
The Pre-Lenten Sundays (2015)  

 

Worship and Relationship 

Posted on January 23, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

Hear the word of the LORD,  

You children of Israel, 

For the LORD brings a charge against the inhabitants of the land: 

“There is no truth or mercy 

Or knowledge of God in the land.   (Hosea 4:1) 

For I desire mercy and not sacrifice, 

And the knowledge of God more than burnt offerings.   (Hosea 6:6) 

Commenting on Hosea 6:6,  biblical 

scholar Fr. Eugen J. Pentiuc writes: 

“This eternal will of Yahweh is revealed in 

v. 6. 

‘For I desire mercy and not sacrifice.’  

Note that ‘mercy’ is followed by 

‘knowledge of God’ as in 4:1. Both virtues 

reflect the will or the delight of God in 

promoting a profound relationship with 

Israel. Yahweh is the Lord, and in this quality, he sets the moral standards and principles pertaining to 

the covenantal relationship with Israel. Yahweh does not reject worship as a whole but he criticizes the 

way Israel perceives it. Instead of a means to enter the relationship with God and to foster community 

ties, the worship becomes gradually a goal in itself (cf. Am 5:21ff.; Mic 6:6ff.). 

A similar explanation may be found in 

Theodoret of Cyrus: 

‘For I do not require sacrifices, I accept 

these sacrifices, condescending to the 

weakness of your mind. But I demand 

these two things: good will toward me, 

and love for your neighbor.’ 

Instead of cultivating the ‘knowledge of 

God’ and ‘mercy,’ Israel is more interested 

in bringing sacrifices (or sacrificial meals) 

and burnt offerings.” (Long-Suffering 

Love: A Commentary on Hosea with Patristic Annotations, p 99) 
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Every generation of Orthodox Christians has to also consider the words of the Lord.  We place emphasis 

on exacting and proper liturgy and rules of fasting, yet they are never to become ends in 

themselves.  Right worship and exacting piety, which we believe are important to the spiritual life, can 

never displace or preempt mercy and the knowledge of God in our spiritual lives.  Piety, asceticism and 

liturgy are to form our hearts so that we can have a proper relationship with God and neighbor.   If we 

come to see them as the goal of the spiritual life, we can lose the right relationship we are to have in 

loving God and loving neighbor. 

 

 

Zacchaeus: Desiring Spiritual Growth  Posted on January 24, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

The Parable of Zacchaeus   (Luke 19:1-10) 

Then Jesus entered and passed through Jericho.  Now 

behold, there was a man named Zacchaeus who was a 

chief tax collector, and he was rich.  And he sought to see 

who Jesus was, but could not because of the crowd, for he 

was of short stature.  So he ran ahead and climbed up into 

a sycamore tree to see Him, for He was going to pass that 

way.  And when Jesus came to the place, He looked up and 

saw him, and said to him, “Zacchaeus, make haste and 

come down, for today I must stay at your house.”  So he 

made haste and came down, and received Him joyfully.  But 

when they saw it, they all complained, saying, “He has 

gone to be a guest with a man who is a sinner.”  Then 

Zacchaeus stood and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord, I give 

half of my goods to the poor; and if I have taken anything 

from anyone by false accusation, I restore fourfold.”  And 

Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, 

because he also is a son of Abraham;  for the Son of Man 

has come to seek and to save that which was lost. 

Fr. Alexander Schmemann (d. 1983) remarks: 
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“The very first announcement of Lent is made the Sunday on which the 

Gospel lesson about Zacchaeus (Lk. 19:1-10) is read. It is the story of a 

man who was too short to see Jesus but who desired so much to see 

Him that he climbed up a tree. Jesus responded to his desire and went 

to his house. Thus the theme of this first announcement is desire. Man 

follows his desire. One can even say that man is desire, and this 

fundamental psychological truth about human nature is acknowledged 

by the Gospel: ‘Where your treasure is,’ says Christ, ‘there shall your 

heart be.’   A strong desire overcomes the natural limitations of man; 

when he passionately desires something he does things of which 

‘normally’ he is incapable. Being ‘short’, he overcomes and transcends 

himself. The only question, therefore, is whether we desire the right 

things, whether the power of desire in us is aimed at the right goal, or 

whether – in the words of the existentialist atheist, Jean Paul Sartre – 

man is a ‘useless passion.’ Zacchaeus desired the ‘right thing’; he 

wanted to see and approach Christ. He is the first symbol of 

repentance, for repentance begins as the rediscovery of the deep nature of all desire: the desire for God 

and His righteousness, for the true life. Zacchaeus is ‘short’ – petty, sinful and limited – yet his desire 

overcomes all this. It ‘forces’ Christ’s attention; it brings Christ to his home. Such, then, is the first 

announcement, the first invitation: ours is to desire that which is deepest and truest in ourselves, to 

acknowledge the thirst and hunger for the Absolute which is in us whether we know it or not, and which, 

when we deviate from it and turn our desires away, makes us indeed a ‘useless passion.’ And if we desire 

deeply enough, strongly enough, Christ will respond.” (Great Lent, pp 17-18) 

 

The Publican and the Prophets   Posted on January 31, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

The Parable of the Publican and the Pharisee (Luke 18:10-14) – 

 

The Lord Jesus taught this parable: 

Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other 

a tax collector.  The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, 

‘God, I thank You that I am not like other men-extortioners, unjust, 

adulterers, or even as this tax collector.  ‘I fast twice a week; I give 

tithes of all that I possess.’  And the tax collector, standing afar off, 

would not so much as raise his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, 

saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’  I tell you, this man went 

down to his house justified rather than the other; for everyone who 

exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be 

exalted. 

St. John Chrysostom comments: 
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“There is not, in fact, there is not any other remedy so efficacious for 

wiping away sins as the constant recollection of them and the 

unremitting criticism of them. This is the way the tax collector succeeded 

in setting aside his countless vices so as to say, ‘Lord, be merciful to me, a 

sinner;’ this is the way the Pharisee forfeited all righteousness in 

neglecting to attribute his sins to himself and condemning the whole 

world in the words, ‘I am not like other people, rapacious, avaricious, nor 

like this tax collector.’ Hence Paul also makes this exhortation, ‘Let each 

one test their own work, and then their boast will be their own work and 

not someone else’s.’  

Do you want to learn also the way righteous people in the Old Testament 

criticized themselves? Listen to how they, too, uttered remarks in accord 

with these people. David, remember, said, ‘My sins have risen over my head; they weigh me down like a 

heavy burden.’ Isaiah cried aloud, ‘What a wretch I am, being human and having unclean lips.’ And the 

three young men, confined to the furnace and surrendering their bodies to death for the sake of God, in 

their extreme situation listed their sins in the words, ‘We have sinned, we have done wrong’ – and yet 

what was more illustrious than they, what more pure? I mean, even if they were guilty of some sins, that 

fire by its nature would have wiped them all out; yet instead of their eyes being on their virtuous actions, 

they reckoned up their sins. Daniel, too, despite the lions’ den, despite the countless punishments he 

endured, criticizes himself personally and makes no such remarks about his neighbor. 

What, then? The person who speaks badly of others 

provokes the Lord, whereas those who speak badly of 

themselves placate and appease him; it renders the 

righteous more righteous, rescues sinners from their sins 

and makes them worthy of pardon. Aware of this, 

therefore, let us busy ourselves not with others’ vices but 

with our own; let us examine our conscious, let us recall 

our whole life, let us pry into each of our sins, and let us 

not only not speak badly of others but also not listen to 

others speaking badly.”  (Old Testament Homilies: Volume 3, pp 48-49) 

We can remember St. Luke’s explanation for why Jesus told the Parable of the Publican and Pharisee: 

He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and despised 

others… 

This is an important lesson for all Orthodox as we enter into Lent and imagine that fasting somehow 

makes us righteous and better Christians than those who don’t fast!  The fast is to bring us to personal 

repentance, not to the judgment of others. 
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The Prodigal Son: An Icon of Repentance      Posted on February 7, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

In Luke 15:11-32 Jesus teaches us a parable we understand to be emblematic of God the Father’s 

forgiving mercy and of how we are to reproach God in repentance. 

Then the Lord told this parable:  

“A certain man had two sons.  And the younger of them said to 

his father, ‘Father, give me the portion of goods that falls to 

me.’ So he divided to them his livelihood.  And not many days 

after, the younger son gathered all together, journeyed to a far 

country, and there wasted his possessions with prodigal 

living.  But when he had spent all, there arose a severe famine 

in that land, and he began to be in want.  Then he went and 

joined himself to a citizen of that country, and he sent him into 

his fields to feed swine.  And he would gladly have filled his 

stomach with the pods that the swine ate, and no one gave him 

anything.  But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of 

my father’s hired servants have bread enough and to spare, 

and I perish with hunger!  I will arise and go to my father, and 

will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and 

before you, and I am no longer worthy to be called your 

son.  Make me like one of your hired servants.’  And he arose 

and came to his father.  But when he was still a great way 

off, his father saw him and had compassion, and ran and fell 

on his neck and kissed him.And the son said to him, ‘Father, I 

have sinned against heaven and in your sight, and am no 

longer worthy to be called your son.’   

But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring out the best robe 

and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand and sandals on 

his feet.  And bring the fatted calf here and kill it, and let us 

eat and be merry; for this my son was dead and is alive 

again; he was lost and is found.’ And they began to be 

merry.  Now his older son was in the field.  And as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music 

and dancing.  So he called one of the servants and asked 

what these things meant.  And he said to him, ‘Your 

brother has come, and because he has received him safe 

and sound, your father has killed the fatted calf.’  But he 

was angry and would not go in.  

Therefore his father came out and pleaded with him.  So 

he answered and said to his father, ‘Lo, these many years 

I have been serving you; I never transgressed your 

commandment at any time; and yet you never gave me a 

young goat, that I might make merry with my 
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friends.  ‘But as soon as this son of yours came, who has devoured your livelihood with harlots, you killed 

the fatted calf for him.’  And he said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that I have is yours.  It 

was right that we should make merry and be glad, for your brother was dead and is alive again, and was 

lost and is found.’ “ 

Metropolitan Kallistos Ware writes: 

“The parable of the Prodigal forms an exact ikon of repentance in its 

different stages. Sin is exile, enslavement to strangers, hunger. 

Repentance is the return from exile to our true home; it is to receive back 

our inheritance and freedom in the Father’s house. But repentance 

implies action: ‘I will rise up and go’…[These two] Sundays spoke to us of 

God’s patience and limitless compassion, of His readiness to accept every 

sinner who returns to Him. On the third Sunday, we are powerfully 

reminded of a complementary truth; no one is so patient and so merciful 

as God, but even He does not forgive those who do not repent. The God of 

love is also a God of righteousness, and when Christ comes again in glory, 

He will come as our judge… 

The Great Fast is a preparation for the Second Coming of the 

Savior, for the eternal Passover in the Age to Come…Nor is the 

judgment merely in the future. Here and now, each day and 

each hour, in hardening our hearts towards others and in failing 

to respond to the opportunities we are given of helping them, 

we are already passing judgment on ourselves….Before we enter 

the Lenten fast, we are reminded that there can be no true fast, 

no genuine repentance, no reconciliation with God, unless we 

are at the same time reconciled with one another. A fast without 

mutual love is the fast of demons…We do not travel the road of 

Lent as isolated individuals but as members of a family.” (Bishop 

Kallistos Ware in The Bible and the Holy Fathers For Orthodox, 

pp 710-711) 

 

Building Upon the Virtues     Posted on February 11, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

“Abba John said: ‘Personally, I would like a person to participate a little 

in all the virtues. So when you arise at dawn each day, make a fresh 

start in every virtue and commandment of God 

with greatest patience,  

with fear and long-suffering,  

in the love of God,  

with all the spiritual zeal and much humiliation;  
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enduring affliction and constriction of the heart,  

with much prayer and intercession, 

with groans,  

in purity of the tongue and restriction of the eyes,  

being reviled and not getting angry,  

living peaceably and not giving back evil for evil;  

not noticing the faults of others;  

not measuring oneself (being beneath the whole of creation),  

having renounced material goods and the things that pertain to the flesh;  

on a cross,  

in combat,  

in poverty of spirit,  

in determination and spiritual asceticism;  

in fasting,  

 

St. Maria Skobtsova 

in repentance,  

in weeping,  

in the strife of battle,  

in discretion,  

in purity of the soul,  

in generous sharing…’ ” 

(John Colobos in Give me a Word: The Alphabetical Sayings of the Desert 

Fathers, p 139) 
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The Christian in the World   Posted on February 13, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

“True Christians live in this world as 

travelers, pilgrims, and sojourners, and 

they look ever toward their heavenly 

homeland with faith and with the eyes of 

the soul, and they strive to reach it. You 

should also be a pilgrim and sojourner in 

this world and constantly look toward that 

homeland and strive to obtain it, and so the 

world with its enticements and lusts will 

become abhorrent to you. Whoever seeks 

eternal blessedness and desires it and 

strives to reach it will despise everything 

temporal, lest while seeking the temporal 

he be deprived of the eternal.”   (St. Tikhon of Zadonsk, Journey to Heaven, p 163) 

 

 

The Last Judgment: Wearing Christ as a Garment    Posted on February 14, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

And He will come again in glory 

to judge the living and the dead, 

whose kingdom shall have no end. 

(Nicene Creed) 

At each Divine Liturgy we do profess a belief that Jesus Christ is 

Lord who will one day return to earth to judge all humanity when He 

comes in His Kingdom transforming everything into that Kingdom in 

which God’s will is done.  In the Orthodox calendar year, we also have 

one day devoted to commemorating this Final Judgment – a day which 

comes one week before we enter into the Great Lenten period.   We 

are reminded why we need to repent of sins before that Fearful Day of 

Judgment.   The Gospel lesson for this Sunday of the Last Judgement is Matthew 25:31-46, in which 
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Christ clearly speaks about the judgment.  Interestingly, he speaks directly about the judgment not in 

dogmatic terms but as a parable, and does not mention a judgment against sin, but a judgment about 

whether we each loved the weak, the needy, the vulnerable, or not. 

“When the Son of man comes in his glory, and all the angels 

with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne. Before him 

will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate them 

one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from 

the goats, and he will place the sheep at his right hand, but 

the goats at the left. Then the King will say to those at his 

right hand, ‘Come, O blessed of my Father, inherit the 

kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; 

for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you 

welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you 

came to me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see thee hungry and feed thee, or 

thirsty and give thee drink? And when did we see thee a stranger and welcome thee, or naked and clothe 

thee? And when did we see thee sick or in prison and visit thee?’ And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I 

say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me.’  

Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘Depart from me, you cursed, 

into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels; for I was 

hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me no 

drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you 

did not clothe me, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ Then 

they also will answer, ‘Lord, when did we see thee hungry or thirsty or 

a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not minister to thee?’ 

Then he will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it not to one 

of the least of these, you did it not to me.’ And they will go away into 

eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” 

 

St. Gregory Nazianzus writes: 

“Has a poor person come to you? Remember how poor you were and 

how much you have been enriched. Has someone in need of bread and 

drink, perhaps another Lazarus, thrown himself before your gates? 

Respect the mystical table that you have approached, the bread of 

which you have partaken, the cup in which you have participated, 

having been initiated through the sufferings of Christ. 
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A stranger has fallen before you, homeless, a foreigner. Receive into 

your house through him the one who became a stranger for your 

sake, even among his own, and dwelt in you through grace, and 

drew you toward the dwelling place on high. Become Zaccheus, 

who was a tax collector yesterday and today is magnanimous. Bear 

every fruit for the entry of Christ that you may show yourself as 

great, even if you are small in bodily height, nobly looking upon 

Christ. Does someone sick and wounded lie before you? Respect 

your health and the wounds from which Christ freed you. 

‘If you see someone naked, cover him,’ honoring your 

robe of incorruption. This robe is Christ, ‘for as many as 

have been baptized into Christ have been clothed in 

Christ.’ If you receive a debtor who falls before you, tear 

up every contract, whether unjust of just. Remember the 

ten thousand talents that Christ forgave you. Do not 

become a cruel collector of a smaller debt. And this from 

whom? From your fellow slaves, you who have been 

forgiven so much by the Master. Otherwise you may have 

to give a recompense to his loving kindness, which you 

have not imitated, though you were given an 

example.”  (Festal Orations, pp 126-127) 

 

Overeating Our Way Out of Paradise    Posted on February 16, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

Few of us would disagree that Genesis 3, the story of Adam and Eve’s 

expulsion from Paradise, is a spiritual story.  Interestingly enough it is 

focused on eating, which is for us a most physical activity.  That 

eating explains the spiritual malaise of humankind will surprise 

some.  But today as the myriad ways in which food and health are 

related become central to mainstream medicine, as well as 

alternative medical practices and popular culture too, we realize just 

how food is related to our health, spiritual, mental and physical.  The 

Genesis 3 narrative connecting eating and spirituality becomes far 

more realistic. 

There is little doubt that our culture has problems with over 

eating:  diet plans and places abound, obesity is said to be an 

epidemic, there are food addictions and food allergies, we have no sense of proper food portions, junk 

food is a normal part of our diets, endless and competing ideas are presented as to how to eat our way 

to better health. 
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So one of the hymns from Meatfare Sunday, though written hundreds of years ago, has some modern 

eating themes in it: 

WE ARE GLUTTONS, WHO REVEL IN OUR FALLEN NAKEDNESS; 

EXILES BANISHED FROM THE FACE OF GOD! 

THE DELIGHTS OF FOOD HAVE BECOME EXCEEDINGLY BITTER FOR US! 

LET US RETURN THROUGH REPENTANCE, AND ENLIST FOR THE BATTLE! 

LET US COMPLETE THE DAYS OF FASTING, THAT OUR FLESH MAY BE CLEANSED. 

STRENGTHENING OUR HEARTS WITH THE HOPE OF GRACE, 

LET US NOT LABOR FOR THE FOOD WHICH PERISHES, 

FOR THE LAMB OF GOD WILL FEED US 

ON THE RADIANT NIGHT OF HIS RESURRECTION. 

HE IS THE VICTIM OFFERED FOR US. 

HE COMES TO EAT WITH US 

ON THE NIGHT WHEN HIS MYSTERIES SHALL BE 

ACCOMPLISHED: 

THE CHAINS OF DARKNESS WILL BE DESTROYED, 

AND WE SHALL ENTER INTO THE LIGHT OF HIS 

RESURRECTION! 

Overeating is habitual for many of us – fasting, 

if it brought us to the level of eating only the 

amount necessary for our survival, would accomplish for many of us a great thing. It would help restore 

our humanity to us as it would return food to serving its purpose to nurture us, rather than to control 

us.   The goal of fasting is not to reduce fat , alcohol and cholesterol, nor is it to reduce the risk of 

diabetes, but if it also did those things, that would be a good thing.   Fasting is to confront our habitual 

pattern of over-indulgence, starting with overeating.   The delight of food has become bitter for us – it is 

killing us with obesity, diabetes, heart and cancer problems, not to mention allergies, auto-immune 

problems and a host of other diseases as well as attempting to anesthetize our emotional 

discomforts.  Fasting is to learn to say “no” to the habits which control us and to the desires which are 

polluting our stomachs and arteries as well as our souls and minds.  Fasting can be a means of restoring 

sanity to our lives when it comes to 

food.    Fasting is to help prepare us to 

be fed by Christ, the Paschal Lamb of 

God. 

And, we are to remember fasting is not 

only or even mostly about food – for 

there is the real fast which is pleasing to 

God.  As another hymn from Meatfare 

says: 

DANIEL THE PROPHET, AND GREATLY 

BELOVED MAN, WHEN HE SAW THE POWER OF GOD, CRIED OUT: THE COURT SAT IN JUDGEMENT AND 

THE BOOKS WERE OPENED! CONSIDER WELL, MY SOUL:  
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DO YOU FAST?  

THEN DO NOT DESPISE YOUR NEIGHBOR!  

DO YOU ABSTAIN FROM FOOD?  

THEN DO NOT CONDEMN YOUR BROTHER, 

LEST YOU BE SENT TO BURN AS WAX IN THE FIRE. 

BUT MAY CHRIST LEAD YOU WITHOUT STUMBLING INTO HIS KINGDOM! 

 

See also my blog  Fasting: The Rules and the Individual 

 

Being Meek and Being Blessed   Posted on February 18, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

“Meekness means having a heart that is humbled and peaceful. 

Children are meek. This is why the Lord says, ‘If you do not 

become as children, you shall not enter the Kingdom of 

Heaven’  (cf. Matt. 18:3).   

A proud person is never satisfied; everything bothers him, and 

he follows his own will. We must be obedient to the will of God 

in order to learn humility and meekness while we are still in this 

life, while there is still time. A heart that is full of love thinks not 

of itself, but of others. It prays for all living things and for the 

whole world.”    (Elder Thaddeus of Vitovnica, Our Thoughts 

Determine Our Lives, p 89) 

 

The Expulsion of Eve and Adam from Paradise   Posted on February 21, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

The Sunday before we enter into Great Lent has the theme of the expulsion of Adam and Eve from 

Paradise.   Early church writers 

imagined that Paradise was a temple 

which God had built so that we could 

worship Him.  God’s expelling Eve and 

Adam from the Edenic temple was not 

done for punishment but rather to make 

us long for God and our lost relationship 

with Him.  On earth, we experience the 

absence of God and so seek for 

Him.  Liturgy and the church sanctuary are 

where we look to find God. 
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So repentance and the prayer life are natural ways which God provided for us on earth to seek Him and 

to work to re-establish the proper relationship with Him.   Priest and Professor Baby Varghese writes 

about the wisdom of St. Ephrem the Syrian regarding the Fall: 

“When Adam and Eve trusted the word of Satan instead of God’s commandment, God ceased to be the 

center of their life. Thus man ceased to be a liturgical being and priest of the creation. He was 

incapacitated to offer worship pleasing to God. God expelled Adam precisely to give him an opportunity 

to repent and to make him aware of his former glory. God wanted that we should supplicate to regain 

our lost inheritance and dignity: 

The Good One in His love wished to discipline us for doing wrong, 

and so we had to leave Paradise with its bridal chamber of glory; 

He made us live with the wild beast which caused sorrow, 

So that we might see how little our honor had become, 

and so would supplicate Him and beg to return to our inheritance. 

In fact the goal of prayer is to return to our former inheritance: 

We should learn from Daniel, who prayed 

that he might come up from Babylon to the land of promise; 

Babylon is the likeness of this earth, full of curse. 

God gave us this type which He depicted so that we too 

might pray that we return to our dwelling in Eden. 

Blessed is He who brings forth through grace to our goal. 

[…]For Ephrem, Adam’s fall means estrangement from God and 

consequently the cessation of the worship of true God. The very goal of 

incarnation was to bring man back to God and to restore the worship of 

true God: 

The All-Knowing saw that we worshipped creatures. 

He put on a created body to catch us by our habit, 

To draw us by a created body toward the Creator.” 

( St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly Vol. 56, Number 1, 2012, pp 22 

& 24) 
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