
The Nativity of Christ (2014) 

The Nativity Fast (2014)   Posted on November 14, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

In the Orthodox Church the weeks before Christmas were used especially 

by monastics as a quiet period to prepare for the Feast of the Nativity of 

Christ.  It was a time of prayer and fasting as the monks and nuns 

contemplated God’s saving act of becoming incarnatein the Virgin 

Mary and then being born as the man, Jesus Christ.  So the Orthodox 

traditional preparation for Christmas is quietness and a simplified way of 

life is in conflict with the American way of anticipating Christmas by an 

increase in activities: parties, feasting, imbibing in drink, shopping, baking 

and singing songs about festive activities.   In the early centuries of 

Christianity, there was a period of fastingthat lasted a few days before 

Christmas with the liturgical celebration of the Nativity of Christ 

being  followed by days of feasting.  Historians note that in the ancient 

Studite monastic practice, Christmas Eve was originally part of the celebration and kept by the monks as 

a day of feasting (Job Getcha, THE TYPIKON DECODED, p 131), but eventually as the Sabaite monastic 

influence prevailed in the Church, Christmas Eve became a strict fast day. 

In the 7th Century, the Nativity fast became a 40 day fast, following the pattern 

of the Great Lent before Pascha.  The Nativity Fast however kept a more joyous 

theme and therefore never acquired the penitential quality of Great Lent (SAINT 

GREGORY PALAMAS: THE HOMILIES, p 635).   So we do see change in both 

Orthodox and monastic practice over time regarding the Nativity Fast.  Currently 

in Orthodoxy the Nativity Fast begins on November 15.  In customary practice 

outside of monasteries it is often not kept as strictly as Great Lent by the 

faithful, yet we all are reminded that the Christmas season is a time for us to 

think about the gift of salvation freely given to us by God in Jesus Christ.  God 

saw the condition of humans in the world ofthe Fall – impoverished and 

unhopeful.  God’s action is to save us from this fallen condition and to alleviate 

the suffering inflicted on us by sin and death.  We too during this Nativity season can see poverty and 

hopelessness in our fellow humans; in imitation of God, we can respond in generous love towards those 

in need.  This is the best way to prepare to celebrated Christmas. 

 

Incarnate Healing   Posted on November 17, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

In the Menaion (the book of commemorative hymns for the feasts and saints throughout the year) , I 

saw the following Hymn to the Theotokos listed for the Vespers“Lord I call…” verses for the Holy Apostle 

and Evangelist Matthew.  I found the hymn to very theologically profound, especially in 

this Nativity season  as we prepare ourselves to celebrate our Savior’s birth. 
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THE CREATOR AND FASHIONER OF MEN TOOK FLESH FROM YOUR WOMB, 

ALL-BLESSED ONE. 

The incarnation of God is central to the Good News: God became flesh and 

dwelt among us.  The mystery of the Word of God becoming a human 

silences our thoughts as we contemplate the God of love entering into His 

creation.  God not only loves humans, God becomes a human in Jesus 

Christ.  This is the mystery of God’s love for us.  The God who is love holds 

nothing back from us.  God’s desire is not only for us to dwell with Him, but 

also He desires to dwell in us and for us to dwell in Him.  God takes upon 

Himself our flesh which He receives from one whom He created, namely the 

Virgin Theotokos, Mary. 

HEALING US WHO HAD FALLEN, DECEIVED BY THE SERPENT. 

God does not merely forgive us or show mercy to us.  The Trinitarian God reveals that He is not only 

transcendent but also immanent.  God in uniting Himself to us, heals human nature, heals each of 

us.  Entering into the world as a human God restores not only humans to their natural, God-given role in 

creation; God also restores all of creation.  God uniting Himself to humanity is a healing act, restoring us 

from within, bringing humanity to communion with divinity again. In Holy Communion, God literally 

enters into our veins as the medicine of immortality. 

YOU GAVE BIRTH WONDROUSLY TO GOD THE WORD, PURE 

ONE; 

God incarnate in the womb of the Theotokos is then born 

into the world.  Mary gives birth to the transcendent God in 

the flesh.  This is what Christmas originally celebrates.    The 

Word of God in the flesh is the prototype for every good 

gift, given or received.  For believers, each gift is but a 

symbol of God’s gift of love to us.   Each gift given or 

received by Christians can bring our attention to salvation. 

YOUR OFFSPRING SET US FREE FROM CORRUPTION, FOR 

WE HAD GROWN OLD IN SIN: 

Again the mystery of the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ is that God unites Himself to mortal 

flesh.  God becomes flesh, takes on sin in order to die. Christ is made to be sin so that we can become 

righteous (2 Corinthians 5:20-21).  His life and death frees us from corruption and delivers us from 

mortality by opening to us eternal life in paradise. 

THEREFORE WE BLESS YOU, UNWEDDED BRIDE,  THE SHELTER OF ALL WHO IN FAITH GLORIFY YOU. 
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The Theotokos Mary is the unwedded bride – a most intriguing 

phrase.  Mary is wed to Joseph, but it is not through Joseph that she 

conceives a child.  Mary cannot be wed to eternal God, but it is His Son she 

bears.  Mary, as though she is unwed, remains a virgin though giving birth 

to a Son.  The mystery of the incarnation does not pretend to be modern 

science, does not make any comment about human genetics.   The entire 

Gospel claim about God in the flesh says this is the revelation of the 

mystery of God’s love.  It is a revelation about God, about God’s love for 

humanity and the world, about what humanity is capable of becoming.  And 

yes it defies logic and reveals our limited capacity to understand what it is 

to be human, especially if we only think in materialistic terms. To the 

materialist who says, “I don’t see how the Virgin birth and incarnation are possible”, we agree.  Our 

hymns continuously marvel at these events which do not seem possible,  We however would say we see 

the events, AND we think they are ineffable, indescribably and incomprehensible.    We do not know the 

science involved.  We see in the event of the Virgin birth an image of a new creation story.   God acting 

in history again.  How this can happen is as scientifically improbable for believers as it is for non-

believers.  Faithists and atheists can agree on this issue.  Believers however marvel at the mystery, at the 

inexplicable, at what remains unknown to us and uncertain to science.  We have no simple 

explanations.  We do stand in awe before the love of God revealed in the world. 

 

The Theotokos, Motherhood and Salvation    Posted on November 22, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

“Conqueror, adventurer, builder, man is not fatherly in his being. 

An ancient liturgical text projects upon the motherhood of the Virgin the 

light of the divine fatherhood: ‘You have given birth to the Son without a 

father, the Son whom the Father brought forth before the ages without a 

mother.’ The virgin Mary’s motherhood is thus a human figure or image of 

the fatherhood of God. Here we have an explanation of why the religious 

principle of dependence on the beyond, of receptivity, of communion is 

expressed so immediately by woman. The particular sensibility to pure 

spirituality resides far more in the anima than in the animus. It is the 

feminine soul which is nearest to the sources, to the origins, to birth. The 

Bible presents woman as the quintessential image of human nature’s 

spiritual receptivity. In actuality, the promise of salvation was given to 

woman, for a woman received the Annunciation of the birth of Christ and it 

was a woman who first saw the Risen Lord, and it is a woman ‘clothed in the sun’ who is the image of the 

Church and of the heavenly city in the Book of Revelation. 
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Further, it is in the images of the beloved and the bride that God chose 

to express his love for us and the marital nature of his communion with 

us. Finally, the most important fact is that theIncarnation was 

accomplished in the Virgin’s feminine nature. It is she who gave 

the Word of God her flesh and blood. To divine fatherhood as a specific 

feature of God’s very being directly corresponds the motherhood of 

woman, her receptive capacity for the divine. The whole goal of 

Christian life is to make of every human being a mother, a being 

predestined for the mystery of birth, ‘so that Christ may be formed in 

you’ (Gal. 4:19). Sanctification is precisely the action of the Spirit who 

makes possible the miraculous birth of Jesus in the depths of the soul. 

This is why the Nativity symbolizes and expresses the charism of every woman, that of bringing God to 

birth in destitute souls: ‘The Word is constantly born anew in our hearts.’ says the Letter to Diognetus. 

For St Maximus the Confessor, the mystic is the one in whom the birth of Christ is manifest. In order to 

describe his spiritual fatherhood, even St. Paul used the image of motherhood: ‘I undergo the sufferings 

of childbirth’ (Gal. 4:19).”   (Paul Evdokimov, In the World, Of the Church, pp 234-235) 

 

Greed: A Deadly Sin    Posted on November 25, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

In our consumer driven culture, the sin of greed is often forgotten, buried under our ever mounting 

possessions.   Consumer spending in the US in 2013 was said to comprise 71% 

of the US economy.   I suppose that means we even think of our purchasing 

ever more goods as being both patriotic and a sign of being blessed.  As an 

alternative to giving things to people who already have more than they want, 

many charities in the US offer chances of giving Christmas gifts which actually 

benefit others and which don’t add items to our closets, attics, basements, 

garages or landfills.  While obviously Christmas gift giving often is done for pure 

love and joy, I certainly do hear a fair amount of comment from people who 

feel compelled to give or participate in gift exchanges which they aren’t 

interested in and sometimes can’t afford.   I also hear of those who feel 

completely frazzled by the frenzied shopping sprees they have to go on to 

meet all of their ‘gifting’ obligations.  And there is a degree for many that the 

lure of shopping is that power to purchase which makes us feel good about 

ourselves. 

Since we Orthodox are also in the Nativity Fast, we have reason to consider 

whether any of our own desires or behaviors in this season are in fact sinfully 

selfish rather than done for others in love.   Sinfulness and repentance are not 

what some people want to hear about in the Christmas Season, but we 

Orthodox are in a lenten time as well, and so should joyfully welcome clear 
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sightedness about our own behavior.  Socrates thought the unexamined life is not worth 

living.   Repentance and confession tell us our life is worth living that is why we examine it! 

St. John Cassian reminds us that greed is not a minor sin, but has shown itself to be a deadly 

one.  Cassian points out that it is greed, avarice, which leads Judas down a deadly path. 

“Consider Judas, who was numbered among the apostles and who did not wish to crush this serpent’s 

deadly head – how it destroyed him with its poison, entangled him in the snares of desire and drove him 

to a criminal and speedy end by persuading him to sell the world’s redeemer and the author of human 

salvation for thirty pieces of silver. Never would he have fallen into the abominable villainy of betrayal 

had he not been infected with the disease of avarice, nor would he have been guilty of sacrilegiously 

denying the Lord if he had not first been in the habit of stealing from the purse that was entrusted to 

him.” (The Institutes, p 181) 

Abba Chomai said: “Do not let your hands be stretched out to gather in; let them rather be stretched out 

to give.”    (GIVE ME A WORD: THE ALPHABETICAL SAYINGS THE DESERT FATHERS, p 317) 

 

Christmas: Changing our Hearts  Posted on December 2, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

 

Archimandrite Vassilios (Papavassiliou) in his 

book Meditations for Advent: Preparing for 

Christ’s Birth,  reminds us that the celebration 

of Christmas is not mostly about partying, 

shopping or giving gifts.  Christmas does not 

merely commemorate a past historical event, 

as theologically important as that event might 

be.   Christmas and the Nativity Fastpreceding 

it are geared to change our hearts and 

lives.  Christmas is the coming of the Kingdom 

of God.  Jesus Christ Himself teaches that the 

proper response to the Kingdom is repentance! 

“Jesus began to preach, saying, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.‘” (Matthew 4:17) 

Christmas and the season preceding it are meant to change our hearts, to help us to become imitators 

of Christ, so that we live to love both God and neighbor.  Archimandrite Vassilios writes: 
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“It is not enough to celebrate Christmas. We need to be changed 

and shaped by what we are celebrating. If our spiritual life is no 

better in spite of all our praying, fasting, and church services, 

then we have not yet begun to fully respond to the significance of 

Advent and of the Nativity. The Church’s invitation to prepare for 

the Nativity is above all a command to us to open the gates 

ofrepentance, that Christ may enter our very being and be born 

anew in our hearts, and to offer our virtues to the newborn King. 

Instead of gold, we offer charity; 

instead of frankincense, prayer; 

instead of myrrh, repentance. 

Then, like the song of the angels and the adoration of the 

shepherds, our worship will be pure and our love without 

pretense.”   (Kindle Loc. 161-66) 

Archimandrite Vassilios notes that Nativity Fast in popular 

Orthodox practice is not kept as strictly as Great Lent. 

“November 15—Orthodox Advent begins (The Nativity fast is 

not as strict as most fasts of the Orthodox Church, and the 

practices of fasting vary from one place to another. The 

general rule is that we abstain from meat and dairy 

throughout Advent, and from fish on Wednesdays and 

Fridays and during the last 5, 7, or 12 days of Advent—from 

December 20, 18, or 13—depending on local 

custom.)   (Vassilios Papavassiliou, Meditations for Advent: 

Preparing for Christ’s Birth, Kindle Loc. 69-72) 
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Moderation in All Things   Posted on December 3, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

 

Orthodox Christians sometimes are known for the zeal in asceticism.  Some vigilantly keep the fasts of 

the Church and feel superior to those who don’t keep lent zealously.   St. Paul  tells us there are some 

things we should be doing always, constantly and in all circumstances: 

Rejoice always, pray constantly, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus 

for you. (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18) 

Rejoicing, praying and giving thanks are to be part of lenten efforts daily, 

24/7, at every moment.   Zeal in asceticism, can be unenlightened 

(Romans 10:2).  St. Paul knew the danger of zeal: he repented of his own 

zeal which led him to persecute the Church (Philippians 3:6).  He does 

however advocate zeal in giving aid to others.  And, as noted above, he did 

feel there were a few things worthy of our constant engagement as 

Christians.   Ascetic effort is to be combined with and should consist of 

rejoicing, praying and offering thanksgiving. 

What is to be remembered is that fasting as such is not the goal of the 

Christian life but a tool to help each of us develop an inner 

discipline.  Fasting is not a tool for us to hammer away at others!  Fasting 

is to help us on the road to the Kingdom, to help us practice self-denial so 

that we can love others.  The right practice of fasting requires wisdom. 

“Moderation or ‘self-mastery’ is a bridle for desire, just as meek love heals anger from unnatural 

impulses. However, both are authentic only when they are present together in the soul. Abstention, 

asceticism without love, is not virtue but vice. The demons, of course, need neither sleep nor food and 

such things. …    As Evagrius says: 

‘Better a meek, worldly man than an angry, raving monk; 

Better a sweet-tempered wife than a raving, angry virgin.'” 

(Gabriel Bunge, Dragon’s Wine and Angel’s Bread, p 135) 
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Being Transformed by Christmas    Posted on December 7, 2014  

“We have seen how the Holy Fathers regard the Transfiguration of Christ 

as an example of seeing the true nature of Christ. They taught that the 

real transfiguration occurred with the eyes of the disciples. When our 

eyes are opened, when we see through them and not with them, the 

world is transformed. We begin seeing ourselves, others, and nature as 

we are supposed to see them: icons of the transcendent God. We were 

not created to experience life as an endless series of days, filled with 

monotony and boredom. Through the Incarnation, Christ has restored 

meaning and beauty to the fallen world. And while we may not always experience life as meaningful or 

beautiful, we must remind ourselves and, with 

faith, believe that there is more to our lives than 

what meets the eye; there is more to our world 

than what we see when our hearts are impure and 

divided. God’s creation, both nature and man, are 

icons of the transcendent God. Through sin these 

icons may lose their luster, but they are icons 

nonetheless. Our priestly calling is not only to 

recognize this truth but to fulfill it: to be 

transformed and to transform the world around 

us.” (David Beck, For They Shall See God, pp 39-

40) 

 

 

Time to Confess Our Sins    Posted on December 8, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

Jesus used his parable of the sowerscattering seed on soil to show how the 

Word of God interacts with different kinds of people.  There are serious 

impediments to a seed’s ability to germinate, let alone blossom, in the 

differing places the seed might land.   This is as true for a farm field as it is 

for the garden of our hearts.    We cultivate the ground of our hearts 

through repentance and confession of sins, which requires the plough of 

humility to break up the clods of our hard heartedness.   The desired loamy 

soil in gardening requires organic material be added to the soil to help it 

become more fertile.  Humility, which must be organic in a Christian to 

relate to others, helps change our hearts from stone to flesh (Ezekiel 

36:26).  St. Porphyrios (d. 1991) proffers that there are certain cardiac 

impediments  to the spiritual life which inhibit God’s seed from taking root 
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and bringing forth fruit in the garden of each person’s heart. 

“For Christ to enter within 

us when we invoke Him 

with the words ‘Lord Jesus 

Christ’, our heart must be 

pure and free from all 

impediments. It must be 

devoid of hatred, egotism 

and malice. We must love 

Him and He must love us. 

If, however, our heart does 

harbor some thought of 

censure or ill will, there is still something we can do about it. The secret is to ask forgiveness or to make 

confession. But that, of course, as we said, requires humility. If you put the words of God into practice 

and are not troubled by pricks of conscience, you are calm and do good works, then you enter naturally 

into prayer without realizing it. Then you simply wait patiently until grace comes.” (Wounded by 

Love:The Life and Wisdom of Elder Porphyrios, p 115) 

 

Be patient, therefore, brethren, until the coming of the Lord. 

Behold, the farmer waits for the precious fruit of the earth, 

being patient over it until it receives the early and the late rain. 

You also be patient. 

Establish your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is at hand. 

(James 5:5-7) 

 

Indebted to Christ for Being Freed of Debt   Posted on December 12, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

 “It is evident from the Scripture that forgiveness of offences – debts – is central to 

the teaching and ministry of Christ, and fundamental to our own salvation, and 

the inclination to forgive even appears to be ingrained in our nature, though 

frequently it is not manifested and often it is ardently resisted. Moreover, Christ is 

firm and absolute in telling us that if we do not forgive, we will not be forgiven. It 

is evident, therefore, that any failure on our part to forgive, forms a barricade 

between us and the heavenly kingdom, a wall between us and God. Forgiveness of 

others and sincere repentance are intimately related, for when we search our own 
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souls and examine our own sinful disposition and the condition of our own characters, it is easier to 

forgive others.  […]   

One who has not forgiven others absolutely has not repented of his own 

sins. He is still in bondage to Satan through his own malice and bitterness; 

he is still judging his neighbor. Those Christ warns, ‘Do not judge, let you 

be judged in the same manner.’ Which one of us could survive if we were 

truly judged with the same measure, criterion and rigidness with which we 

dare to judge others? Not only is it perfect and all-wise justice that we 

should be judged by the same standard with which we judge others, and 

that we should not be forgiven if we have not forgiven others, but no 

matter how present and available God’s mercy is, one who does not 

forgive cannot receive forgiveness, because he has not even begun to 

repent and not even truly sough God’s forgiveness.” (Archbishop Lazar Puhalo, Not By Bread Alone: 

Homilies on the Gospel According to Saint Matthew, pp 54-54) 

 

RSVP: The Messianic Banquet   Posted on December 13, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

Eaeh year in the Orthodox calendar during the Nativity Fast the Gospel lesson from Luke 14:16-24 is 

proclaimed on a Sunday a few weeks before Christmas.  The parable is often interpreted as one of the 

parables of the Kingdom of God, this one referring particularly to the Messianic Banquet to be 

experienced at the end of this age. 

 

At that time, the Lord Jesus said, “Someone gave a great dinner and invited many. At the time for the 

dinner he sent his slave to say to those who had been invited, ‘Come; for everything is ready now.’ But 

they all alike began to make excuses. The first said to him, ‘I have bought a piece of land, and I must go 

out and see it; please accept my regrets.’  Another said, ‘I have bought five yoke of oxen, and I am going 

to try them out; please accept my regrets.’ Another said, ‘I have just been married, and therefore I 

cannot come.’ So the slave returned and reported this to his master. Then the owner of the house 

became angry and said to his slave, ‘Go out at once into the streets and lanes of the town and bring in 

http://www.amazon.com/Not-Bread-Alone-Homilies-According/dp/0919672361/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1417587969&sr=1-1&keywords=Not+By+Bread+Alone%3A+Homilies+on+the+Gospel+According+to+Saint+Matthew
http://www.amazon.com/Not-Bread-Alone-Homilies-According/dp/0919672361/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1417587969&sr=1-1&keywords=Not+By+Bread+Alone%3A+Homilies+on+the+Gospel+According+to+Saint+Matthew
https://frted.wordpress.com/2014/12/13/rsvp-the-messianic-banquet/
https://frted.wordpress.com/2014/12/13/rsvp-the-messianic-banquet/
https://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
https://farm7.staticflickr.com/6110/6995552655_4363f2c813.jpg
https://farm9.staticflickr.com/8302/7996146488_8f4b410d97_n.jpg


the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame.’ And the slave said, ‘Sir, what you ordered has been done, 

and there is still room.’ Then the master said to the slave, ‘Go out into the roads and lanes, and compel 

people to come in, so that my house may be filled. For I tell you, none of those who were invited will 

taste my dinner.’” 

 

Fr. John Behr comments: 

“Coming together now, to get ourselves ready, we hear a familiar but very striking parable from Christ. A 

man is ready to give a great banquet, and sends out his servant to call the invited guests. But they all 

make excuses – and how familiar these excuses are: some need to work their fields or look after their 

animal, they need to take care of their business; while others are now married and need to look after 

their families. 

 

The host doesn’t simply abandon the idea of having a banquet; he instead changes his guest list. He 

invites all those who had absolutely no expectation whatsoever that they would ever be invited to such a 

feast. He invites the maimed, the blind and lame, all the outcasts of society who live on the streets and in 

the lanes begging for their food. 
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Then, as there is still more room, the net is cast 

wider, this time going outside the city to the 

country roads and fields, so that, he says, the 

house will be full; and then he adds, full that ‘not 

one of those who were formerly invited shall 

taste my banquet.’Clearly, the point of the 

parable is to question the confidence of those 

who think that they will be present at Christ’s 

own messianic banquet when he comes again in 

glory. All those who were assured of a place 

turned out not really to want it. So, we need to ask ourselves, do we really think that, when we are 

called, we will act any differently from those in the parable? Why should we think that we will have the 

conviction and the strength to act differently, when even the disciples of Christ didn’t?” (John Behr, The 

Cross Stands Still While the World Turns, pp 107-108) 

 

 

Christ is Born, Give Glory   Posted on December 14, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

Beginning with the Feast of the Entrance of the Theotokos into the 

Temple on November 21 one can find hymns of the birth of Christ being 

sung at Matins during the season of the Nativity Fast.   For example, from 

the November 21st Feast in Matins we sing: 

CHRIST IS BORN, GLORIFY HIM; 

CHRIST IS FROM HEAVEN, RECEIVE HIM. 

CHRIST IS ON EARTH, BE LIFTED UP. 

SING TO THE LORD ALL THE EARTH, 
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AND PRAISE HIM WITH JOY ALL PEOPLE, 

FOR HE HAS BEEN GLORIFIED! 

Some of the hymns, part of the various canons for different feasts, either quote or are based on the 

writings of St. Gregory the Theologian (d. 391). 

“Christ is born, give glory; Christ is from the heavens, go to meet him; Christ is on earth, be lifted up. ‘Sing 

to the Lord, all the earth,’ and, to say both together, ‘Let the heavens be glad and let the earth rejoice,’ 

for the heavenly one is now earthly. Christ is in the flesh, exult with trembling and joy; trembling because 

of sin, joy because of hope. Christ comes from a Virgin; women, practice virginity, that you may become 

mothers of Christ. Who would not worship the one ‘from the beginning’? Who would not glorify ‘the 

Last’? 

[…]  The fleshless one takes flesh, the Word is made coarse, the invisible 

one is seen, the impalpable one is touched, the timeless one makes a 

beginning, the Son of God becomes Son of Man. 

[…]  This is our festival, this is the feast we celebrate today, in which 

God comes to live with human beings, that we may journey toward 

God, or return – for to speak thus is more exact – that laying aside the 

old human being we may be clothed with the new, and that as in Adam 

we have died so we may live in Christ, born with Christ and crucified 

with him, buried with him and rising with him.” (St. Gregory of 

Nazianzus,Festal Orations, pp 61-63) 

 

The Word Became Flesh: You Become Scripture   Posted on December 16, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the 

beginning with God; all things were made through him, and without him 

was not anything made that was made. …  And the Word became flesh and 

dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as of 

the only Son from the Father.”   (John 1:1-2, 14) 

God became human, so the early Christians taught, so that humans might 

become God.  The Word of God becomes flesh.  And we are to become 

living scriptures – not handing out printed texts to others, but becoming 

witnesses to Christ by living the teachings found in the Scriptures.  The 

Scriptures bear witness to Christ (John 5:39) – and that refers both to any 

written word as well as ourselves when we become examples of what the 

Scriptures teach.  St Symeon the New Theologian (d. 1022) teaches: 

“Just as the more comprehensive commandments contain within themselves all the more particular 

commandments, so the more comprehensive virtues contain in themselves the more particular virtues. 
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For he who sells what he has and distributes it to the poor (cf. Matt. 19:21), and who once and for all 

becomes poor himself, has fulfilled at once all the more particular commandments: he no longer has to 

give alms to the person who asks him for them, nor does he have to-refrain from rejecting the man who 

wishes to borrow from him (cf. Matt. 5:42). So, too, someone who prays continuously (cf. 1 Thess. 5:17) 

has in this act included everything and is no longer obliged to praise the Lord seven times a day (cf. Ps. 

119:164), or in the evening, in the morning, and at 

noonday (cf. Ps. 55:17): he has already done all 

that we do by way of prayer and psalmody 

according to the regulations and at specific times 

and hours. Similarly, he who has acquired 

consciously within himself the Teacher of spiritual 

knowledge (cf. Ps. 94:10) has gone through all 

Scripture, has gained all that is to be gained from 

reading, and will no longer have need to resort to 

books. How is this? The person who is in 

communion with Him who inspired those who 

wrote the Divine Scriptures, and is initiated by Him 

into the undivulged secrets of the hidden mysteries, will himself be an inspired book to others – a book 

containing old and new mysteries and written by the hand of God; for he has accomplished all things and 

in God, the principle of perfection, he rests from all his labors.”    (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle 35819-36) 

Being Christian doesn’t mean mostly obeying rules, but even more means becoming love, constantly and 

continuously.  We become ourselves scripture and witness to Christ in all we do. 

 

The Nativity of Christ and Repentance   Posted on December 18, 2014 

by Fr. Ted 

 

… behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph 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.”  (Matthew 1:20-

21) 
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According to St. Matthew at the 

Nativity of Christ, we learn from God 

that Jesus will save his people from 

their sins.  Christmas is thus and 

obviously about God’s own effort to 

deliver people from bondage to 

sins.  This is not some abstract idea 

about Christmas but is central to the 

original understanding of the 

holiday. The birth of Jesus readily 

calls to mind such passages from the 

Old Testament as Ezekiel 18:30-32 in 

which the Lord God says: 

“Cast away from you all the transgressions which you have committed against me, and get yourselves a 

new heart and a new spirit! Why will you die, O house of Israel?  For I have no pleasure in the death of 

any one, says the Lord GOD; so turn, and live.” 

God does not desire the death or punishment of anyone, not even of the wicked.  God wishes for every 

human being to turn away from sin  and in so doing to choose life with Him.   The birth of Christ is God’s 

action for the salvation of the human race – to save us from sin and death.  We need only to turn away 

from sin and in repentance to embrace eternal life.   This is fundamental to any celebration of Christ’s 

nativity.  The Christmas season is a natural time for us to embrace God’s love for us and to repent. 

 

The Goal of History is the Birth of the Christ    Posted 

on December 19, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

Orthodox liturgical practice has undergone significant 

development over its 2000 year history.   There were times 

in Orthodox history in which differing practices could be 

found occurring simultaneously in various parts of the 

Byzantine Empire.  Over time some of these practices 

disappeared, some were changed, and some came to 

predominate over other variations.   Christmas is one 

season that has undergone change through the 

centuries.  The Nativity Fastitself underwent change and 

development.  As noted in a previous blog at one time 

monasteries kept Christmas Eve as a feast day not a strict 

fast day.   By the time of St. Gregory of Palamas (14th Century), in the Orthodox liturgical practice, 

“… the entire month of December had taken on the character of a forefeast for Christmas. In this context, 

the theme of the original preparatory Sunday, the ‘Sunday of the Holy Fathers’ […], commemorating the 
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ancestors of Christ ‘according to the flesh’ […], especially the patriarch Abraham, to whom the promise 

was first given (Gen. 12:3, 22:18), is fundamental to the whole period. Later, however, two additional 

preparatory Sundays were established, which broadened the original theme to include all the righteous 

of the Old Dispensation – all those who were well-pleasing to God from Adam to Joseph the Betrothed, 

including those men and women who had prophesied of the coming of Christ, especially the 

prophet Daniel and the Three Holy Children (whose feastday falls on 17 December). Hence, the first 

Sunday before Christmas (between 18 to 24 December) became known as the ‘Sunday before the 

Nativity of Christ’ […], while the second Sunday (between 11 to 17 December) took on the name, ‘Sunday 

of the Holy Forefathers of Christ’ […] – to distinguish them from the Fathers of the ecumenical councils, 

while the third Sunday before Christmas (between 1 to 10 December) is simply an extension of the 

second, continuing the remembrance of all those who lived before and under the law, and is marked by 

the readings of Luke 13:10-17, which speaks of the Crippled Woman who was Healed by Christ on the 

Sabbath as a ‘daughter of Abraham’. ” (endnotes,  St. Gregory Palamas Homilies, p 632) 

So St. Matthew begins his Gospel and genealogy with the Patriarch 

Abraham. 

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. 
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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. 

 

St. Maximus the Confessor (7th Century) writes: 

“Therefore the mystery of the Incarnation of the Word 

contains in itself the whole meaning of the riddles and 

symbols of Scripture, the whole significance of visible 

and invisible creatures. Whoever knows the mystery of 

the cross and the tomb knows the meanings of things. 

Whoever is initiated into the hidden meaning of the 

resurrection knows the purpose for which God created 

everything in 

the beginning. 

 

 The Incarnation was therefore the product of a long history, a 

fleshly fruit that had long been ripening on the earth. This was 

the point of view ofIrenaeus of Lyons who in the second century 

worked out a real theology of history expressed as a grand 

succession of covenants (with Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, 

and so on). Whilst humanity thus tested its freedom, an ever-

diminishing ‘remnant’ meditated on and refined its expectations 

until a woman, Mary, by giving her indispensable assent, as last 

made possible the perfect union of the divine and the human. 

The history continues today; Life continues to be offered, not 

imposed. Today also, amidst the titanic undertakings of the 

modern age, people have desired ‘to see even before becoming 
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adult the disappearance of every difference between God and humanity’. The movement from the God-

man to God-humanity is now possible only because of the patience of the saints, who have slowly 

established their communion.” (Olivier Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, p 40) 

 

 

The Ancestors of Christ (2014)   Posted on December 20, 2014 by Fr. Ted 

“… have you not read what was said to you by God, ‘I am the God of Abraham…? He is God not of the 

dead, but of the living.”  (Matthew 22:31-32) 

Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I am.”  (John 8:53) 

 

  Patriarch Abraham 

On the Sunday before Christmas we read the Gospel lesson of the birth 

of Jesus Christ according to St. Matthew.  That same Gospel lesson has 

St. Matthew’s recorded ancestry of Christ, tracing the Messiah’s 

ancestral roots back to the Patriarch Abraham and his wife Sarah.   It is 

with Abraham that God makes a covenant and a promise, giving both 

Abraham and Sarah new names reflecting their new relationship with 

God. 

“Behold, my covenant is with you, and you shall be the father of a 

multitude of nations. No longer shall your name be Abram, but your name shall be Abraham; for I have 

made you the father of a multitude of nations. I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make 

nations of you, and kings shall come forth from you. And I will establish my covenant between me and 

you and your descendants after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God 

to you and to your descendants after you.”  (Genesis 17:4-7) 
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  Abraham and Sarah 

And God said to Abraham, “As for Sarai your wife, you shall not 

call her name Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name. I will bless her, 

and moreover I will give you a son by her; I will bless her, and 

she shall be a mother of nations; kings of peoples shall come 

from her.”  (Genesis 17:15-16) 

The Holy Apostle Paul connects God’s promise to Abraham to 

Jesus Christ, who fulfills the promise. 

Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring. 

It does not say, “And to offsprings,” referring to many; but, 

referring to one, “And to your offspring,” which is Christ.  (Galatians 3:16) 

 

Abraham, Sarah, Moses and St. Paul    

 

While Jesus Christ fulfills God’s promise to Abraham, 

St. Paul also points out that it is not to Abraham 

alone that God reckoned righteousness through 

faith, but to all of us who believe.  Thus from 

Abraham to the Church today there is a continuous 

and organic faith shared by all. 

“… the promise may rest on grace and be 

guaranteed to all his descendants—not only to the 

adherents of the law but also to those who share the 

faith of Abraham, for he is the father of us all, as it is 

written, “I have made you the father of many 

nations” —in the presence of the God in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into 

existence the things that do not exist. In hope he believed against hope, that he should become the 

father of many nations; as he had been told, “So shall your descendants be.” He did not weaken in faith 

when he considered his own body, which was as good as dead because he was about a hundred years 

old, or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb. No distrust made him waver concerning the 

promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, fully convinced that God was 

able to do what he had promised. That is why his faith was “reckoned to him as righteousness.”  But the 

words, “it was reckoned to him,” were written not for his sake alone, but for ours also. It will be reckoned 

to us who believe in him that raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, who was put to death for our 

trespasses and raised for our justification.”  (Romans 4:16-25) 
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From the time of the Patriarch Abraham (about 2000BC) until now, 2000 years after the time of Christ, 

there have been a succession of men and women who shared Abraham’s faith in God.   On the Sunday 

before the Nativity of Christ, in the Orthodox Church we honor all of those faithful men and women who 

are in the ancestry of Christ.  They believed before the Messiah, remaining faithful to the prophecies 

and promises of God.  So we read in Hebrews 11:9-40: 

By faith Abraham sojourned in the land of promise as in a foreign country, dwelling in 

tents with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with him of the same promise; for he waited for the 

city which has foundations, whose builder and maker is God. By faith Abraham, when he 

was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the promises offered up his only 

begotten son, of whom it was said, “In Isaac your seed shall be called,” accounting that 

God was able to raise him up, even from the dead, from which he also received him in a 

figurative sense. 

By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau 

concerning things to come. By faith 

Jacob, when he was dying, blessed 

each of the sons of Joseph, and 

worshiped, leaning on the top of his 

staff. By faith Joseph, when he was 

dying, made mention of the departure 

of the children of Israel, and gave 

instructions concerning his bones. By 

faith Moses, when he was born, was 

hidden three months by his parents, 

because they saw he was a beautiful 

child; and they were not afraid of the king’s command. And what more shall I say? For the time would 

fail me to tell of Gideon and Barak and Samson and Jephthah, also of David and Samuel and the 

prophets: who through faith subdued kingdoms, worked righteousness, obtained promises, stopped the 

mouths of lions, quenched the violence of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, out of weakness were 

made strong, became valiant in battle, turned to flight the armies of the aliens. Women received their 

dead raised to life again. And others were tortured, not accepting deliverance, that they might obtain a 

better resurrection. Still others had trial of mocking and scourging, yes, and of chains and imprisonment. 

They were stoned, were sawn in two, were tempted, were slain with the sword. They wandered about in 

sheepskins and goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, tormented; of whom the world was not worthy. They 

wandered in deserts and mountains, in dens and caves of the earth. And all these, having obtained a 

good testimony through faith, did not receive the promise, God having provided something better for us, 

that they should not be made perfect apart from us. 
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  The Hospitality of Abraham and Sarah 

 

Abraham, the man whose faith is reckoned 

as righteousness, is thus connected to Jesus 

who brings righteousness to all the 

faithful.  The Nativity of Christ is the 

celebration of the fulfillment of the faith and 

righteousness of Father Abraham.  We 

proclaim in the Gospel of St. 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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At Christmas we celebrate the faith of Abraham, the birth of the Messiah, and life in the Kingdom which 

is to come. 
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