
Great Lent 2015    

Forgiving Others: The Greatest Lenten Practice   Posted on February 22, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

Liturgically, we Orthodox enter Great Lent at Forgiveness Vespers.  The first 

thing, the most important thing we do for Great Lent is to forgive from our 

hearts our fellow parishioners and our family members. 

The sign of sincere love is to forgive wrongs done to us. It was with such love 

that the Lord loved the world.   (St. Mark the Ascetic, THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle 

Loc. 3609-10) 

St. Peter of Damaskos reminds us that it is forgiving others, more than 

anything else we do as Christians, which will lead to God forgiving 

us.  Nothing, not fasting, nor even repentance more quickly brings about God 

forgiving us than our forgiving others! 

Moreover, if we do not forgive others their debts, the Father will not forgive us 

our debts (cf. Matt. 6:14). Indeed, nothing leads more swiftly to the 

forgiveness of sins than this virtue or commandment: ‘Forgive, and you will be 

forgiven’ (cf. Matt. 6:14).” (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 26234-40) 

We of course read in the Orthodox Church 

the Matthew 6 Gospel about forgiveness on 

the day before Great Lent begins.  We are 

reminded of the utmost importance of forgiveness to our own spiritual 

lives.   The way to being forgiven our sins, the way to repentance, the 

way to Pascha, the way to the Kingdom of God is to forgive others. 

 

 

Lent: Time to Shake Off Life’s Irritations    February 23, 2015  

Just yesterday we Orthodox were called by Christ to forgive 

one another as part of Forgiveness Sunday and our 

preparation for entering into Great Lent .   Lent is a season of 

repentance.   Forgiveness is the basis for repentance in the 

Christian experience, according to our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Forgiving others doesn’t mean that we will never be annoyed 

by them or that we will always be free of anger or 

irritation.  And it doesn’t mean that we have to like everyone 

or accept the behavior of everyone else.   Forgiveness though 

is part of an inner peace that we strive to attain as disciples of 

Christ.  On this, the first day of Great Lent, we can think about 

some advice from St. John Chrysostom on how to deal with 

life’s irritations. 
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“So I beseech you: with a view to being able to bear without difficultly the 

effort which virtue involves, let us give evidence of great love of God, and 

by devoting our attention in that direction let us not be deflected by any 

of this life’s concerns in our course towards that goal. Instead, let us keep 

in mind the constant enjoyment of future blessing and thus bear without 

distress the hardships of the present life:  

let insult not disturb us,  

nor poverty oppress us,  

nor bodily ailment sap the energy of our soul’s purpose,  

nor scorn and derision on the part of the majority render us listless in 

practicing virtue.  

Let us rather shake off all these irritations like dust, adopt a noble and elevated attitude, and thus take a 

stance of great fortitude to all problems. As we recommended to your good selves yesterday, let us with 

all zeal be reconciled with our enemies and dispel the remaining passions from our soul:  

should untimely desire beset us,  

let us ward it off;  

should choler (i.e., irascibility) arouse our anger,  

let us suppress its upsurge with the singing of spiritual exhortations and thus show in its true light the 

ruin that passion brings.  

‘A man of quick temper,’ Scripture says, remember, ‘is not honorable;’ 

and again, ‘The person who is angry with his brother without cause 

shall be liable to the hell of fire.’ Should desire for money unbalance our 

thinking, let us be quick to shun this noxious ailment and expel it for 

what it is – the root of all evils. Let us be zealous in correcting each of 

the passions that beset us, so that by avoiding harmful ways and 

practicing those that are good we may on that dread day be judged 

worthy of God’s loving kindness, thanks to the grace and mercy of his 

only-begotten Son, to whom with the Father and the Holy Spirit be 

glory, power and honor, now and forever, for ages of ages. 

Amen.”   (St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on Genesis 18-45, pp 196-

197) 

 

The Lenten Spring Has Come (Figuratively Speaking)   Posted on February 23, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

One of the hymns for the beginning of Great Lent says: 

The Lenten Spring has come, 

The flower of repentance! 
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It is good that we Orthodox love figurative language as is seen in our interpretation of the scriptures, for 

this is what things looked like for us at the beginning of Lent 2015: 

 

Not feeling like spring, and no flowers to be seen with a high temperature for the first day of Lent 

predicted to be only 10 degrees (F) and going down to -10 (F) tonight.  Figuratively speaking, our favorite 

way of spiritually understanding the scriptures,  we feel the spring – in our hearts, we are warmed by 

the Holy Spirit.  We also can go to indoor flower 

shows and feel the joy of the Lenten spring and the 

flower of repentance: 

 

The Fast shines upon us all more brightly than the 

sun, 

bringing us the light of grace, 

proclaiming the good news of the Cross,  

of the precious Passion, and the saving day of 

Resurrection. 

 

The First Fruits of Great Lent   Posted on February 24, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

Looking at a few hymns from the Monday, the first day of Great Lent, we can 

learn some of the goals of the Great Fast.  First is compunction. 

Saint Porphyrios points out that compunction is related to the word puncture – 

to be stabbed or wounded.   He writes, “‘to feel compunction’ means that I am 

wounded over and over again by the love of God.”  (WOUNDED BY LOVE, p 

120).  The first-fruits of the first day of Lent is to be wounded by God’s 

love!  God’s love pierces our heart changing it from a heart of stone to a heart 

of flesh (Ezekiel 36:26) 
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Let us acquire compunction of soul 

As God-given first-fruits of the fast. 

Let us cry: Accept our prayer as pure incense, O Christ our Master. 

Deliver us, we entreat You, from the stench of corruption and from fearful torment. 

For You alone are ready to forgive!  

Yesterday, at Forgiveness Vespers, we learned that the fastest way to obtain the forgiveness of our sins 

is not through repentance but through forgiving others.    Today we learn that the very first fruit of Great 

Lent is compunction – we are ‘punctured’, wounded by God’s love.  When we forgive others, we 

become God like, filled – pierced! – by God’s own love.  No wonder the hymns speak of the joy of the 

Lenten fasting season! 

Let us begin the all-holy season of fasting with joy; 

Let us shine with the bright radiance of the holy commandments of Christ our 

God: 

With the Brightness of love and the splendor of prayer, 

The strength of good courage and purity of holiness! 

So, clothed in the garment of light, 

Let us hasten to the Holy Resurrection on the third day, 

That shines on the world with the glory of eternal life!   

While the fast involves a change of diet, the real goal is not to set aside food, but to set aside sin!  A 

number of ancient church fathers commented that they thought the real Sabbath was to take rest not 

from work but from sin, whose wages are death.    So too the main purpose of the fast is not to give up 

food, but to set aside sin so that we can love our Lord.  They hymns of Lent constantly remind us that 

unless we struggle against sin, against our passions, against our self-will, against alluring temptations, 

fasting will be of no value.   Those who obsess over dietary violations in Lent often miss the big picture, 

that fasting is done in the context of loving God and loving neighbor. 

This is the first day of the Fast. 

For you, soul, let it be the setting aside of sin, 

The return to God; to life with Him. 

Flee from the abyss of evil. 

Love only those ways which lead to peace, 

resting before and within God.   

We are to use the time of the Fast to do those things that lead to peace – peace in our hearts but also 

peace with family, friends, neighbors, and ultimately even enemies. 
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Let us present a good fast, well-pleasing to the Lord! 

A true fast is alienation from the Evil One; 

The holding of one’s tongue, the laying aside of all anger, 

The removal of all sensuality, 

Of accusation, falsehood and sins of swearing. 

The weakening of these will make the fast true and well pleasing. 

There is a good fast, a true fast which we can read about in Isaiah 

58.  This implies that there is also a fast that is neither true nor 

good.   A true fast involves forgiving others and also asking them to 

forgive us.  A good fast involves being wounded by God’s love so 

that it is God’s love which pierces our hearts and come to guide 

our behavior.   When our heart is pierced by God’s love, we have 

no place in the heart for the work of the Evil One.  This is the first 

fruit of the Lenten season.   It comes right at the beginning of Great 

Lent! 

 

Great Lent: Returning to Christian Morality   Posted on February 26, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

“It’s rare to hear a rip-roaring Sunday sermon about the temptations of the 

five-course meal and the all-you-can-eat buffet, or to hear a high profile 

pastor who addresses the sin of greed in the frank manner of, say, Saint Basil 

the Great in the fourth century A.D.: 

The bread that you possess belongs to the hungry. The clothes that you store 

in boxes, belong to the naked. The shoes rotting by you, belong to the bare-

foot. The money you hide belongs to anyone in need. You wrong as many 

people as you can help. 

Note that Basil isn’t arguing for a slightly higher marginal tax rate to fund 

modest improvements in public services. He’s passing judgment on 

individual sins and calling for individual repentance. There are conservative 

Christians today who seem terrified of even remotely criticizing Wall Street 

tycoons and high-finance buccaneers, lest such criticism be interpreted as an 

endorsement of the Democratic Party’s political agenda. But a Christianity that cannot use the language 

of Basil – and of Jesus – to attack the cult of Mammon will inevitably be less persuasive when the time 

comes to attack the cult of Dionysus. In much the same way, the Christian case for fidelity and chastity 

will inevitable seem partial and hypocritical if it trains most of its attention on the minority of cases – on 

homosexual wedlock and the slippery slope to polygamy beyond. It is the heterosexual divorce rate, the 

heterosexual retreat from marriage, and the heterosexual out-of-wedlock birthrate that should 

command the most attention from Christian moralists. The Christian perspective on gay sex only makes 

sense in light of the Christian perspective on straight sex, and in a culture that has made heterosexual 
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desire the measure of all things, asking gays alone to conform their lives to a hard teaching will 

inevitably seem like a form of bigotry.” (Ross Douthat, Bad Religion, pp 289-290) 

 

Take From Me the Spirit of Idle Talk    Posted on February 27, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

Throughout the Great Lenten season, we Orthodox pray that God will 

take from us the spirit of idle talk.  We also pray that God will set a 

guard before our mouths.  We are asking God to help us control our 

talking for we know through our words we often wound others, 

cause grief rather than bring peace to others, entice others to join in 

evil thoughts, gossip about others to their detriment.  We need Gods 

help to control out tongues so that our words can build up others and 

heal others and encourage others and support others.  St. John 

Chrysostom tells us that God has put within each of us the ability to 

reason and we are to use that reason to control our mouths and our 

talking. 

Aware of this the inspired author also said, Set a guard on my mouth, 

Lord, and a door for encircling my lips. Now, what other guard is there than reason looming ominously, 

holding in its hands the fire destined to incinerate those idly using the mouth? Place this doorkeeper and 

guard that threatens your conscious, and it will never open this door at the wrong time, but only at the 

right time and for profit and goods beyond counting. Hence someone said, ‘Always remember your last 

end, and you will never sin:’ do you see how this person installed 

the faculty of reason? I presented it as even more ominous, 

however, speaking of it as having hands. If this happens, nothing 

evil will be generated in the mind. Along with this bring to the 

fore as well the one who says, ‘On the day of judgment you will 

give an account for every idle word.’ 

Consider that death also came on the scene: if the woman had 

not said it to the serpent what she said, if she had not heeded 

his words, she would have sustained no harm, she would not 

have given anything to her husband, he would not have eaten. I 

say this, blaming not tongue and mouth – perish the thought – 

but untimely use of them, which happens because of negligence 

in reasoning.” 

(St. John Chrysostom, Commentary on the Psalms, pp 285-286) 

 

The Sunday of Orthodoxy (2015) 

Posted on February 28, 2015 by Fr. Ted  
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The First Sunday of Great Lent in the Orthodox Church commemorates the 7th Ecumenical Council, held 

in 787 in the city of Nicea, and its decision that iconography is theology in lines and colors which affirms 

the incarnation in a unique and essential way. 

“The key theological teaching defended by the Second 

Council of Nicaea is that as Christ is the image of the 

invisible God (Col. 1:15), we are able to depict him in 

colors; that iconography is a theological statement, an 

affirmation of our faith. This has two further important 

consequences. First, that we do not look elsewhere to try 

to see or understand who and what God is: in Christ, the 

fullness of divinity dwells bodily (Col. 2:9) – the fullness; 

we do not find God elsewhere, by some other means. 

Second, the holy icons are not simply religious art. We 

don’t place them in our churches and house simply for 

decoration. While reflecting different artistic schools, 

icons are properly a theological statement, reflecting the 

transformative power of God at work in Christ: the light 

who shines in darkness, illuminating the darkness; the one 

who shows that the form of a servant is in fact the lordly 

form; the one who by his death destroys death. 

The icons are a witness to this and continue to communicate 

this transformation for those who have eyes to see. As the 

apostles depicted Christ in words, we also depict him in colors, 

including all the aspects of his work and salvation, all the 

various events we celebrate. We also depict all those who 

have put on Christ, all those in whose lives, words, and deeds 

we can see the Spirit of Christ breathing – the Theotokos and 

all the prophets, apostles, martyrs and saints of every age. 

We do not treat the icons as magic idols or ethnic art, and we 

certainly do not worship creation rather than the Creator; but 

venerating the icons, we pay honor to the ones depicted on 

them, and so worship the one God. Such is the historical 

reason for celebrating this Sunday as the Sunday of 

Orthodoxy.”   (John Behr, The Cross Stands While the World 

Turns, pp 27-28) 

Great Lent was and is also a season of preparing catechumens for baptism.  Thus there is a strong 

catechetical emphasis in the themes and scripture lessons throughout Great Lent.  That Jesus is Mesiah, 

Lord and Savior, God incarnate, becomes central to the Lenten proclamation of the Gospel. 

 

Icons: Images of Faith and Love   Posted on March 1, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

Theodoret of Cyrus considers the words of St. Paul’s Letter to Timothy: 
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“Be a model of the sound teachings you have heard from me in the 

faith and love which is in Christ Jesus.”  (2 Timothy 1:13) 

Theodoret comments: 

Imitate the painter, he is saying, and as they take note of the 

originals, painting copies of them with precision, so too keep as a 

kind of original the teaching given by me about faith and 

love.”   (Theodoret of Cyrus, Commentary on the Letters of St. 

Paul, p 239) 

Theodoret gives us a way to 

understand icons of the 

saints.  The iconographer aims to 

give us a precise image of the 

saint, to remind us of their 

life,  holiness, their deeds and their teachings.  When we contemplate 

an icon, we are drawn to think about the saint’s teaching on faith and 

love.   We remember their teaching on and witness to Jesus Christ the 

Lord.  Thus every icon bears witness to Christ. 

 

Repent: The Merciful God is Near 

Posted on March 2, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

“Repentance: The Lord does not will the 

death of a sinner but rather that he should change and live. There is a time 

of long-suffering, a time of healing, a time of correction.  

Have you stumbled?   Arise.   

Have you 

sinned?    Cease.  

Do not stand in the way 

of sinner, but spring 

away. Out of labour 

comes health, out of 

sweat salvation. Beware 

lest, from your wish to 

keep certain obligations, 

you break your obligations to God. Do not sink back. 

There is salvation, there is amendment. The doors are 

not yet shut; the Bridegroom hears; make the effort, 

Jesus is merciful, the Kingdom is at hand.”    (St. Basil 

the Great in Through the Year with the Church 

Fathers, p 102) 
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To Keep A True Lent    Posted on March 4, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

On the Wednesday of the week before Great Lent begins, we read these 

words from the Prophet Joel: 

“Yet even now,” says the LORD, “return to me with all your heart, with 

fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; and rend your hearts and not 

your garments.” Return to the LORD, your God, for he is gracious and 

merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and repents of 

evil.  (Joel 2:12-13) 

The fast acceptable to the Lord is focused on changing our hearts, not our 

diets.  So English Poet Robert Herrick (d. 1674) lyricizes: 

“Is this a Fast, to keep 

The Larder leane? 

And cleane 

From fat of Veales and Sheep? 

Is it to quit the dish 

Of Flesh, yet still 

To fill 

The platter high with Fish? 

Is it to faste an houre 

Or rag’d to go, 

Or show 

A downcast look, and sour? 

No; ‘tis a Fast, to dole 

Thy sheaf of wheat 

And meat 

Unto the hungry soule. 
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It is to fast from strife, 

From old debate 

And hate; 

To circumcise thy life. 

To shew a heart grief-rent; 

To starve thy sin, 

Not Bin; 

and that’s to keep thy Lent.” 

(in The Time of the Spirit: Readings Through the Christian Year, p 

119) 

 

Imaging and Imagining the Ship of Salvation   Posted on March 5, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

Here is a Lenten exercise, something for us to consider. 

The Church has sometimes been called the ship of salvation, taking an image from Noah’s ark in which 

God saved His chosen people from the destroying deluge which drowned sin and sinners alike.  As we 

are continuing our sojourn through Great Lent struggling against the storm of temptations, we can 

consider a photograph with two possible images of the church as a ship.  In your mind, which one best 

represents the church?   Why? 
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The question isn’t which one you would prefer to be on, but which best represents what the Church is 

and what your place on the ship of salvation is. 

The above two ships are heading in different directions, that too is something for us to consider in the 

season of repentance.  Repentance means to completely change one’s direction in life.  It matters 

whether one is moving toward the Kingdom or moving away from it. 

See also my blogs The Ship of Salvation is No Cruise Liner  and  Tradition: Catching the Wind of the Holy 

Spirit.   Also see Turning Loafers into Bakers. 

 

Purifying the Heart    Posted on March 6, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

“In its biblical concept, the heart is the source of all the 

potentiality of the spiritual and physical life: ‘Keep your 

heart with all vigilance, for from it flows the springs of life’ 

(Prov. 4:23). This applies not only to good potentialities but 

to evil ones as well: ‘For our of the heart come evil 

thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false 

witness, slander’ (Mt. 15:19). So the heart has become the 

expression of the final condition of man, whether he be 

good or evil. ‘The good man out of the good treasure of his 

heart produces good, and the evil man out of his evil treasure produces evil’ (Lk. 6:45). This means that 

the inclinations of the inmost heart set the tone of the whole man – they color his thoughts, his words, 

and his deeds. Man’s speech thus inevitably betrays the nature of his heart: ‘For out of the abundance of 

the heart, his mouth speaks’ (Lk. 6:45). So man’s words usually testify to the state of his heart. They can 

justify him or condemn him: ‘For by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be 

condemned’ (Mt. 12:37).  …  St. Macarius the Great insists that the evil heart contaminates the will. It 

corrupts the natural inclinations and instincts of a man. Without his knowing it, everything that such a 

person sees and touches becomes impure for him: 

So, on the contrary, as many as are sons of darkness, sin has 

control over their heart and infiltrates into all the members. 

‘For out of the heart proceed evil thought’ (Mt. 15:19). And 

thus diffused throughout, sin covers man with darkness…. 

 

Just as water runs through a pipe, so also sin runs through 

the heart and the thoughts. All those who deny these 

statements are refuted and ridiculed by sin itself, which is 

always intent on victory. For evil tries to hide itself and 

remain undetected in man’s mind. (St. Macarius the Great, 

Homilies 15:21 in Spiritual Homilies.) 
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Hence, first among man’s struggles and concerns is to 

purify his heart. His endeavor is to overcome the 

deviations of the will and to correct the inclinations 

and instincts that have been subjected to the rule of 

evil. This means that he has to confront the tendency 

of his heart toward evil activity. He has to bridle it, 

curb it, and finally destroy this tendency.”  (Matthew 

the Poor, Orthodox Prayer Life, pp 133 & 137) 

 

 

 

The Eucharistic Fast    Posted on March 7, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

 

The fast of Great Lent is a form of abstinence practiced over an extended period of time in which certain 

foods are abstained from during the Lenten season and/or also food is abstained from for designated 

periods during the day –  for example, in the morning or until after Vespers.   Besides the periods of 

fasting of the various lenten seasons and the usual weekly fasting days in the Orthodox Church there is 

also a fast done in preparation for receiving Holy Communion.  Fr. Alkiviadis Calivas comments: 

“In the beginning the Eucharist was celebrated within the context of an evening community meal, 

referred to as the agape or love feast. By the end of the first or the beginning of the second century, the 

celebration of the Eucharist was separated from the community meal and transposed to the early 

morning hours. From that time forward, every Eucharistic celebration is preceded by a fast, called the 

Eucharistic fast. The Eucharist is Christ himself. It is his sacrificed, risen, and glorified body, which is given 

to the faithful ‘for the forgiveness of sins and life eternal.’ As such, it is the most precious of gifts, 

through which the life of God continually becomes the life of those who believe in him, receive him in 

faith, and abide in him. That is why the Eucharistic fast has become a fixed prerequisite for Holy 

Communion. It is meant to place the faithful in a state of readiness, vigilance, expectation, and 

anticipation for an encounter with the living God who calls his people to communion and holiness. 
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Participation in the Divine Liturgy, therefore, requires prayerful preparation, for we stand on holy ground 

in the presence of the Triune God (Ex. 3:4-7). Hence, in preparation for this profound experience, we are 

called to quietness, abstinence, and forebearance, to a quickening of body and soul that we may receive 

the King of all. Fasted from the night before, as a sign of spiritual vigilance and awareness, we approach 

the Holy Table ‘with the fear of God, with faith, and with love,’ to receive the Holy Gifts as the first meal 

of the day and as the essential food of life.”  (Essays in Theology and Liturgy, pp 166-167) 

 

Forgiving From and For One’s Heart     Posted on March 8, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

God shows his love for us 

in that while we were yet sinners 

Christ died for us. 

(Romans 5:8) 

“What do readers discover? Simple, basic things, such as the fact that 

the person who does the forgiving gets the first benefit from doing it. 

They may have heard that forgiving is a hard duty God lays on 

Christian people. Then they discover that forgiving is an opportunity 

for injured people to heal their own wounds. They discover that 

forgiving is something that happens inside the injured person’s mind, 

and that sometimes the person they forgive never even hears about it. 

That if we wait to forgive people until they say they are sorry we make 

ourselves hostages to the very person who wronged us to begin with. 

They discover that forgiving does not turn us into doormats. And that 

when we forgive, we set a prisoner free and then discover that the 

prisoner we set free was us.  
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In a way, forgiving makes up for what God could 

not give us when he made us. What he could not 

give us was the power to change the past; he could 

not invent a delete button for the bad things that 

happen to us. All he could give us was the power to 

remember them. This would be no great problem if 

the past had not saddled us with wrongs that 

people have done us, wrongs we can neither undo 

nor forget, wrongs that infest our memories and 

make us sick. Once we are wounded and wronged, 

the gift of memory becomes an inability to forget. 

And our inability to be glad about life. We all know 

that persistent resentment of a wrong we cannot 

forget is a toxin that poisons, not just one person’s 

memory, but the whole human system. It poisons 

the life of tribes, of nations, of families, of friends, 

as well as the lives of wounded individuals. 

Resentment escalates into grudge, grudge raises 

the ante to rage, and rage can drive people crazy. It 

sets brother against brother, gang against gang, 

and people against people. Most of all, it sets a 

wounded person against himself and compounds 

his pain. We are discovering that the only way to 

get over the misery of resentment for remembered 

wrongs is to forgive the people who did them. Only when we heal ourselves can there be a healing 

between us and the person that did the wounding.” (Lewis B. Smedes, Forgive and Forget, pp x-xi) 

 

The Path of Repentance   Posted on March 9, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

 

“Next it is necessary to discover what a 

‘path of repentance’ actually means. The 

English word ‘repentance’ has a rather 

sorry history. Although it is often used to 

translate the Greek word metanoia, it 

carries some negative connotations that 

the Greek word does not, including 

mental images of people wallowing in 

the guilt and self-torment that seem 

favored by certain Western writers. The 

Greek word, on the other hand, is a very 

positive one, and denotes a progressive 

and positive change of attitude on the part of the person concerned. It implies a change of mind, or a 
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change of outlook, and its impetus is entirely forward 

looking. In this sense, repentance may (but need not) include 

the dimension of sadness over past sins, but when it does so, 

it is in the context of reforming one’s outlook in order to 

avoid making the same mistakes again in the future. Taking 

steps in a different direction, seeing the world with new eyes, 

starting over….these are important features of repentance. 

[…]Since everything we have and everything we are is a gift 

from God, repentance is one of the few genuine offerings 

that a person can make. Each person is free to make an offering of repentance to God, and in return He 

agrees to participate in the transformation of that person. 

It hardly needs to be said that in repentance it is the aim to 

change oneself, not to change the rest of the world or to 

change the mind of God. 

In the Twelve Steps there is an implicit awareness that in 

any given situation in which there is a need for change, the 

person attempts to solve the problem by changing himself, 

not the rest of the world. It is not possible to repent on 

behalf of another person. Naturally, this makes the process 

very different from the expected behavior of individuals or 

groups of individuals (up to and including entire nations) 

that tend to set about solving problems by changing the 

rest of the world first. This distinction may mark one of the 

most important features of Twelve-Step living. It is God, 

not the individual, who is in charge. It is the individual, not 

God, who needs to change.”  

(Father Meletios Webber, Steps of Transformation, pp 93-

94) 

 

Getting Beyond All-or-Nothing Thinking   March 10, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

Jesus told parables in which He taught us the values of the Kingdom of 

God.  Such story-telling continued in the early church as is obvious in the 

sayings we have from the desert fathers.  The stories are sometime 

counterintuitive, sometimes startling, and often give us a new perspective 

on how to understand our lives as disciples of Christ.   The value of stories 

in Christian education is that they are didactic without having to be 

dogmatic.  They show us that the desert fathers did not believe that 

Christianity could be taught or lived within some “one-size-fits-all” 

framework.  People have differing abilities to understand and to carry out 

the Gospel commandments.  While there are lessons that apply to 
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everyone, and truths that all should abide by, these stories show that all-or-nothing zealotry is not part 

of the life of the fathers. 

“Some bothers visited Abba Anthony and they said to him: ‘Tell us a saying [indicating] how we are to be 

saved.’  The elder said to them: ‘Have you not heard the Scripture?  That is good enough for you,’ but 

they said: ‘We want to hear [it] from you, father.’  So the elder said to them: ‘The Gospel says: “If 

someone hits  you on they right cheek, turn the other one to him too”‘ [Mt 5:39].  ‘We cannot do that,’ 

they told him.  The elder said to them: ‘If you cannot turn the other [cheek], at least patiently endure the 

one [blow].’  ‘We cannot do that either,’ they told him.  The elder said: ‘If  you cannot do that either, do 

not return [the blow] you received,’ but they said: ‘Nor can we do that.’  So the elder said to his disciple: 

‘Make them a little soup, for they are sick.’ and he said to them: ‘if you cannot do this and you will not do 

that, what am I to do for you?  There  is need of prayer.'”   (GIVE ME A WORD: THE ALPHABETICAL 

SAYINGS OF THE DESERT FATHERS, p 35) 

The above story is funny.  The bothers insist they must have a lesson from 

Abba Anthony, but he tells them, “you already read the bible, what more can 

I tell you?”   He really has nothing to add to what Jesus said. 

They persist in asking.  The very first scriptural lesson he gives them, they 

admit they can’t live up to.  Then in a series of exchanges Abba Anthony tries 

to “water down” the message to some basic level that these brothers 

might feel they can live up to.  It is reminiscent of the Genesis 18 story in 

which Abraham negotiates with God to save the city of Sodom for the sake of 

10 men.  No matter what the respected elder proposes, the brothers feel they 

won’t be able to live up to the level of virtue suggested.  Finally Anthony becomes exasperated and tells 

his disciple to feed the brothers some soup since they are sick!  He doesn’t know what else to do with 

such monks.  Anthony was very willing to adapt the Gospel command to some level to which they felt 

they could commit themselves.  He starts with a high standard (we might even call it a literal reading of 

the Gospel), but acknowledges the standard might be too high for them.  Anthony’s basic teaching is 

they shouldn’t abandon the Gospel command just because they can’t fulfill it.  Rather, they should keep 

wrestling with the command until they find some way in which they can obey it or some level at which 

they can fulfill it.   There is no absoluteness to his understanding of the Gospel commandment, and yet 

at some point he realizes they simply aren’t going to live up to the Gospel lesson no matter how he 

teaches it.   His last resort is to abandon teaching and to simply pray about it.   He does not demand 

from them a standard to which they cannot live up to.  He gently tries to help them find some way in 

which they can live by the Gospel, even if it is far below the obvious, the literal, ethical demand of 

Christ’s teaching.  Anthony wants to help them succeed as Christians and to grow in their faith. 

Another story, this one from an Abba Joseph teaches us a similar lesson: 

“A brother asked Abba Joseph: ‘What am I to do, for I can neither endure  hardship nor work to provide 

charity?’  The elder said to him: ‘If you cannot do even one of these things, keep your conscience clear 

from thinking any evil of your neighbor or belittling him and you will be saved.'”  (GIVE ME A WORD: THE 

ALPHABETICAL SAYINGS OF THE DESERT FATHERS, p 151) 

  

http://www.svspress.com/give-me-a-word-the-alphabetical-sayings-of-the-desert-fathers-pps52/
http://www.svspress.com/give-me-a-word-the-alphabetical-sayings-of-the-desert-fathers-pps52/
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Anthony_the_Great
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+18%3A16-33&version=NRSVCE
http://www.svspress.com/give-me-a-word-the-alphabetical-sayings-of-the-desert-fathers-pps52/
http://www.svspress.com/give-me-a-word-the-alphabetical-sayings-of-the-desert-fathers-pps52/
https://farm5.staticflickr.com/4142/4918667749_5b33bb266c_n.jpg[/img][/url]


 

As we work our way through 

Great Lent, all of us might 

meditate on these stories of 

the saintly desert 

fathers.  Instead of trying to 

impose the strictest rules on 

others, we might in love try to 

imitate Abba Anthony 

and help our fellow Orthodox 

find a way to do some things 

for Great Lent.  The fast well 

pleasing to God may not be 

one which keeps the rules to 

the max, but one which is 

based purely in love.  Wisdom and love are two virtues and energies we need in order to have a spiritual 

Lent. 

For all of us instead of feeling shame or frustrated that we cannot keep the 

strictest letter-of-the-law of lent, we can realize even if we can’t do it all, we can 

do something and still be well pleasing to God.   All-or-nothing thinking is perhaps 

for zealots, but is also found frequently among the immature and the 

unwise.  Between doing everything and doing nothing there are countless degrees 

of variations in behavior which we can do.   And besides if we push ourselves and 

realize we have limits, we are learning the truth about ourselves.  This is a good 

lesson from Lent.  It can humble us. 

And what if in the end we cannot seem to find any degree of fasting we can keep? 

Try having some of St. Anthony’s soup! 

And then just pray. 

 

Confessing Our Sins to Another   Posted on March 11, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

“In confession a man breaks through to certainty. Why is it that it is often 

easier for us to confess our sins to God than to a brother? God is holy and 

sinless, He is a just judge of evil and the enemy of all disobedience. But a 

brother is sinful as we are. He knows from his own experience the dark night 

of secret sin. Why should we not find it easier to go to a brother than to the 

holy God? But if we do, we must ask ourselves whether we have not often 

been deceiving ourselves with our confession of sin to God, whether we have 

not rather been confessing our sins to ourselves and also granting ourselves 

absolution. And is not the reason perhaps for our countless relapses and the 

feebleness of our Christian obedience to be found precisely in the fact that we 
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are living on self-forgiveness and not a real forgiveness? Self-forgiveness can never lead to a breach with 

sin; this can be accomplished only by the judging and pardoning Word of God itself.  

Who can give us the certainty that, in the confession and the 

forgiveness of our sins, we are not dealing with ourselves but with the 

living God? God gives us this certainty through our brother. Our brother 

breaks the circle of self-deception. A man who confesses his sins in the 

presence of a brother knows that he is no longer alone with himself; he 

experiences the presence of God in the reality of the other person. As 

long as I am by myself in the confession of my sins everything remains 

in the dark, but in the presence of a brother the sin has to be brought 

into the light. But since the sin must come to light some time, it is better 

that is happens today between me and my brother, rather than on the 

last day in the piercing light of the final judgment. It is a mercy that we 

can confess our sins to a brother. Such grace spares us the terrors of the 

last judgment. Our brother has been given me that even here and now I 

may be certain through him of the reality of God in His judgment and His grace. As the open confession 

of my sins to a brother insures me against self-deception, so, too, the assurance of forgiveness becomes 

fully certain to me only when it is spoken by a brother in the name of God. Mutual, brotherly confession 

is given to us by God in order that we may be sure of divine forgiveness. But it is precisely for the sake of 

this certainty that confession should deal with concrete sins. People usually are satisfied when they make 

a general confession. But one experiences the utter perdition and corruption of 

human nature, in so far as this ever enters into experience at all, when one sees his 

own specific sins.  

Self-examination on the basis of all Ten Commandments will therefore be the right 

preparation for confession. Otherwise it might happen that one could still be a 

hypocrite even in confessing to a brother and thus miss the good of the confession. 

Jesus dealt with people whose sins were obvious, with publicans and harlots. They 

knew why they needed forgiveness, and they received it as forgiveness of their 

specific sins. Blind Bartimaeus was asked by Jesus: What do you want me to do for 

you? Before confession we must have a clear answer to this question. In confession 

we, too, receive the forgiveness of the particular sins which are here brought to 

light, and by this very token the forgiveness of all our sins, known and unknown.” 

(Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together: The Classic Exploration of Faith in Community, pp 138-141) 
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Confession as Love and Communion   Posted on March 13, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

“Our culture encourages us from an early age to be strong and assertive, to 

handle matters alone. Yet, for the spiritual wisdom of the early desert, such a 

way is false; it is, in fact, the way of the Devil. For ‘we are members one of 

another’ (Rom. 12:5), not islands unto ourselves. And the Orthodox spiritual way 

proposes a variety of contexts within which we may begin to open our hearts and 

affirm the communion that exists among us: these include the sacramental way 

of confessing to a parish priest and the spiritual way of sharing with an experienced elder, whether male 

or female. People need others because often the wounds that they feel are too deep to admit to 

themselves; sometimes, the evil is too painful to confront alone. The sign, then, according to the 

Orthodox spiritual way, that one is on the right track is the ability to share with someone else. This is, of 

course, precisely the essence of the sacrament of 

confession or reconciliation. Yet repentance (or 

metanoia) should not be seen in terms of remorse, but 

rather in terms of reconciliation, restoration, and 

reintegration. Confession is not some kind of transaction 

or deal; it defies mechanical definition and can never be 

reduced in a juridical manner merely to the – albeit 

significant – act of absolution.  

Confession is not some narcissistic self-reflection. Sin is 

always understood in Orthodox spirituality as a rupture 

in the ‘I-Thou’ relationship of the world; otherwise metanoia could easily lead to paranoia. Instead, 

genuine confession always issues in communion; it is ultimately the ability to utter, together with at least 

one person, ‘Our Father’. It is the sacrament of the Eucharist, the mystery of communion, lived out day 

by day.” (John Chryssavgis in The Cambridge Companion to Orthodox Christian Theology, p 160) 

 

 

The Command to Take Up Your Cross      Posted on March 14, 2015 by Fr. Ted  
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On the third Sunday of Great Lent we read the Gospel of Mark 8:34-9:1 as we commemorate 

the  precious life-giving Cross of our Lord: 

When He had called the people to Himself, with His disciples also, He said to them, 

“Whoever desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and 

follow Me. For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for 

My sake and the gospel’s will save it. For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole 

world, and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?  

For whoever is ashamed of Me and My words in this adulterous and sinful generation, 

of him the Son of Man also will be ashamed when He comes in the glory of His Father 

with the holy angels. And He said to them, “Assuredly, I say to you that there are some 

standing here who will not taste death till they see the kingdom of God present with 

power.” 

Fr. John Garvey (d. 2015) writes:  

“We believe that God has been revealed in Christ crucified, in the 

person who died a shameful death for us. The God we see in the 

incarnate Christ is the only God that exists. This is how we 

understand what it means to be God’s son, what kind of Father God 

is, who the Spirit is and why the Spirit was sent. This certainly upsets 

certain prevailing notions of power, and if this is the God who is also 

creator, sustainer of the universes, king of kings, lord of lords, if this 

is the revelation of the Father’s love, then things are not as we 

thought they were or would like them to be. All of us love the control 

given to us by the idea we have of God and our relationship to God; 

we love to think that our kinship is one where we retain some hold, where we manage the degree of our 

commitment. But our being is completely contingent on the love of God revealed in Christ crucified. We 

do not naturally participate in that life. It is offered to us as a gift by the One who wills us into being, 

moment by moment. The important thing for us is to understand that it is a gift, and the proper response 

to a gift is gratitude. Of course the Christ we see on the cross would 

not be good news if that were the end of it. But before moving too 

glibly to the resurrection, it is important to see that the cross really 

is the obvious and crushing truth of too many lives, and the truth 

finally of all lives.  

When Jesus says that we must take up out cross and follow Him, He 

does not suggest that we will not be crucified if we choose not to 

be. We will be crucified in any event. How will we respond to it? 

How will we see, straight on, the fact that all of us will suffer and 

die, or (if we avoid this by being hit by a fast-moving bus) we will 

see the suffering and death of people we love? He speaks of ‘taking 

up your cross’ as if the assumption is that the cross will be there, 

whether we feel like taking it up or not. And not taking it up – given 

its inevitability – reminds me of a terrifying line from Tolstoy: After 

a stupid life there shall come a stupid death. The cross is there. 

http://oca.org/orthodoxy/the-orthodox-faith/worship/the-church-year/great-lent
https://farm3.staticflickr.com/2819/10619330024_ed6235ce59_n.jpg[/img][/url]
https://farm4.staticflickr.com/3223/5692627178_1103e33ffe_n.jpg[/img][/url]
https://farm5.staticflickr.com/4043/4427913030_e03655dd08_n.jpg[/img][/url]


Most interesting philosophical thought has been a result of looking dimly, obliquely, at what the cross 

presents us with explicitly. The good suffer, as do the evil, as do we all. And still we say that God is good, 

the world is good, life is good. In speaking about the resurrection, Christians say that the power of death 

has been overcome. The Orthodox liturgy sings at Easter, ‘Christ is risen from the dead, trampling down 

death by death, and upon those in the tombs bestowing life.’ We say this, knowing that we still live in a 

world where death seems to reign, a world in which suffering continues. But we insist that the reasons 

for hope lie not only in the future, but are present with us now. We eat and drink now the bread and 

wine of the kingdom to come – even as we wait for its coming.” (Orthodoxy for the Non-Orthodox, pp 

79-82) 

 

The Mystical Sign of the Cross   Posted on March 15, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

 

“These are the mysteries which the holy form of the Cross bears; 

it is the cause of the miracles which the Creator performs 

through it in the entire world. Such is (the form of the Cross) 

which is joyfully revered and held in honor by us, while the 

reason for it was eternally marked out in the mind of the Creator, 

for His intention was to give to all, by means of this form, 

knowledge of his glory, and the liberation which He was going to 

take, through its means, for all 

humanity. 

 

Blessed is God who uses corporeal objects continually to draw us close in a 

symbolic way to a knowledge of His invisible (nature), sowing and marking 

out in our minds the recollection of His care for us which has been in 

operation throughout all generations (thus) binding our minds with love for 

His hidden Being by means of shapes that are visible.”  (Isaac of Ninevah 

(Isaac the Syrian), The Second Part: Chap IV-XLI translated by Sebastian 

Brock, pp 61-62) 
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The Spiritual Child Overcoming Sin 

Posted on March 16, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

 “A brother questioned Abba Poemen, saying, ‘I am losing my soul through 

living near my abba; should I go on living with him?’ The old man knew that 

he was finding this harmful and he was surprised that he even asked if he 

should stay there. So he said to him, ‘Stay if you want to.’ 

The brother left him and stayed on there. He came back again and said, ‘I 

am losing my soul.’ But the old man did not tell him to leave. 

He came a third time and said, ‘I really cannot stay there any longer.’ Then 

Abba Poemen said, ‘Now you are saving yourself; go away and do not stay 

with him any longer,’ and he added, ‘When someone sees that he is in 

danger of losing his soul, he does not need to ask advice. It is right to ask 

about secret thoughts and then it is up to the old man to test them; but with visible faults, do not ask; cut 

them off at once.’ ” 

(Poemen in The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, p 193) 

 

A History of the Presanctified Gifts Liturgy   Posted on March 18, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

As we learn from church historians and liturgical theologians, the 

practices and rituals of the Orthodox Church have undergone 

significant changes through the centuries.   Liturgical changes can 

occur in the church for practical reasons, due to changing historical 

circumstances, because understandings of rites and rituals change, 

or to better serve and instruct the faithful.  The Liturgy of the 

Presanctified Gifts is very identified with Great Lent and is served on 

certain weekdays throughout Lent.  Like all Orthodox services it has 

undergone numerous changes.  This is to be expected in a church 

which is a living body and responds to both the needs of its members 

as well as to the ever-changing world in which we witness to 

Christ.  Archimandrite Job Getcha writes about the Liturgy: 

“We should be aware of the fact that, from 

the origin of the Presanctified Liturgy around the sixth century, and until the 

ninth century, not only was the consecrated bread preserved, but also a chalice 

containing the consecrated wine. They were kept on the prosthesis table, from 

which they were again placed on the altar table during the great entrance of the 

Presanctified Liturgy. As a result of the difficulty and the danger of keeping a 

chalice full of consecrated wine, the practice of intincting the consecrated bread 

with the consecrated wine appeared, probably in the ninth century, in southern 

Italy. Only in the fifteenth century was this practice adopted in Constantinople 

and in the Byzantine world.” 
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So the Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts changed because of very practical concerns:  keeping a full 

chalice of the consecrated Blood of Christ was risky due to the threat of spilling the chalice.  So our 

current practice of intinction – keeping the consecrated Body  with small amounts of the Blood of Christ 

on it – was introduced to deal with a problem created by a liturgical practice.  The need for the liturgy 

with the Presanctified Gifts was itself the result of other liturgical piety that had changed and become 

regulated by canon law in 692AD. 

“This Constantinopolitan practice was established by Canon 52 of the Council in Trullo, which states: 

On the days of Great Lent, except on Saturdays, Sundays, and the holy day of Annunciation, no liturgy 

may be celebrated except that of the Presanctified Gifts. 

As M. Arranz explains: 

In the seventh century, the reception of communion must have been considered as breaking the fast; 

also, because the Eucharistic liturgy (apart from the great vigils of Christmas, Epiphany, and Easter, as 

well as the completely exceptional day of Holy Thursday) was celebrated only during the morning hours, 

Canon 52 of Trullo, while admitting the exception of Annunciation, fixes the time of communions from 

the Presanctified gifts at the end of the day, even after vespers, to ensure the seriousness of the fast 

during Great Lent. ” 

(The Typikon Decoded, p 161 & 170) 

 

Spiritual Warfare: The Struggle Within   Posted on March 20, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

“The greatest and most perfect thing a man may desire to attain is to 

come near to God and dwell in union with Him.(…) In order to succeed 

in this, you must constantly oppose all evil in yourself and urge 

yourself towards good. In other words, you must ceaselessly fight 

against yourself and against everything that panders to your own 

will, that incites and supports them. So prepare yourself for this 

struggle and this warfare and know that the crown – attainment of 

your desired aim – is given to no one except to the valiant among 

warriors and wrestlers. But if this is the hardest of all wars – since, in 

fighting against ourselves, it is in ourselves that we meet opposition – 

victory in it is the most glorious of all; and, 

what is the main thing, it is most pleasing to 

God.(…)  

Finally, after learning what constitutes Christian perfection and that to achieve 

it you must wage a constant cruel war with yourself, if you really desire to be 

victorious in this unseen warfare and be rewarded with a crown, you must plant 

in your heart the following four dispositions and spiritual activities, as it were 

arming yourself with invisible weapons, the most trust worthy and 

unconquerable of all, namely: a) never rely on yourself in anything; b) always 

bear in your heart a perfect and all-daring trust in God alone; c) strive without 
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ceasing; and d) remain constantly in prayer.” (St. Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain in For the Peace 

from Above, edited by Fr. Hildo Bos, p 198) 

 

Love and the Ladder of Divine Ascent    Posted on March 21, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

On the 4th Sunday of Great Lent, we commemorate in the 

Church   St. John Climacus , 7th Century monk and spiritual writer. 

“The Ladder of Divine Ascent, St. John Climacus (c. 579-649) 

colorfully and skillfully paints for us an icon of man’s progression to 

perfection – or completeness – in the spiritual life which, in its 

fullness, is nothing less than union with and participation in the 

divine nature of the one true God, the Holy Trinity. But St. John 

warns us that there is only one proper motive for setting out on this 

path and that is love for God. In the first step of his allegorical 

ladder, he says: ‘ The man who renounces the world from fear is like 

burning incense that begins with fragrance but ends in smoke. He 

who leaves the world through hope of reward is like a millstone that 

always moves in the same way. But he who withdraws from the 

world out of love for God has obtained fire at the very outset; and 

like fire set to fuel, it soon kindles a larger fire.’ Neither fear of God, 

nor hope of reward then, are wholly appropriate reasons for setting foot on the ladder. It is far better to 

do so out of love, and our God must be our First Love!” (Bishop Basil of Wichita in Remember Thy First 

Love by Archimandrite Zacharias, p 9) 

 

The Connection Between Baptism and Great Lent    Posted on March 22, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

Great Lent was at one point in church history a time for preparing 

candidates for baptism.   We find in historical documents descriptions of 

how this worked. 

“This preparation for Baptism was introduced by the rite of enrollment, 

which we find described in this way by Etheria (4th Century) in her account 

of her pilgrimage:  

‘Whoever wishes to give in his name does so on the eve of Lent; and a priest 

notes down all the names. The next day, the opening of Lent, the day on 

which the eight weeks begin, in the middle of the principal church, that is, 

the church of the Martyrium, a seat is placed for the bishop, and one by one 

the candidates are led up to him. If they are men, they come with their 

godfathers; if women, with their godmothers. Then the bishop questions the 

neighbors of each person who come in, saying: “Does he lead a good life? 

Does he respect his parents: Is he given to drunkenness or to lying?” If the 

candidate is pronounced beyond reproach by all those who are thus 
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questioned in the presence of witness, with his own hand the bishop notes down the man’s name. But if 

the candidate is accused of failing in any point, the bishop tells him to go out, saying: “Let him amend his 

life and when he has amended it, let him come to Baptism.”   […]  

 

The literal meaning of these rites is obvious, – what interests us is the interpretation given to them by the 

Fathers. The examination, which precedes the inscription in which the claims of the candidate are 

discussed, signifies for Theodore of Mopsuestia that at this moment Satan ‘tries to argue against us, 

under the pretext that we have no right to escape from his domination. 

He says that we belong to him because we are descended from the 

head of our race,’.  

Against him, ‘we must hasten to go before the judge to establish our 

claims and to show that by rights we did not belong to Satan from the 

beginning, but to God Who made us to His Own image’. And Theodore 

compares this ‘temptation’ to the scene in which Satan ‘tries to lead 

Christ astray by his wiles and temptations.’ Even the attitude of the 

candidate is symbolic: he is clad only in his tunic and is barefoot, ‘to 

show the slavery in which the devil holds him captive and to arouse the 

pity of the judge.’ ”    (Jean Danielou, The Bible and the Liturgy, pp 19-

21) 

 

Great Lent: Keeping the Fast Real       Posted on March 23, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

St. John Chrysostom (d. 407AD) says about Lenten fasting: 

“Let our every care be for the salvation of souls, and for ways of curbing the 

motions of the flesh and demonstrating a real fast. Abstinence from food after all, is 

undertaken for this purpose, to curb the exuberance of the flesh and bring the beast 

under control.  

The person fasting ought most of all keep anger in check, learn the lesson of 

mildness and kindness, have a contrite heart, banish the flood of unworthy passions, 

keep before one’s eyes that unsleeping eye and that incorruptible tribunal, avoid 
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becoming enthralled by money, be lavish in almsgiving, drive all ill-will to one’s neighbor from the soul. 

This is real fasting, as Isaiah says when speaking as God’s mouthpiece:  

‘I did not choose this fast, says the Lord – not to bend your neck like a dog collar, nor to make your bed of 

dust and ashes, not to call a fast of this kind acceptable, says the Lord.’ So what kind, pray? ‘Loose the 

bonds of crippling contracts,’ he says, ‘share your bread with the hungry, welcome the homeless poor 

into your home.’ And if you do these things, he says, ‘then your Light will burst forth like the dawn, and 

your healing with quickly emerge.’ 

Do you see, dearly beloved, what true fasting really is? Let us perform this 

kind, and not entertain the facile notion held by many that the essence of 

fasting lies in going without food till evening. This is not the end in view, but 

that we should demonstrate, along with abstinence from food, abstinence 

from whatever is harmful, and should give close attention to spiritual duties. 

The person fasting ought to be reserved, peaceful, meek, humble, indifferent 

to the esteem of this world. You see, just as one has neglected the soul, so it 

is necessary to neglect empty esteem as well, and to have regard only for 

him who examines our inmost being, and with great care to direct prayers 

and confessions to God, and provide for oneself according to one’s ability 

the help that comes from almsgiving.” 

(Daily Readings from the Writings of St. John Chrysostom, edited by 

Anthony M. Coniaris, pp 55-56) 

 

Charity, Fasting and the Commandment of God   Posted on March 27, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

Below is a story from the desert fathers relating Lenten fasting  and 

Christian hospitality.  It is an ancient 4th Century story from a time before 

a 40 day Lenten Fast was decreed by the Church or followed by all 

monks.   In the story, these desert monks, known for their extreme 

rigor, themselves decide to keep a week long fast before celebrating 

Pascha.  Once they established this as the community rule, they expected 

everyone to follow it for that is what love demands of us who live 

together as Christ’s disciples. 

“Once two brethren came to a certain elder whose custom it was not to 

eat every day. But when he saw the brethren he invited them with joy to 

dine with him, saying: Fasting has its reward, but he who eats out of 

charity fulfils two commandments, for he sets aside his own will and he 

refreshes his hungry brethren. They made a rule in Scete that they would fast a whole week before 

celebrating Easter. But it happened that in that week some brethren came to Abbot Moses, from Egypt, 

and he cooked them a little vegetable stew. And when they saw the smoke coming up from his cell, the 

clerics of the church that is in Scete exclaimed: Look, there is Moses breaking the rule, and cooking food 

in his cell. When he comes up here we’ll tell him a thing or two. But when the Sabbath came, the clerics 

saw the great holiness of Abbot Moses, and they said to him: O Abbot Moses, you have broken the 
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commandment of men, but have strongly bound the commandment of God.” (Thomas Merton, The 

Wisdom of the Desert, pp 77-78) 

We see in the story the wisdom of the desert fathers – rules were meant to 

serve the community, but the community doesn’t serve the rules.  We are 

reminded of Christ’s own words to those in His day who had determined 

Sabbath rules rule humans:  “The sabbath was made for man, not man for 

the sabbath; so the Son of man is lord even of the sabbath”  (Mark 

2:27)  and  “And if you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and 

not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the guiltless” (Matthew 

12:7).  The rules are in themselves not God, and there are legitimate 

reasons for setting aside the rules at times – especially as an act of love for 

others.   The rules are meant to help maintain community love, peace, 

concord, and unity.   But even as important as those goals are, there still 

may be godly reasons for setting the rules aside in order to practice love 

for others. 

The fasting rigor of these monks is obvious in the story: though Abbot Moses cooks for his guests not a 

gourmet meal but only a little vegetable stew the other monks are outraged that he has violated 

community rules. 

In the end love and wisdom rule the hearts of the monks.  They understand that Abbot Moses had 

followed a greater commandment: the commandment from our Lord to love one another.  The rules of 

fasting, even if determined by the community or set by canon law, are still rules of humans, not from 

God.  They are essential rules for helping humans to live in community, but they belong only to the 

fallen world.  For if we all lived by our Lord’s commandments to love one another as He loved us, to love 

God  with all heart, soul and mind, and to love our neighbors as ourselves, then we would have not need 

for merely human rules to govern our behavior and our communities. 

 

In the Spirit of St. Mary of Egypt    Posted on March 29, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

Today in the current Orthodox practice of Great Lent we 

commemorate St. Mary of Egypt (d. 522AD).   Through the centuries 

of Orthodox history, Great Lent changed from being a time of 

preparing catechumens for baptism and became under monastic 

influence more a season of repentance and ascetical fasting.  This no 

doubt reflected the changing reality of the Church in the Byzantine 

Empire where Christianity had become the state religion and there 

were fewer adult catechumens to edify, and more cultural and 

nominal Christians which the Church wanted to inspire.  St. Mary fits 

very well into this monastic scheme of Great Lent. 
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“Athanasius (d. 373) archbishop of Alexandria of holy memory, begged 

Abba Pambo to come down from the desert to Alexandria. He went down, 

and seeing an actress began to weep. Those who present asked him the 

reason for his tears, and he said, ‘Two things make me weep: one, the loss 

of this woman; and the other, that I am not so concerned to please God as 

she is to please wicked men.’ ” (Irenee Hausher, Penthos: The Doctrine of 

Compunction in the Christian East, p 59) 

So we too can weep when we are more eager to participate in worldly or 

sinful entertainment than to please God.  We often are not seduced by the 

world or by sin, because we run to see and participate in all manners of 

pleasure.  St. Mary of Egypt lamented that in her sinful days she didn’t even 

always engage in sex for money but sometimes just for the pleasure of 

seducing men and causing them to fall.  So too we eagerly and willfully engage in the sinful pleasure and 

over indulge, not because it benefits us but because we can.  Sometimes we rejoice in the fact that so 

many others are falling with us.   Such are the depths of moral depravity in the world. 

We are given Lent as a gift – a time to say no to the self so that we can truly follow Christ. 

 

Fasting Is Not Merely a Matter of Diet      

Posted on March 30, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

“Fasting is not a mere matter of diet. It is moral as well as physical. 

True fasting is to be converted in heart and will; it is to return to God, 

to come home like the Prodigal to our Father’s house. In the words of 

St. John Chrysostom, it means ‘abstinence not only from food but 

from sins’. ‘The fast’, he insists, ‘should be kept not by the mouth 

alone but also by the eye, the ear, the feet, the hands and all the 

members of the body’: the eye must abstain from impure sights, the 

ear from malicious gossip, the hands from acts of injustice. It is 

useless to fast from food, protests St. Basil, and yet to indulge in cruel 

criticism and slander: ‘You do not eat meat, but you devour your 

brother’. The same point is made in the Triodion, especially during the 

first week of Lent: 

As we fast from food, let us abstain also from every passion….. 

Let us observe a fast acceptable and pleasing to the Lord. 

True fasting is to put away all evil, 

To control the tongue, to forbear from anger, 

To abstain from lust, slander, falsehood and perjury. 

If we renounce these things, then is our fasting true and acceptable to God. 

http://orthodoxwiki.org/Athanasius_of_Alexandria
http://www.amazon.com/Penthos-Doctrine-Compunction-Christian-East/dp/0879079533/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1426735465&sr=8-1&keywords=Penthos%3A+The+Doctrine+of+Compunction+in+the+Christian+East
http://www.amazon.com/Penthos-Doctrine-Compunction-Christian-East/dp/0879079533/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1426735465&sr=8-1&keywords=Penthos%3A+The+Doctrine+of+Compunction+in+the+Christian+East
https://frted.wordpress.com/2015/03/30/fasting-is-not-merely-a-matter-of-diet/
https://frted.wordpress.com/2015/03/30/fasting-is-not-merely-a-matter-of-diet/
https://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
https://farm6.staticflickr.com/5519/10335730335_f5430c7eef_m.jpg%5b/img%5d%5b/url%5d
https://farm2.staticflickr.com/1183/4552944580_3de6172ab5_n.jpg


Let us keep the Fast not only by refraining from food, 

But by becoming strangers to all the bodily passions. 

The inner significance of fasting is best summed up in the triad: 

prayer, fasting, almsgiving. Divorced from prayers and from the 

reception of the holy sacraments, unaccompanied by acts of 

compassion, our fasting becomes pharisaical or even demonic. It 

leads, not to contrition and joyfulness, but to pride, inward tension 

and irritability.” 

(The Lenten Triodion translated by Mother Mary and Archimandrite Kallistos Ware, pp 17-18 

 

Punishment: Nor for Sins But for Failing to Repent    Posted on March 

31, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

 

Great Lent is a season devoted to repentance.  We have now come to the 

last week of that season.  Many have already taken advantage of the time 

given to them to receive God’s forgiveness through the Mystery of 

Confession.  St. Theognostos (d. 1353AD) reminds us of a truth about 

repentance and about God’s judgment: 

“We will not be punished or condemned in the age to be because we have 

sinned, since we were given a mutable and unstable nature. But we will be 

punished if, after sinning, we did not repent and turn from our evil ways to 

the Lord; for we have been given the power to repent, as well as the time in 

which to do so. Only through repentance shall we receive God’s mercy, and 

not its opposite, His passionate anger. Not that God is angry with us; He is angry with evil. Indeed, the 

divine is beyond passion and vengefulness, though we speak of it as reflecting, like a mirror, our actions 

and dispositions, giving to each of us whatever we deserve.” (Through the Year with the Church Fathers 

edited by Emily Harakas, p 101) 
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Spiritual Discipline and Warfare    Posted on April 1, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

 

  Icon of the Wise and Foolish Virgins 

“We can never know how many souls have fallen into this snare of the 

devil – carried away by the intensity of their foolish zeal, in their 

excessive discipline of their bodies going beyond what they are able to 

bear, suffering in self-torment of their own invention, and becoming 

the laughingstock of evil demons! Note that this would never have 

happened if they had followed good judgment and advice, and had not 

forgotten that bodily discipline, though admirable and fruitful where 

there is sufficient strength of the body and humility of the soul, must 

always be controlled by good sense and used only as a means to 

spiritual progress. The discipline of the body must never become an 

aim in itself, and indeed ascetic practices must sometimes be reduced, sometimes increased, sometimes 

changed, and sometimes stopped altogether for a time.  

Those who cannot be as strict with themselves as some of the saints – not carry out as strong ascetic 

practices – can imitate their lives in other ways. They can arouse and establish good dispositions in their 

hearts, acquire the habit of fervent prayer, wage unrelenting war against thoughts and desires inspired 

by the passions, protect the purity of their hearts, love silence and 

solitude, be humble and meek with all people, do good to those who 

have caused them suffering, and guard themselves against all evil, 

however insignificant.  

All these righteous activities of heart are more pleasing to God than 

excessive accomplishments of subduing, controlling, and putting down 

the flesh – especially when the latter are not required by our moral 

condition. We must use good judgment in undertaking tasks of physical 

asceticism when they are needed for our spiritual gain. First, avoid 

launching out with lofty standards, but rather begin at the bottom. It is 

better to climb up gradually than to suddenly undertake something lofty 

and be forced to climb down to a more realistic level (to your shame). ” 

(Jack N. Sparks, Victory in the Unseen Warfare, pp 60-61) 

 

What is Patience? 

Posted on April 3, 2015 by Fr. Ted  

https://frted.wordpress.com/2015/04/01/spiritual-discipline-and-warfare/
https://frted.wordpress.com/2015/04/01/spiritual-discipline-and-warfare/
https://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://www.amazon.com/Victory-Unseen-Warfare-Jack-Sparks/dp/0962271365/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1426735438&sr=8-1&keywords=Victory+in+the+Unseen+Warfare
https://frted.wordpress.com/2015/04/03/what-is-patience/
https://frted.wordpress.com/2015/04/03/what-is-patience/
https://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
https://farm7.staticflickr.com/6218/6995563505_1d9b975909_n.jpg%5b/img%5d%5b/url%5d
https://farm9.staticflickr.com/8231/8508305323_94f426dee1_n.jpg%5b/img%5d%5b/url%5d


 

“Patience: the armor of understanding, 

judgment over wrath, 

sanatorium of the heart, 

exhortation of the insolent, 

pacification of the agitated, 

storm-free haven, 

comfort of the grieved, 

kindness toward all. 

When slandered, it blesses; 

mistreated, it rejoices. 

Consolation of the oppressed, 

mirror of hoped-for good things, 

trophy of the tortured.” 

(Evagrius – d. 399AD in Dragon’s Wine and Angel’s Bread by Gabriel 

Bunge, p 109) 
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