
2018 Pre-Lenten Themes 

Zacchaeus, Come Down From That Tree  ON JANUARY 20, 

2018 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIANITY, DISCIPLESHP, 

HUMILITY, ORTHODOX, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“’But I am in the midst of you, as He that serveth’ (Luke 22:27). 

I shall not attain Jesus, if I seek him reigning in the place of honor. I 

have to look for Him and find Him in that place where He is hiding, in 

the last place, in His suffering and humiliated members. It is because 

they are not looking for Him there that so many men cannot believe in 

Him or have only a nominal faith in Him. Zacchaeus had to come 

down from his sycamore in order to join Jesus in the crowd.” 

(A Monk of the Eastern Church, Jesus, a Dialogue with the Savior, p. 

64) 

 

The Lord is Not Like Us   ON JANUARY 24, 2018 BY FR. TED 

IN CHRISTIANITY, GOD, JUDGMENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“No man of himself can know what God’s love is unless he be taught of the 

Holy Spirit; but God’s love is known in our Church through the Holy Spirit, 

and so we speak of this love. 

The sinful soul which does not know the Lord fears death, thinking that the 

Lord will not forgive her sins. But this is because the soul does not know the 

Lord and how greatly He loves us. But if 

people knew this, then no man would 

despair, for the Lord not only forgives but rejoices exceedingly at the 

return of a sinner. Though you be at death’s door, believe firmly that the 

moment  you ask, you will receive forgiveness. 

The Lord is not like us. He is passing meek, and merciful, and good; and 

when the soul knows Him she marvels greatly, and exclaims: ‘O what a 

Lord is ours!’ 

The Holy Spirit gave our Church to know how great is God’s mercy.” 

(St. Silouan the Athonite, p. 363) 

How unlike us humans is our God.  Human may never forgive or forget 

and can keep angry all their lives, but not so with the Lord.  Humans 

demand retributive justice and often want to treat people as they 

deserve, or even worse.  On the other hand, God, so the psalmist tells 

us is not like us. 
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The LORD is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. He will not always 

chide, nor will he keep his anger for ever. He does not deal with us according to our sins, nor requite us 

according to our iniquities.   (Psalm 103:8-10) 

 

Imitate the Publican  ON JANUARY 27, 2018 BY FR. TED IN GREAT LENT, HUMILITY, ORTHODOX, 

ORTHODOX CHURCH 

Amma Syncletica teaches us to imitate the Publican not the Pharisee in 

our piety and behavior. 

She also said, “Imitate the publican, and you will not be condemned with 

the Pharisee. Choose the meekness of Moses and you will find your heart 

which is a rock changed into a spring of water.” ( The Forgotten Desert 

Mothers, p. 52) 

She is, of course referring to the 

parable of Jesus found in Luke 18:10-14 – 

“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.” 

 

The Sin of Pride ON JANUARY 28, 2018 BY FR. TED 

IN CHRISTIAN, HUMILITY, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PATRISTIC 

In preparation for Great Lent, we Orthodox are asked to consider the 

virtue of humility and the value of repentance for finding one’s way to 

God.  So today’s Gospel, Luke 18:10-14, gives us the parable of the 

Publican and the Pharisee. 

St John Cassian offers us a description of how we can tell if the sin of 

pride is at work in us.  We can see in his description many words which 

describe what today we might call a narcissist, a shallow loud mouth, 

the stubborn uncooperative person, the bully, the incorrigible.  St. John 

says: 
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By the following indications, then, that carnal pride of which we have spoken 

is made manifest. 

First of all, a person’s talking will be loud and his silence bitter; 

his joy will be marked by noisy and excessive laughter, 

his seriousness by irrational sadness, 

his replies by rancor, 

his speech by glibness, 

and his words will burst out helter-

skelter for a heed-less heart. 

He will be devoid of patience, 

without love, 

quick to inflict abuse, 

slow to accept it, 

reluctant to obey except when his desire and will anticipate the 

matter, 

implacable in receiving exhortations, 

weak in restraining his own will, 

very unyielding when submitting to others, 

constantly fighting on behalf of his own opinions but never acquiescing or giving in to those of others. 

And so, having become unreceptive to salutary advice, he relies on his own judgement in every respect 

rather than on that of the elders.” (The Institutes, pp. 271-272) 

While we might imagine this is a description of many in positions of power, Cassian is talking about each 

of us.  In Lent, it is time to look at my self and my own faults, for the only person I can change is 

me.  Recognizing faults in others is most helpful when it teaches us about our self. 

 

The Publican and Me 

ON JANUARY 29, 2018 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIANITY, GREAT LENT, HUMILITY, ORTHODOX CHURCH, 

ORTHODOXY, SPIRITUAL WARFARE 
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One of the lessons of the Gospel Parable of the Publican and the Pharisee 

(Luke 18:10-14) is that humility is a virtue needed as a precondition for 

further spiritual growth.  It isn’t a goal that we strive for and hope to 

achieve in some distant future after years of Christian maturation, but it 

is part of the foundation we need for further growth. 

Think about Moses, that mighty hero of the Old Testament who defied 

the mighty Pharaoh of Egypt and led a slave rebellion against the 

Egyptian Empire.  God speaks to Moses face to face the Scriptures tell us 

(Exodus 33:11)and God even backs down when 

challenged by Moses who intercedes for 

Israel.   Yet, God calls Moses the most humble man who ever lived (Numbers 

12:3).  Certainly, we see in Moses that being humble does not mean lacking 

courage.  But it is Moses own humility which God finds so virtuous in 

Moses.  Moses was not arrogant, did not seek things for personal gain, and 

served both God and the people faithfully even when the people and God 

were displeased with him.  In all of this, Moses is a Christ-like figure.  But 

humility was the virtue at Moses’ heart. 

And Jesus Himself tells the Parable of the Publican and Pharisee to extol the 

virtue of humility.  We’ve all been told endless times that the Pharisee in the story is the religious 

zealot.  He does everything he boasts of doing.  He is not lying nor exaggerating but telling the truth 

about his piety.  He is laying claim to the reward he assumes God must bestow upon him for his 

virtue.  The Publican is the notorious sinner of the parable, who admits before God that he is a sinner 

and begs God’s mercy.  As even St. John Chrysostom notes it is not particularly humble to admit you are 

a sinner when in fact you are one – you are just acknowledging the truth of the matter.  The Publican 

has little to commend himself to God, and yet it is he not the pious and self-righteous Pharisee that is 

favored by God because God rejects the pride of the Pharisee and embraces the humility of the 

Publican.  The Publican goes beyond admitting to the truth and accepting the judgment that is laid on 

him.  Therein lies his humility.  He cannot lay claim to any reward for virtue, but opens himself to the 

mercy and love of God. 

Now we can retell the Parable of the Publican and the Pharisee so we 

perfectly understand it by putting our self in the Parable in the place of 

the Pharisee and then picking whomever we consider to be the most 

loathsome, despicable kind of sinner for the Publican. 

Almost everyone has a kind of person or sinner they particularly despise 

and wish evil on.  When I visit inmates in prison, the murderers despise 

the child molesters.  Everyone seems able to imagine a sinner worse than 

themselves, someone else who is the foremost of sinners and perhaps 

beyond God’s grace. 

One inmate I visited in a prison told me a story which really was his living 

out the Parable of the Publican and the Pharisee.  He was in prison for 

having been involved in the manslaughter of his pregnant girlfriend and the baby she was carrying.  One 

day in prison, he learned he was being assigned a new table place at meals – directly across from a child 
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molester.  He despised child molesters.  He was seething with anger that he would now have to sit 

across from this pedophile at every meal.  This ruined not only that day but threatened to ruin every 

meal he would eat.  As he sat at table with his food in front of him, stewing in his anger and hatred, the 

child molester sat across from him, and not even looking up, he humbly bowed his head and quietly said 

grace over his food:  “God, thank you for the food you have given me and for providing for me every day 

though I am a terrible sinner living in prison where I deserve to be.  Forgive me, Lord, for my sins are 

many.”   Sitting across from this man, shame came over the inmate.  For he had started eating without 

giving thanks to God or saying any prayer, and found himself consumed with hatred.  He felt total 

embarrassment that he was being so judgmental because he felt himself to be a Christian, and yet here 

was this man praying and confessing his sins at the table while all he did was internally rage with 

anger.   It is easy to be the Pharisee. 

So, now retell the Parable of the Publican and Pharisee.  Who is the Publican in 

your life – the liar, the murderer,  the child molester,  the homosexual, the 

criminal, the adulterer, the thief, the user of pornography, the drug pusher, the 

abuser, the angry, the greedy, the narcissist, the obese, the person who doesn’t 

use their turn signal, the driver using their cell phone?   Who is the kind of person 

you really despise?  Now tell the parable: 

Two people went to our church to pray.  I was one, and the other was . . . (name 

the worst sinner you can imagine – whether by name or by sin they commit). . . 

I went to the front of the church and stood 

before the icon and prayed:  God I thank you that I am not like those 

who sin against You.  I fast most of the days during Lent, I pretty often 

remember my prayers, I donate some money to the church and to 

charity.  I am especially thankful that I am not like … (name that sinner 

or kind of sinner you hate the most) because he/she commits the 

most horrible kind of sin. 

The … (name that sinner or kind of sinner you hate the most) … knelt in the back of our church, bowing 

his head before God, wringing his hands and quietly weeping in his heart, he prayed, “God be merciful 

to me the sinner.” 

 Jesus said:  “I tell you, this person went down to his/her house justified rather than the first; for every 

one who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles himself will be exalted.”  (Luke 18:14) 

 

Chrysostom: Interpreting the Parable of the Prodigal   ON FEBRUARY 3, 2018 BY FR. TED 

IN BAPTISM, CHRISTIANITY, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PATRISTIC, REPENTANCE 

“There were two brothers. Having divided the paternal inheritance between themselves, one remained at 

home, the other squandered all that was given to him and departed to a distant land because he could 

not bear the shame of poverty. 
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I wanted to speak of this parable from the outset so that you could 

learn that, if we are attentive, there is remission of sins even 

after baptism. I do not say this to put you in a state of inertia, but to 

distance you from discouragement, because discouragement 

produces worse evils among us than inertia. Therefore, this son 

bears the image of those who suffer the fall after the Laver. That he 

represents those who fell after baptism is obvious from the parable. 

He is called “son”; no one can be called a son without baptism. 

Furthermore, he inhabited the paternal house, and took his share 

from all the paternal substance. Before baptism no one has the right 

to receive paternal things, nor to obtain an inheritance, so that 

through all these events he speaks to us about the status of the 

faithful. He was a 

brother of the 

reputable one; he would not have become a brother 

without spiritual regeneration. Therefore, what does the 

one say who fell into the worst wickedness? “I will arise and 

return to my father.” His father did not hinder him from 

departing to the foreign land precisely for this reason: so 

that he could learn well from the experience how much 

beneficence he enjoyed while remaining at home. 

Therefore, since the prodigal son departed for the foreign 

land and learned from his own experience how much evil it is for someone to be driven out of his 

paternal house, he returned, and his father did not remember the wrongs that he had committed against 

him, but accepted him with open arms. Why? Because he was a father and not a judge. Then, there took 

place dances, sumptuous feasts, and festivals; and the entire house was beaming with joy and exceeding 

gladness. What are you saying? These are rewards of wickedness? Not of wickedness, O man, but of the 

return. Not of sin, but of repentance. Not of cunningness, but of change toward the better.” 

(St. John Chrysostom, The Fathers of the Church, pp. 11-13) 

 

The Parable of the Prodigal Son: An Image of 

the Family   ON FEBRUARY 6, 2018 BY FR. TED 

IN CHRISTIANITY, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH 

The Lord’s Parable of the Prodigal Son has many familiar 

lessons related to repentance and Great Lent. 

There is an obvious lesson about the person who wastes 

his/her life in sin and then for whatever reason comes 

to realize that life was good back at home, and so 

decides to humbly seeks to return to live with the father, but no longer in the exalted role of child but 

only as a servant. 
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It is family/home that gives sense to the parable. 

The family in Judaism is a religious unit where holy days are kept (like Passover), where Torah is learned, 

where the stories of God’s salvation are read and absorbed into one’s own identity.   The Jewish family 

anywhere in the world could practice the faith at home.   God was never far from them no matter how 

far away from Jerusalem they lived.   The temple was the place for animal sacrifice, but in the family one 

lived the faith.  Family is a religious community preserving traditions and passing them on from one 

generation to the next by home worship and instruction.  Children learned the faith first and foremost at 

home, not by going to temple. 

One need only think about how much of the history of Israel involves and is 

centered on family, and family members who are even named.   It was in 

family that the people learned how to obey Go, how to keep the Law, 

developed a sense of sin, realized the power of God’s holiness and how to 

approach God in prayer. Noah is saved with his family.  Abraham is called in 

and through his family and descendants.  Even when the nation of Israel was in 

apostasy, families were able to remain faithful to God. 

Jewish failure in their mission is often traced to failure in the family to be the 

holy unity of God. 

All of this salvation history is the background for the parable of the Prodigal Son and his family. 

Our families/homes are to become the center of our own spiritual lives.  In the home, in family, we are 

to learn repentance and forgiveness, humility and love, faithfulness and the fear of God.  We learn how 

to pray, we learn about God’s own 

love for us and our people, and we 

learn what God expects from us. 

It is not by accident that the parish 

is also framed in terms of family 

including the priest being viewed 

as “father.”  Chrysostom said that 

the family is a small church.    And 

we call God “Father” to show that 

we all are part of God’s family.  On all levels the imagery of family is present and works to help us 

understand our relationships with one another and with God. 

As family and as parish we learn acceptance and forgiveness, repentance and prayer.  We experience 

joy, and we experience the pain of belonging to others.  We learn how to love as family members.  We 

learn to welcome new people into the family and we learn our own role and place in the family of our 

origin, of our parish and of the people of God. 

We learn to see one another with the same eyes that the Parable’s Father views his two sons.  The 

Father’s eyes are ever hopeful for the return of the lost, for the healing of all divisions, for reuniting the 

separated, for even overcoming the hurt of sin. 

  



Finally, we see in this Parable how we are affected by our world 

around us.  Our society encourages consumption, exploring our every 

desire, increasing our appetites, affirming ourselves as individuals 

above and against every social unit.  Our 21st Century American view 

promotes all that the Prodigal was that led him to set off as an 

individual freed from the constraints of family and society.  We have 

so much but always are looking for more for ourselves, not willing to 

share with our families and parishes and neighbors. 

The Prodigal turned his insatiable appetite for independence and self-

indulgence into  a hunger for his father’s welcoming love.  Better to 

be a servant in a house of love than to be a slave to one’s own desires. 

Of course, today some only see the negative side of families – that 

they are dysfunctional or broken.  All of the imagery of family works only if the family is working as a 

safe haven for growing up, making mistakes and seeking reconciliation.  It is something we have to work 

on making our families and homes to be the ideal. 

Embracing the Sinner   ON FEBRUARY 8, 2018 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIAN, CHRISTIANITY, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, SALVATION 

“One of the most difficult problems faced in 

Christian life, and one that the desert monks 

experienced acutely, is the problem of our 

temptation to seek distance from the 

struggles of others, and to promote a sense 

of separation from the sins of the world 

around us. There is a certain passing 

resemblance to Christianity in doing so. 

Indeed, we certainly do not actively desire 

temptation for ourselves, nor do we approve 

of engaging in any sin. It might seem natural, on the surface, to seek 

distance from those struggling with such things–to set ourselves apart as 

more pure and more holy than others. 

Yet, when we see ourselves as fundamentally different from other human 

beings, whether they are Christian or not, we quickly begin to resemble 

the foolish elder. We condemn and chastise those around us for their 

brokenness. Such condemnation and chastisements are, despite their 

outward claim to holiness, works of anger and never of love. If love is a 

shared commitment to purity of heart between individuals, then seeking 

separation from others, by its very nature, discourages love and can even 

make it ultimately impossible. To share the pursuit of purity of heart with 

another, one must share a connection with her, and in a fallen world, that means sharing a connection 

with a fallen person.” 

(Daniel G. Opperwall, A Layman in the Desert, p. 73) 
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Christ Alone? No, Christ in the Crowd    ON FEBRUARY 10, 2018 BY FR. TED 

IN CHRISTIANITY, JUDGMENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“Think of it: Jesus Christ, the Life of all, the Creator of the universe, the only One 

ever to have been born without sin, was all alone, left in a common grave, 

outside of Jerusalem. He was alone even among his closest friends, since they 

never really understood Him, and thus He asked them: Do you not perceive or 

understand? (Mk. 8.17) Have I been with you so long, and yet you do not know 

Me? (Jn. 14.9). At the time of His passion, His isolation became acute. In the 

garden of agony, when His sweat became like great drops of blood, His 

disciples 

drifted off into 

sleep (Lk. 22.44). One by one His friends 

deserted Him. He stood alone before the 

judgement seat of Pilate, alone on the 

cross, alone in the grave: everywhere 

alone. He went alone into Hell. Alone, 

always alone. Why? So that you might 

learn that you have to be alone with 

God in order to become His dwelling 

place. 

Then the Lord will say, at the Last 

Judgement, to those on His left, whom 

He will send away into Gehenna, into 

the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels: “I was a stranger and you did not welcome me” (cf. 

Mt 25:33-41). Do you see? He’s a stranger, somebody who’s alone, who’s 

ignored: I was hungry and you gave me no food; I was alone in prison and 

you did not visit me (cf. Mt 25.42-43). 

…For many of us, this can be a rude awakening: after beholding Christ in 

our dreams, we find it annoying to open our eyes on a world filled with 

other people. Immediately we say: “I wasn’t looking for you I want Christ,” 

forgetting that the stranger, the poor man, the prisoner, the sinner, and 

especially my enemy – especially the person who seeks to harm me – is 

Christ for me.” 

(Archimandrite Aimilianos of Simonopetra, The Way of the Spirit, pp. 244-

245, 254) 
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Meatfare: Fasting is Communal 

ON FEBRUARY 11, 2018 BY FR. TED IN FASTING, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“Today is both Meatfare Sunday and the day on which we remember the Last 

Judgment. The readings we have just heard speak to both of these directly 

and in complementary ways. 

With Meatfare Sunday our preparation for Great Lent begins to take on a 

concretely dietary aspect, as its name indicates. This is the last day before 

Great Lent for eating meat. Thus begins, as it were, a warm up for the hard 

exercises, the asceticism, ahead of us. 

It is very easy to miss the point of such practices. The 

purpose of such efforts is not simply to do what is expected 

of us, but instead to allow ourselves to be weaned from our 

dependency on everything that might separate us from 

God—not because it is bad in itself, but because of how we 

relate to it or depend on it. I’m reminded of this every time I 

persuade myself that I can’t do anything in the morning 

until I’ve had a cup of coffee: there is nothing at all wrong 

with coffee; 

and it is not my body that craves it; it is rather my mental 

attitude towards coffee or caffeine that has made that cup 

into my ‘god.’ 

We hear Paul remind us that the food itself is not the issue: 

it makes no difference to God whether we eat meat or 

don’t. God is not concerned with our diet! We are free in all 

of this, and it is this freedom which makes what we do of 

any worth anyway. If we freely, willingly, eagerly even, 

undertake the 

disciplines which the Church sets before us, we might just come 

to be less dependent upon our creature comforts. Only then will 

we come to realize that we are in fact truly dependent only upon 

God, for in truth most of us, most of the time, do not realize this. 

Only then will we come to know God truly, and to know God 

acting in us.” 

(Fr. John Behr, The Cross Stands While the World Turns, pp. 21-22) 

 

The Last Judgment: Don’t Be Surprised 

ON FEBRUARY 12, 2018 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIAN, JUDGMENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH 
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When You, O God, shall come to earth with glory,  all things shall tremble and the river of fire shall flow 

before Your judgment seat; the books shall be opened and the hidden things disclosed!  Then deliver me 

from the unquenchable fire, and make me worthy to stand at Your right hand, righteous Judge!  (Hymn 

of the Last Judgement) 

Sounds pretty frightening – and it is meant to be.  The 

Church in its hymns uses these words to describe the 

Last Judgment: 

Dreaded 

Awesome 

Fearful 

What most bothers us as 21st Century Christians about 

the Judgment Day is not the thought that sinners will 

be condemned to the fires of hell and damned for all 

eternity – in fact on that point we tend to like 

retributive justice for sinners because they finally get 

what they deserve – what actually bothers us is that 

WE – each of us – You and me – are going to be held 

accountable for every thing we said and did in this 

life.  We are OK with others – the sinners – being held 

accountable, but why should we be judged?  That God 

might even think about judging you or me based on our 

behavior, that is hard to swallow – Let Him judge sinners, murderers, perverts, terrorists, criminals, liars 

and the lazy, and leave the rest of us alone. 

Actually many of the Jews in Jesus’ day had a similar thought.  They were anxiously awaiting the Day of 

the Lord, because they believed on that day God would finally and completely condemn and annihilate 

all of Israel’s enemies and oppressors.  On that day God would judge and condemn to hell the Romans, 

Greeks, Egyptians, Babylonians, Persians, Philistines, Canannites.  The Jewish people would finally be 

avenged! 

What these folk’s ignored was that the prophets had been warning that the Day of the Lord was also 

going to be a day of Judgment for God’s own people, and that God would 

start the judgment with Israel.   All of us who think God is going to judge 

“someone else” – we Orthodox or we Americans – also need to take the 

prophets’ message to heart – judgment begins with us. 

And we might begin to feel a little hot under the collar about this.  All the 

porn we looked, all the times we were drunk, all the times we lied, all the 

times we were greedy, selfish, angry, enraged, sexually immoral, jealous, 

envious, bickering and contentious – for all of this we are going to be 

judged by God.  As St. Paul says all those who do such things shall not 

inherit the Kingdom of God.  It’s not just that we are going to have to give 



account for this behavior, we are going to be condemned for it at the Last Judgment. 

Dreaded 

Awesome 

Fearful 

Judgment 

But then the Lord Jesus shocked His followers when He spoke about the Last Judgment.  Jesus did not 

say that at the Judgment Seat all Jews or that all Christians will be declared righteous and everyone else 

will be condemned as sinners. 

Saint and sinner will be assembled before God, and God will judge us based upon: 

Our mercifulness 

Our kindness 

Our love for others 

Our concern for the well being of others. 

Jesus says we will be judged in the same way and by the same criteria 

we judged and criticized others.  If  we thought the poor and needy 

were not worthy of our time, our attention, our possessions, we will 

find ourselves so judged by God who will not share His time, attention 

and possessions – namely His Kingdom – with us.  The Kingdom 

belongs to Him, not to us.  Just like we think our possessions belong 

to us and not to some beggar. 

God’s judgment is a judgment of our hearts.  The proper defense 

before the dread Judgment Seat is loving others, being merciful to 

others, showing mercy to the least of Christ’s brothers and sisters. 

A story from the lives of the saints: 

St. Martin of Tours was a Roman Army Officer who was entering a city 

one cold, wet, wintry day. 

A beggar asked him for money, but Martin had none with him.  But seeing the 

man shiver with cold, Martin came down off his horse, took his sword, and cut his 

soldier’s cloak in half.  His cloak was like a large warm poncho.  He wrapped the 

beggar in this half portion of his cloak. 

That night, Martin had a dream in which he saw Christ standing in the wintery 

cold wearing an old tattered cloak. An angel approached Christ dismayed at how 

the Lord was dressed.  “Lord,” the angel said, “where did you get that old, torn 

cloak?”  Jesus responded, “My servant Martin gave it to me.” 

https://oca.org/saints/lives/2018/10/12/205432-st-martin-the-merciful-the-bishop-of-tours


Martin thought he gave his cloak to a beggar, but as today’s Gospel teaches us what we give to the least 

of the brothers and sisters of Christ, we give to the Lord Jesus Himself. 

Note:  Martin didn’t give his whole cloak, he shared half of it with the beggar.  He didn’t impoverish 

himself, but provided for another from his means. 

We each have that same chance to share what we can with those in need.  We don’t have to deprive 

ourselves of everything, but certainly can share some things by ministering to the Lord Himself. 

There will be surprises for us on the Judgment Day as we see in the Gospel: 

Then the righteous will answer him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty 

and give you drink? 

And the wicked will say:  And Lord, when did we see you a stranger and not welcome you, or naked and 

not clothe you? (Matthew 25:37-41) 

Both the blessed and cursed are going to be in for a surprise on Judgment day.  Don’t you be surprised! 

 

The Universality of Death vs. the Inevitability of Sin 

ON FEBRUARY 15, 2018 BY FR. TEDIN CHRISTIANITY, GOSPEL, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

Every year at the beginning of Great Lent, the Orthodox Church remembers the expulsion of Adam and 

Eve from Paradise.  This ancestral sin affected the course of the human race. 

Adam and Eve, whether or not historical figures, 

symbolize all of humanity in its relationship to God.  Their 

story is our story, and each of our lives is their story.  Sin 

has become part of human life, and sin has corrupted 

human nature such that even an act of repentance 

cannot heal the wound to humanity.  None of this implies 

that humans have lost free will or responsibility for their 

own sins.  We are not destined to sin, for sin comes from 

each human will, not from human nature.  Human nature 

has only been corrupted by the consequences of sin – 

mortality has become part of our existence.  So we can 

note how did the early Church Fathers understand the 

role of sin in our lives?  Church historian  Jaroslav Pelikan writes: 

“Despite all the strong language about sin, however, the fundamental problem of man was not sin, but 

his corruptibility.  The reason the incarnation was necessary was that man had not merely done wrong–

for this, repentance would have sufficed– but had fallen into a corruption, a transiency that threatened 

him with annihilation.  As the agent of creation who had called man out of nothing, the Logos was also 

the one to rescue him from annihilation.  This the Logos did by taking flesh. 
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For this theology, it was the universality of death, not the 

inevitability of sin, that was fundamental.  The statement 

of Romans 5:14 that ‘death reigned from Adam to Moses, 

even over those whose sins were not like the transgression 

of Adam,’ was taken  to prove that there were many who 

had been ‘pure of every sin,’ such as Jeremiah and John 

the Baptist.  It was death and corruption that stood in the 

way of man’s participation in the divine nature, and these 

had to be overcome in the incarnation of the Logos.” 

That various people in the Old and New Testaments are 

considered righteous gets forgotten in the tsunami which Augustine’s idea of original sin came to 

represent especially in Western Christianity.  So the texts of St. Paul in Romans 3:10, 23 seem to erase 

the claims of the rest of Scripture: “...as it is written: “None is righteous, no, not one…” and “… since all 

have sinned and fall short of the glory of God…”   But human sinning did not mean that God no longer 

saw goodness in His creatures.  For even David is considered a man after God’s heart (1 Samuel 

13:14).  Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Elijah, Daniel, Job, Zachariah, Elizabeth, John the Baptist, the 

Virgin Mary and Simeon the Elder just to name a few are righteous people in the Scriptures.  Instead of 

taking St. Paul’s words as the lens through which one must see all of humanity, we need to view St. 

Paul’s claims about all being sinners within the context of the entire Scriptures in which some people are 

identified as being righteous.  St. Paul himself acknowledges this in Romans 11:2-5 where he says:  “God 

has not rejected his people whom he foreknew. Do you not know what the scripture says of Elijah, how 

he pleads with God against Israel? ‘Lord, they have killed thy prophets, they have demolished thy altars, 

and I alone am left, and they seek my life.’ But what is God’s reply to him? ‘I have kept for myself seven 

thousand men who have not bowed the knee to Baal.’ So too at the present time there is a remnant, 

chosen by grace.”  

In 2 Chronicles 33 of the Septuagint, Manasseh prays:   “Surely, Lord, God of the heavenly Powers, You 

have not appointed repentance for the righteous, for Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, who did not sin 

against You; but You have appointed 

repentance for me a sinner.” 

Since there are righteous people 

specifically named in the Scriptures, and 

some who may even be considered sinless, 

sinning is not the problem.  It is the fact 

that human nature has fallen under 

corruption, separated from God, we have 

become mortal beings.  It is from this that 

Christ comes to save us.  Focusing 

narrowly on “orginal sin” gives us an 

incomplete idea as to the salvation 

brought about by Jesus Christ.  Pelikan continues: 

“… it is clear some fragments that have survived of a treatise AGAINST THE DEFENDERS OF ORIGINAL SIN 

by Theodore Mopsuestia that he ‘reiterates in effect that it is only nature which can be inherited, not sin, 
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which is the disobedience of the free and unconstrained will.’ Despite their fundamental differences, the 

theory of the hypostatic union and the theory of the indwelling of the Logos both concentrated on death 

rather than on sin.” 

(THE EMERGENCE OF THE CATHOLIC TRADITION 

(100-600), pp 285-286) 

Pelikan’s last point is that in the Christian East, the 

two main competing schools of thought in 

interpreting the Scriptures, the Alexandrians and 

the Antiochians, though their teachings conflicted 

were still in agreement that death and not sin was 

the human problem.  And though the Church East 

and West agreed on the theology of the hypostatic 

union against the indwelling of the Logos, all those 

disputants (Orthodox and heretic, Chalcedonian and Non-Chalcedonian) still thought the greater human 

problems was death rather than sin.  The Eastern tradition as a whole, and much of the West in 

accepting the decision of the 4th Ecumenical Council all embrace this same idea which in some ways is a 

rejection of the implications of “original sin” that Christ came mostly to pay the price for sin rather than 

to destroy death. 

 

The “Punishment” of Adam and Eve  ON FEBRUARY 17, 

2018 BY FR. TED  IN CHRISTIANITY, GOD, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, SALVATION 

 It is quite common among Orthodox saints to view God’s activities in 

the world through the lens “God is love.”  They felt this was a non-

negotiable truth.  If something reported in Scripture does not seem 

consistent with a loving God, then the issue is we don’t understand the 

story, how it was written and/or how it is to be interpreted.  The fault is not with God but with our 

limited understanding of the world.  There is mystery in the world, and much happens that we simply 

don’t understand because we don’t have the big picture – we 

can’t see how God sees the world, and so our interpretation of 

events and logic are very limited. 

These saints were totally OK with moving away from a literal 

interpretation of a text if the literal interpretation seemed to 

show that God is not love.   Some Patristic writers and 

Orthodox saints for example interpreted God’s comment to 

Adam that if you eat the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge you 

will die as a loving warning to Adam rather than as a threat of 

punishment.  And they saw death not as punishment but God 

preventing a person from growing endlessly in evil – 

terminating life was to stop the negative growth of evil in a 
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person.  God thus uses death to stop us from increasingly falling under Satan’s power.   As an 

example, St Isaac the Syrian writes: 

“Just as He decreed death, under the appearance of a sentence, for Adam because of sin, and just as He 

showed that (the sin) existed by means of the punishment–even though this (punishment) was not His 

(real) aim: He showed it as though it was something which (Adam) would receive as repayment for his 

wrong, but He hid its true mystery, and under the guise of something to be feared, He concealed His 

eternal intention concerning death and what His wisdom was aiming at: even though this matter might 

be grievous, ignominious and hard at first, nevertheless in truth it would be the means of transporting us 

to that wonderful and glorious world.  Without it, there would be no way of crossing over from this world 

and being there.” 

So though death appears to be a punishment, God was actually hiding his intention.  His intention was to 

give us eternal life, but the way to that end was through death – the death of the Son of God on the 

cross.  

Why can’t we enter heaven without dying? Because sin that clings to 

us cannot enter heaven – death purges us of sin, we resurrect to a 

new life free of sin.   This is the imagery of baptism as well – we die 

with Christ and are buried with Him, but then resurrected to the new 

life free of sin as our sins remain in the watery grave of the baptismal 

font.   St. Isaac continues: 

“Again, when he expelled Adam and Eve from Paradise, He expelled 

them under the (outward aspect of anger: ‘Because you have 

transgressed the commandment, you have found yourselves outside 

(Paradise)–as though dwelling in Paradise had been taken away from 

them because they were unworthy. But inside all this stood (the 

divine) plan, fulfilling and guiding everything towards the Creator’s 

original intention from the beginning. It was not disobedience which 

introduced death to the house of Adam, nor did transgression remove 

them from Paradise, for it is clear that (God) did not create Adam and 

Eve to be in Paradise, (just) a small portion of the earth; rather, they were 

going to subjugate the entire earth. For this reason we do not even say that He 

removed them because of the commandment which had been transgressed; for 

it is not the case that, had they not transgressed the commandment, they 

would have been left in Paradise forever.” 

(Isaac the Syrian ‘The Second Part,’ Chapters IV-XLI, p 164) 

For St. Isaac, God was not responding to human behavior such as sin, but had a 

plan in place all along.  God knew what humans were going to do, and used 

human action as the very means for human salvation.  This is far from the 

angry vengeful God portrayed in some forms of Christianity.  It is a God who is 

infinitely loving and who works with us despite our penchant for sin and rebellion.  God has not interest 

in our death or punishment but forever works to bring us to salvation. 
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Forgiveness Sunday (2018)    ON FEBRUARY 18, 2018 BY FR. TED IN 

CHRIST, CHRISTIANITY, FORGIVENESS, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PATRISTIC 

“If Lent is to be a truly Christian fast, it must be accompanied by love 

and forgiveness. Thus, before Lent begins, we are called to forgive 

everyone who has injured or offended us from the bottom of our hearts. 

Only then can we have a truly Christian Lent. Only then can our fast be 

pleasing to God.”   (Vassilios Papavassiliou, MEDITATIONS FOR GREAT 

LENT: Reflections on the Triodion, Kindle Loc. 281-83) 

St. John Chrysostom tells us that we should consider forgiving others and 

reconciling with them as an essential part of spiritual lives – not something optional if it is convenient 

and easy, but something critical and necessary no matter what what the obstacles or what the cost. 

If the Emperor had laid down a law that all 

those who were enemies should be reconciled 

to one another, or have their heads cut off, 

should we not every one make haste to a 

reconciliation with his neighbor? Yes, truly, I 

think so! 

What excuse then have we, in not ascribing 

the same honour to the LORD that we should 

do to those who are our fellow servants? For 

this reason we are commanded to say, ‘Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors’. (Matt. 6:12) 

What can be more mild, what more merciful, than this precept! He has made you a judge of the pardon 

of your own offenses! If you forgive few things, he forgives you few! If you forgive many things, he 

forgives you many! If you pardon from the heart, and sincerely, God in like manner also pardons you… 

Do not tell me, ‘I have besought him many 

times, I have entreated, I have supplicated, but 

I have not effected a reconciliation.’ Never 

desist till you have reconciled him. For he said 

not, ‘Leave your gift, and go your way’. 

Although you may have made many entreaties, 

yet you must not desist until you have 

persuaded. God entreats us every day, and we 

do not hear; yet he does not cease entreating. 

And do not then disdain to entreat your fellow-

servant. How is it then possible for you ever to 

be saved? In proportion as the good work is accomplished with greater difficulty, and the reconciliation is 

one of much labour, so much the greater will be the judgment on him, and so much the brighter will be 

the crowns of victory for your forbearance. (Prayer Book – In Accordance with the Tradition of the 

Eastern Orthodox Church, Kindle 2950-62) 
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