning beasts, You deliver mankind from irrational 

evil, pre-eternal Word of God! 

 

Mary, Christ’s mother, who bears God in her own womb and gives flesh to Word of God, is no passive 

instrument in salvation, but fully and consciously chooses to cooperate with God for the salvation of all 

humankind. 

The Holy Prophet Isaiah had described seeing tongs take a burning coal from 

God’s altar.  The hymns apply the imagery to Mary who becomes the tongs, 

taking the burning coal from God’s altar – the 

Son of God, and bringing that coal into the 

world.  Christ, the coal from God’s altar, burns up 

all the causes of sin in order to purify humanity. 

She who is the tongs which Isaiah the prophet 

beheld of old has come, bearing in her womb 

Christ the divine coal.  He burns up all the causes 

of sin, and illumines the souls of the faithful. 

Thus we see in the wonderful imagery of these hymns the depths, riches 

and richness of the theology of Christmas.  Christ who is the Word 

(Reason) of God becomes human, taking on created nature and is placed 

in a feeding trough for the unreasoning animals He created!  This is the 

love of God for us and it is our salvation.  It is the great mystery of the 

Orthodox Christian faith. 
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The Genealogy and the Jubilee    Posted on December 22, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

On the Sunday before Christmas in the Orthodox Church Liturgy we proclaim the genealogy of Christ 

from Matthew 1.***   Biblical scholar N.T. Wright comments:  

“The jubilee was, as it were, the once-in-a-lifetime ‘exodus’ 

that everyone could experience. We don’t know whether or 

to what extent the jubilee as set forth in Leviticus 25was 

actually practiced in Jesus’s day. But it remained in the 

scriptures as a reminder that God’s time was being marked 

out week by week, seven years by seven years, half century 

by half century. Matthew hints at all this in his own way, 

right at the start of his gospel, by arranging Jesus’s 

genealogy in three groups of fourteen generations (that is, 

six sevens), so that Jesus appears at the start of the sabbath-

of-sabbaths moment. And, as we have seen, people in Jesus’s 

day were pondering, calculating, and longing for the greatest 

superjubilee of them all, the ‘seventy weeks’ (that is, seventy 

times seven years) of Daniel 9:24. The great Sabbath was 

coming! Soon they would be free! 

           the time is fulfilled. That was part of his announcement right at the start of his public career (Mark 

1:15). Only this, I believe, will enable us to understand his extraordinary behavior immediately 

afterwards. He seems to have gone out of his way to flout the normal sabbath regulations. Most people 

in the modern church have imagined that this was because the Sabbath had become ‘legalistic’, a kind of 

observance designed to boost one’s sense of moral achievement, and that Jesus had come to sweep all 

that away in a burst of libertarian, antilegalistic enthusiasm.  That, though commonplace, is a trivial 

misunderstanding. It is too ‘modern’ by half. Rather, the sabbath was the regular signpost pointing 

forward to God’s promised future, and Jesus was announcing that the future to which the signpost had 

been pointing had now arrived in the present. In his own career. He was doing the ‘God’s-in-charge’ 

things. He was explaining what he was doing by talking about what God was 

doing. The time was fulfilled, and God’s kingdom was arriving. 

            Notice how this theme then ties in with others we have already 

observed. If the sabbath now has a purpose, it won’t be for rest from the work 

of creation, but rather for celebrating God’s victory over the satan: ‘And isn’t 

it right,’ asks Jesus, ‘that this daughter of Abraham, tied up by the satan for 

these eighteen years, should be untied from her chains on the sabbath day?’ 

(Luke 13:16). Victory in the real battle is closely connected with the healings 

that reveal that God is in charge. ‘My father is going on working,’ declares 

Jesus, ‘and so am I’ (John 5:17). And these things happen, of course, in the 

moment when the time is fulfilled. If Jesus is a walking, living, breathing 

Temple, he is also the walking, celebrating, victorious sabbath.” (Simply Jesus, pp. 137-137) 
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The Gospel reading for the Sunday of the Ancestors of Christ:     ***MATTHEW 1:1-25 

The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of 

Abraham. Abraham was the father of Isaac, and Isaac the father of Jacob, 

and Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers, and Judah the father of 

Perez and Zerah by Tamar, and Perez the father of Hezron, and Hezron the 

father of Ram, and Ram the father of Amminadab, and Amminadab the 

father of Nahshon, and Nahshon the father of Salmon, and Salmon the 

father of Boaz by Rahab, and Boaz the father of Obed by Ruth, and Obed 

the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of David the king. And David was 

the father of Solomon by the wife of Uriah, and Solomon the father of 

Rehoboam, and Rehoboam the father of Abijah, and Abijah the father of 

Asa, and Asa the father of Jehoshaphat, and Jehoshaphat the father of 

Joram, and Joram the father of Uzziah, and Uzziah the father of Jotham, 

and Jotham the father of Ahaz, and Ahaz the father of Hezekiah, and Hezekiah the father of Manasseh, 

and Manasseh the father of Amos, and Amos the father of Josiah, and Josiah the father of Jechoniah and 

his brothers, at the time of the deportation to Babylon. And after the deportation to Babylon: Jechoniah 

was the father of Shealtiel, and Shealtiel the father of Zerubbabel, and Zerubbabel the father of Abiud, 

and Abiud the father of Eliakim, and Eliakim the father of Azor, and Azor the father of Zadok, and Zadok 

the father of Achim, and Achim the father of Eliud, and Eliud the father of Eleazar, and Eleazar the father 

of Matthan, and Matthan the father of Jacob, and Jacob the father of Joseph the husband of Mary, of 

whom Jesus was born, who is called Christ. So all the generations from Abraham to David were fourteen 

generations, and from David to the deportation to Babylon fourteen generations, and from the 

deportation to Babylon to the Christ fourteen generations. Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this 

way. When his mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was found to 

be with child of the Holy Spirit; and her husband Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to 

shame, resolved to divorce her quietly. But as he 

considered this, behold, an angel of the Lord 

appeared to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of 

David, do not fear to take Mary your wife, for that 

which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit; she will 

bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he 

will save his people from their sins.” All this took 

place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the 

prophet: “Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a 

son, and his name shall be called Emmanuel” (which 

means, God with us). When Joseph woke from sleep, 

he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he 

took his wife, but knew her not until she had borne a 

son; and he called his name Jesus. 
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The Incarnation and the Crucifixion    Posted on December 23, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

 

“In an unfallen world the Incarnation of Christ would 

indeed have sufficed as the perfect expression of God’s 

outgoing love. But in a fallen and sinful world his love 

had to reach out yet further. Because of the tragic 

presence of sin and evil, the work of man’s restoration 

was to prove infinitely costly. A sacrificial act of healing 

was required, a sacrifice such as only a suffering and 

crucified God could offer.”    (Father Kallistos Ware, The 

Orthodox Way, pg.104) 

 

 

Adam, Christ and All of Humanity   Posted on December 24, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

 

There are many wonderful and brilliant metaphors, analogies, 

and illustrations which thePatristic writers use to compare and 

contrast Christ to the first Adam and Mary the Theotokosto Eve 

the mother of all humans.  In Genesis 2, God creates Adam from 

the virginal soil of the earth without seed or sexual 

reproduction.   So too Christ is planted in the virginal womb 

without human seed and recreates Adam, restoring humanity to 

its proper place and path in the world.  Michel Quenot writes: 

“Unlike the first Adam, who was created from the earth and not 

from a mother, the new Adam comes from the ‘All Pure’ Virgin 

Mary who is elevated to the honor of first creature. Born from the earth, Adam lost his integrity; born 
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from heaven and a sanctified earth, that is from the Father and the 

purest woman of the human race, Christ is the incarnation of 

humanity in its most perfect expression. 

 In Christ, we were all contained: in Him, the collective 

human person returns to life. That is why we call Him the 

New Adam: sharing the common nature of all men, He 

enriches is, leading it to blessings and glory, as the first 

Adam had led it to shame and corruption (St. Cyril of 

Alexandria, ‘On John’). 

Exiled from his true homeland, which is life in God, man wallowed 

in slavery and deception, imprisoned in time and condemned to 

die. Today, the Word become flesh brings him back to truth, 

freedom and to eternity. Christ, the image of the Father (Jn. 14:9), 

is henceforth also the image of man, withing whom He restores the purity of nature ‘in the image of 

God.’ 

 The Lord gave us a sign as deep as Sheol and as high as heaven (Is 7:14, 11), though man did not dare 

hope for such a gift. How could he have expected a virgin to give birth to a son, to see in this Son ‘God is 

with us,’ who would go down into the depths to seek out the lost sheep, the creature  he had fashioned, 

and then arise to offer to His father the ‘man’ who had thus been recovered (St.  Iranaeus of Lyon, Adv. 

Haer. III, 19) 

 

The icons of Christmas and Pascha speak to and complement one another. Are there not, in both of 

them, a struggle between light and darkness, a tomb, myrrh and linen cloths?   The ascending and 

descending movements present in the icon of the Descent into Hell appear here as well, as God becomes 

man who, in turn, rises up toward Him. 
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The glory of man is realized through the ‘kenosis’ of God, who loves him to a degree that surpasses our 

understanding. The newborn child, laid on the tomb or sacrificial altar, opens for us the ‘passage’ to the 

Winter Pascha. Every attack on humanity now also personally affects Christ, who became incarnate in 

our history and bore our flesh. 

 

The New Adam, therefore, can only be counted 

among those who are oppressed and 

persecuted. ‘To put on Christ’ means to share 

the purpose of the poor, of those who suffer in 

their humanity, even if they do not share our 

faith. Having come to save not only the just but 

all mankind, Christ leaves the ninety-nine sheep 

to see the one that is lost.”   (The Resurrection 

and the Icon, pp.132-133) 

In the Middle East, the land of Christ’s own birth, Christians are suffering persecution as well as from the 

on-going civil war in Syria.  Learn what you can do to support our Syrian brother and sister Christians 

at http://www.iocc.org/news/9-10-13_syria.aspx. 
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Prayer provided courtesy of Orthodox Peace Fellowship 

Prayer for Peace 

Almighty God and Creator, You are the Father of all people on the earth. Guide, I pray, all the nations and their 

leaders in the ways of justice and peace. Protect us from the evils of injustice, prejudice, exploitation, conflict 

and war. Help us to put away mistrust, bitterness and hatred. Teach us to cease the storing and using of 

implements of war. Lead us to find peace, respect and freedom. Unite us in the making and sharing of tools of 

peace against ignorance, poverty, disease and oppression. Grant that we may grow in harmony and friendship 

as brothers and sisters created in Your image, to Your honor and praise. Amen. 

 

 

Christmas 2013     Posted on December 25, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

Dear Readers and Fellow Christian Sojourners, 

Christ is born!   Glorify Him! 

On the night of Jesus’ birth, the angels sang praise to God and wished 

peace to all on earth.  I hope that each of you may experience that peace 

with which God favored us on that evening His son was born of the Virgin 

Theotokos.  May God always grace you with the sense of His presence in 

your lives and wherever you may be on earth.  That would be to truly to 

live the spirit of Christmas. 

In the Akathist service, “GLORY TO GOD FOR ALL THINGS”, we sing: 

How filled with sweetness are those whose thoughts dwell on You: how life-giving Your holy Word. To 

speak with You is more soothing than anointing with oil, sweeter than the honeycomb.  To pray to You 

lifts the spirit, refreshes the soul.  Where You are not, there is only emptiness; hearts are smitten with 
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sadness; nature, and life itself, becomes sorrowful. Where You are, the soul is filled with abundance, and 

its song resounds like a torrent of life: Alleluia! 

May God grant you that sweetness of thoughts dwelling on God, and 

may He give you the awareness of His Holy presence.  And if you 

experience that sad emptiness at any time, may it lead you to seek 

God with all your soul, heart, mind and strength. 

Thank you all for your prayers, kindnesses, criticisms, support and 

patience.  Your presence and participation in the parish have been a 

blessing to us all. 

Fr. Ted 

In the Akathist to the Theotokos we sing the following words which 

are another lovely image of Christ who is both lamb of God and 

shepherd to God’s sheep: 

“The shepherds heard the angels carolling Christ’s incarnation and running like sheep to their Shepherd, 

they beheld him as an innocent lamb, that had been pastured in Mary’s womb and they sang praises to 

her…”   ( Prayer Book – In Accordance with the Tradition of the Eastern Orthodox , Kindle Loc. 2398-99) 

 

 

Christmas: The Ancient of Days Becomes an Infant 

Posted on December 26, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

As I looked, thrones were placed and one that was ancient of days took his seat; his raiment was white 

as snow, and the hair of his head like pure wool; his throne was fiery flames, its wheels were burning fire. 

A stream of fire issued and came forth from before him; a thousand thousands served him, and ten 
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thousand times ten thousand stood before him; the court sat in judgment, 

and the books were opened. . . . I saw in the night visions, and behold, 

with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man, and he came 

to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him. And to him was 

given dominion and glory and kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and 

languages should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, 

which shall not pass away, and his kingdom one that shall not be 

destroyed.  (Daniel 7:9-14) 

The Prophecy of Daniel involving the Ancient of Days was most often 

interpreted, especially in the Christian West, to be Daniel’s vision  of the 

Father and the Son meeting together, which no doubt then contributed to 

paintings of God the Father as an old man.  Sebastian Brock notes that the 

Syrians followed a similar interpretation of the Father and Son in Daniel’s 

prophecy, but the Greek text implied a different interpretation. 

“…The Ancient of Days is distinct from the ‘Son of Man’, mentioned earlier in the verse. Accordingly 

Ephrem and other early Syriac writers take the Ancient of Days as referring to the Father. In the Old 

Greek translation of Daniel, however, the ‘Son of Man’ is described as being ‘like (or: as) the Ancient of 

Days’, thus allowing for the latter to become a title referring to Christ, rather than to the 

Father.”    (TREASURE HOUSE OF MYSTERIES: Explorations of the Sacred Text Through Poetry in the 

Syriac Tradition, pg. 167) 

Identifying the Ancient of Days with Christ is thus an interpretation of the text we find in the Greek 

fathers and in some Orthodox iconography following the Greek tradition.   Vassilios Papavassiliou in his 

booklet on the Nativity Lent in the 

Orthodox tradition says: 

“It is this astonishing paradox that the 

Orthodox Church repeatedly compels us 

to contemplate, a paradox that was 

beautifully expressed by St. John 

Chrysostom: 

‘What shall I say! And how shall I 

describe this Birth to you? For this 

wonder fills me with astonishment. The 

Ancient of days has become an infant. 

 

He Who sits upon the sublime and heavenly Throne, now lies in a manger. And He Who cannot be 

touched, now lies subject to the hands of men.’”  (Meditations for Advent: Preparing for Christ’s Birth, 

Kindle Loc. 538-42) 
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The Incarnation: For the Salvation of the World 

Posted on December 28, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

Jean Daniélou comments that for St. Gregory of Nyssa (d. 384AD) “… the 

Incarnation and the Atonement would appear to be identical. The Incarnation 

is the union of the Word not merely with human nature as such but with fallen 

nature, the sarx. Now the state of fallen nature is chiefly characterized by 

death.  Thus 

Christ did not suffer death because He had been born; rather, it was because 

of death that He chose to be born. Eternal Life had no need of life, but He 

entered our bodily existence in order to restore us from death to life. Our 

entire nature had to be recalled from death; hence He stretched forth His 

hand, as it were, to the dead body, and came to see the place where we had fallen. Indeed He came so 

close to death as to touch mortality itself, that He might make of our own nature, in His body, a principle 

of resurrection. 

Thus the Incarnation-Atonement is the union of the Word with 

man in a state of death to bring about man’s resurrection. 

Christ’s resurrection is indeed ‘a principle of resurrection’ for all 

humanity: 

Just as death was transmitted to all men by a single act, so too, 

by the action of one Man the  principle of resurrection is 

extended to all humanity.” 

( From Glory to Glory: Texts from Gregory of Nyssa’s Mystical 

Writings, pp. 16-17) 
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Christ: The Treasure House of God   Posted on December 29, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

In one poem from the Syrian Christian tradition, the Magi having arrived to see 

the newborn king, speak to Mary about the richness she has brought into the 

world by giving birth to the incarnate Son of God. 

“MAGI: Your son is the great treasure-house 

containing wealth sufficient to make all rich. 

Other kings’ treasure-stores may be reduced to 

poverty, 

but His will never run out or need to be rationed.” 

(Anonymous dialogue poem in Treasure-house of  Mysteries: Explorations 

of the Sacred Text Through Poetry in the Syriac Tradition, pg. 170) 

 

 

Putting On Christ in His Humility    Posted on December 30, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

“Did you see how the Master comes down to us? Did you see His infinite kindness? He made no 

burdensome or oppressive demands on us. Nor did he say: Learn from me, 

because I have worked miracles, because I have raised the dead, because I 

have shown forth wondrous deeds, things which belong to His power alone. 

But what did He say?Learn from me, for I am meek and humble of heart, 

and will find rest for your souls. Do you see what a boon and advantage this 

yoke is? Therefore, he who had deserved to come under this yoke, he who 

has been able to learn from the Master to be meek and humble of heart, 

shall obtain complete rest for his soul. For this is the summary of our 

salvation. He who has acquired this virtue, although still entangled in the 

flesh, will be able to vie with immaterial powers and to be free from any 

connection with his present life. For he who imitates 

the Master’s meekness will not lose his temper nor 

be roused against his neighbor. Even if someone 

shall strike him, he will say:  If I have spoken ill, bear 

witness to the evil; but if well, why do you strike 

me? If anyone call out and say that he is possessed by an evil spirit, he answers: I 

have not a devil, and none of the charges brought forward against him will be 

able to hurt him. Such a man will scorn all the glory of the present life; nothing of 

the visible world will win him over to itself, forfrom now on he will see things 

through different eyes. The man who is humble of heart will never be able to envy 
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his neighbor’s possessions. He will not steal, nor will he commit fraud; he will not yearn for wealth, but, 

while showing great compassion for his kindred, he will forsake the wealth he does have. Such a man will 

not undermine another’s marriage. Since he has come under the yoke of Christ and has learned to be 

meek and humble of heart, he will follow in the steps of the Master and manifest every virtue in every 

way.” 

(St. John Chrysostom,  Ancient Christian Writers: Baptismal Instructions, pp. 34-35) 

 

Christmas: What Does it Matter?       Posted 

on December 30, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

Christmases come and Christmases go.  Walking down the 

street 2 days after Christmas several houses already have 

their live trees in the trash heap.  Christmas past, or 

passed.  Does it matter?  The year winds down just like all 

the others before it.   Has anything changed? 

 

“Where is the promise of his coming? For ever since the fathers fell asleep, all things have continued as 

they were from the beginning of creation.”  ( 2 Peter 3:4) 

 St. Peter thought only scoffers would ask that question, but 

perhaps he couldn’t imagine a time would come when even 

some Christians would feel that way.  Christ is born.  Merry 

Christmas.  Happy Holidays. Season’s Greetings. 

If Christmas is mostly or only pleasantries, pastries and 

presents, or family, fun and fruitcake, it will eventually pass 

into memory, maybe even attaining a level of nostalgia.  We 

look forward to it and are often just as glad when it is over! 

In the Orthodox Church, on the Sunday after Christmas we 

encounter some hymns which sum up what we Christians 

have experienced  … or should have if we were paying 

attention to the Holy Days.   What Christmas really changes 

are eternal things, they are the things that really matter 

about Christmas.  What has Christmas, the birth of the 

Messiah, changed?  Here is a synopsis of the theological 

importance for each of us of the Nativity of Christ. 
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Come, let us greatly rejoice in the Lord, 

as we sing of this present mystery: 

the wall which divided God from man has been destroyed; 

the flaming sword withdraws from Eden’s gate; 

the Cherubim withdraw from the Tree of Life; 

and I, who had been cast out through my disobedience, 

now feast on the delights of Paradise: 

for today the Father’s perfect Image, 

marked with the stamp of His eternity, 

has taken the form of a servant. 

 

http://farm8.staticflickr.com/7162/6535017287_78ec10f506.jpg
http://farm8.staticflickr.com/7005/6535023459_a7b5d9b7b3.jpg


Without undergoing change He is born from an unwedded mother; 

He was true God, and He remains the same, 

but through His love for mankind, 

He has become what He never was: true man. 

Come, O faithful, let us cry to Him: 

“O God, born of the Virgin, have mercy on us!” 

Wow!  That is Christmas.  It’s not in the cookies, trees, decorations, gifts, gatherings or meals, though 

any of those might be ways of celebrating what has been accomplished for us by Christ being born. 

 

Today heaven and earth are united, for Christ is born. 

Today God has come to earth, and man ascends to heaven. 

Today God, Who by nature cannot be seen, 

is seen in the flesh for our sake. 

Let us glorify Him, crying: 

“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace! 

Your coming has brought peace to us. 

Glory to You, O our Savior!” 
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 Christmas celebrations come and go.  They involve family traditions as well as new recipes and surprise 

presents.  But only when we think about the theology of Christmas, of the incarnation and that the 

infant Christ is our salvation can we marvel at God’s love and plan for us. 

 

“For ask now concerning the days that are past, which were before you, since the day that God created 

man on the earth, and ask from one end of heaven to the other, whether any great thing like this has 

happened, or anything like it has been heard.”  (Deuteronomy 4:32) 
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