
2019 Pre-Lenten Posts 

Zacchaeus: A Sinner Transformed   ON FEBRUARY 9, 

2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIAN, CHRISTIANITY, 

GOSPEL, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PATRISTIC 

The Lord had said to the Pharisees, “But rather give alms of 

such things as ye have; and behold, all things are clean unto 

you” (Luke 11:41). So now, showing His approval of such 

actions and finding in them a defense against those who 

murmured against Him, He says, “This day is salvation come 

to this house, forsomuch 

as Zacchaeus also is a son of 

Abraham” (Luke 19:9), as he has now become faithful, righteous, 

hospitable and a lover of the poor. “For the Son of man is come to seek and 

to save that which was lost” (Luke 19:10). 

He was actually saying to the fault-finders, “I went in to be the guest of a 

sinner, but in order to transform and save him, showing him to be a lover 

of God instead of a lover of money, just instead of unjust, welcoming 

instead of inhospitable, and merciful instead of unsympathetic, such as you 

can see him becoming even now.” Do you see how Zacchaeus loved and 

sought, and was loved, summoned and made Christ’s own? 

(St. Gregory Palamas, The Homilies, p. 58). 

 

Zacchaeus (2019)   ON FEBRUARY 10, 2019 BY FR. TEDIN GOSPEL, ORTHODOX, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, REPENTANCE 

Then Jesus entered and passed through Jericho. Now behold, there was a man named Zacchaeus who 

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

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

stature. So he ran ahead and climbed up into a sycamore tree to see 

Him, for He was going to pass that way. 

And when Jesus came to the place, He looked up and saw him, and 

said to him, “Zacchaeus, make haste and come down, for today I must 

stay at your house.” So he made haste and came down, and received 

Him joyfully. But when they saw it, they all complained, saying, “He 

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

stood and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord, I give half of my goods to the 

poor; and if I have taken anything from anyone by false accusation, I 

restore fourfold.” And Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to 

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

has come to seek and to save that which was lost.”   (Luke 19:1-10) 
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The Gospel lesson of the tax collector Zacchaeus, at least in the Slavic 

Orthodox tradition, is always the last Sunday Gospel lesson of the 

Lucan Gospel cycle of readings (basically autumn into winter).  As 

such, in the Slavic Orthodox tradition it also foretells the coming 

of Great Lent for with this Gospel we bring the old year to a close and 

will now move into the Pre-Lenten Sunday Gospel cycles – known in 

Orthodoxy as the beginning of the Triodion.   [Non-Slavic Orthodox 

tradition proclaims the Gospel of the Canaanite woman before the 

Lenten Triodion begins.  In Orthodoxy variation in practice is quite 

normal on so many levels.  Orthodoxy is not a monolith with all 

Orthodox always doing all the same things.  This has for many 

centuries been the accepted practice and received Tradition of the 

Church.  What is being done in one Orthodox parish or tradition 

differs from what is being done in another parish or tradition.    This is not seen as dividing the Church or 

breaking the unity of the “one holy catholic and apostolic church.”] 

In past years in my sermons I often joined the chorus of those who trampled on Zacchaeus as a sinner 

who has a miraculous conversion in his encounter with Christ.  It is how the story is often interpreted 

and because in Slavic Orthodox tradition it is the precursor to Great Lent, a theme of a sinner who 

repents is often read into the story.  But there is another possible interpretation of this Gospel lesson.  If 

one pays close attention to the text, one sees that the Jewish crowd certainly reacts to Zacchaeus as if 

he is a terrible sinner.  They smell the stench of sin on him and are 

repulsed by the fact that Jesus invites himself to Zacchaeus’ 

house.   But note what Zacchaeus says to Jesus when Jesus is in his 

home: 

“Look, Lord, I give half of my goods to the poor; and if I have taken 

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

Usually this is interpreted that Zacchaeus has a change of heart, a 

conversion, and the text is saying “from this moment I wlll give and 

I will restore.” 

But in the Greek text Zacchaeus speaks in the present tense – not I will begin doing this, but he states 

what he is doing.  Zacchaeus says he gives half his income to the poor.  The 

crowd has wrongfully presumes Zacchaeus is filthy rich, greedy and 

dishonest because he is a tax collector.  They have judged him harshly 

without knowing the facts.  The crowd is guilty of judgmentalism and 

presumption.  Christ shows the crowd, “you are guilty of misjudging this 

man.”  You are guilty of sin, not him. 

The Gospel lesson is thus not so much about repentance but about 

reconciliation. Zacchaeus was doing the right thing all along, but in 

secret.   The people misjudged him because they saw him as rich and a tax 

collector, so presumed he was dishonest.  But what Christ shows the 

people is that Zacchaeus is a good man, a true son of Abraham.  Christ 

offers reconciliation between Zacchaeus and the Jewish 
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crowd.    Zacchaeus was lost because the people had wrongly rejected him, not because he was a 

sinner.  Christ is thus not converting him from sinner to saint, but revealing the diamond that was 

hidden beneath the dirt the people had dumped on him.  Christ shows the people, he really is more 

righteous than you who judge and reject him. 

It reminds me of a story I read long ago about a hardworking blacksmith in a 

town whom the people loved because he was known to be so generous in 

giving charity despite just being a working class person.  There also was a 

rich man who lived on a well-manicured property on a hill above the 

blacksmith’s shop.  This rich man was hated by the townspeople because 

they thought him miserly – he didn’t associate with people and was not 

known to ever give in charity.  The rich man died and no one attended the 

funeral just to spite him.  The blacksmith simultaneously stopped giving 

generously in charity.  People confronted him about why his behavior 

changed.   He replied, “Did you really think for all these years that I was 

giving my money in charity?  I’m not rich, I never had that kind of money to give.  The rich man gave me 

the money and asked me to distribute it but to never tell anyone its source.  I did as he asked for all 

these years.  When he died I no longer had any money to give, for I’m poor like you.”  Everyone in the 

town was amazed by this revelation and shamed by how they had treated the rich man as they realized 

how badly they had misjudged their benefactor. 

For his part, Zacchaeus climbs the tree to see Jesus because he wants to see a rabbi who is teaching 

what he (Zacchaues) is doing all along.  Zacchaeus understands Jesus’ message is different from what is 

often being taught by other rabbis.  Zacchaeus wants to get a glimpse of someone who teaches the way 

of humility.  Zacchaeus is practicing what Jesus teaches: 

“Beware of practicing your piety before men in order to be seen by them; for then you will have no 

reward from your Father who is in heaven. “Thus, when you give alms, sound no trumpet before you, as 

the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by men. Truly, I say to 

you, they have received their reward. But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your 

right hand is doing, so that your alms may be in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward 

you.”  (Matthew 6:1-4 – this is the Gospel we will read on Meatfare Saturday, right before Great Lent 

begins) 

Zacchaeus is living the life that Jesus taught, and Jesus reveals this to the crowd.  He reveals to the 

crowd how their sinful presumptuousness has caused them to misjudge Zacchaeus.  It is the crowd 

which has caused Zacchaeus to become separated from the 

people of God and to become lost, not Zacchaeus’ own 

behavior.  Jesus offers reconciliation to all if they will have it, if 

they will lay aside their presumptions.  (As we say in Psalm 

19:13: “Above all, free your servant from presumption; do not 

let it sway me!  Then shall I be blameless free of grave sin.”) 

Please note also in the prayer from the blessing of a home, we 

mention Zacchaeus: 
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O God our Savior, the True Light Who was baptized in the Jordan by the Prophet John, and Who was 

willing to enter the house of Zacchaeus, bringing salvation to him and his household, do You, the same 

Lord, keep safe from harm those of us who dwell herein; grant us Your blessing, purification and bodily 

health, and all of our petitions which are for salvation and life everlasting; for You are blessed, together 

with Your Father, Who is from everlasting, and Your All-holy and Good, and Life-creating Spirit. Amen. 

In blessing the home, we bring Christ who is our Salvation into our homes, just like Christ came into the 

home of Zacchaeus and reconciled him and his family to the 

people of God.  The prayer for the blessing of a home does not 

mention people repenting as a result of the house blessing, but 

rather acknowledges the blessing of having Christ present in the 

home.  The prayer assumes that the people in the home being 

blessed want Christ to be there, just as Zacchaeus wanted Christ 

to come into his home.  And hopefully for the same reason – 

because those in the home are already practicing righteousness 

just like Zacchaeus! 

Two final thoughts about Zacchaeus who is recognized as a saint 

in the Orthodox Church: 

First, Zacchaeus had a strong desire to see Christ, and though he had a very public position, he was 

willing to risk embarrassment and humiliation just to see Christ (he had no knowledge that Christ would 

speak to him or want to come to his house).  We who are Christ’s own disciples and family are on the 

other hand sometimes embarrassed to tell others we are Christian, or even to make the sign of the cross 

or say a prayer before a meal.  We are embarrassed to speak against abortion or racism or against 

pornography or dirty jokes.  We can learn St Zacchaeus’ boldness and courage to live for godly values 

and to stand against evil in the world.  We can pray, fast and given in charity in secret as Jesus 

taught.  But we can also quietly without making a show or trying to draw attention to ourselves, do the 

good and right things even with our friends watching us. 

Second, Zacchaeus publicly admitted he was a sinner.  When 

Christ was in his house, he didn’t proclaim himself as sinless and 

perfect, rather he acknowledged that if he defrauded anyone, he 

then tried to make it right to them.  He publicly repented of his 

sins – not mistakes but the wrong things he chose to do.  Just 

think about our public officials today when – even when proof is 

offered of their misdeeds, they tend to deny, obfuscate, cover up, 

go on the attack.   They lack honesty, integrity, humility and 

courage – all traits which Zacchaeus demonstrated.  We should 

think about Zacchaeus as we prepare for our own 

confessions.  When we stand in the presence of Christ we can 

admit to our sins.  Christ wants to be in our presence, in our 

homes, in our lives and Christ does not stay away from us because 

He knows we are sinners.  Rather, as He himself said, He came to 

seek and save the sinner.  He came to seek and save all of those who have become separated from the 

people of God.   In confession, we invite Christ to come under the roof of our heart and to live with us. 
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Empathy for the Sinner   ON FEBRUARY 12, 2019 BY FR. 

TED IN CHRISTIANITY, FORGIVENESS, ORTHODOX, 

ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY  

If, during service, your brother does anything irregularly, or 

somewhat negligently, do not become irritated, either 

inwardly or outwardly with him, but be generously indulgent 

to his fault, remembering that during your life you yourself 

commit many, many faults, that you yourself are a man with 

all infirmities, that God is longsuffering and most merciful, 

and that he forgives you and all of us our iniquities an innumerable multitude of times. Remember the 

words of the Lord’s prayer: “And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us..” 

These words should always remind us that we ourselves at all times are 

great trespassers, great sinners before God, and that, remembering this, 

we should be humble in the depths of our hearts, and not be very severe 

to the faults of our brethren, weak like ourselves; that as we do not 

judge ourselves severely, we must not judge others severely, for our 

brethren are – our members just like ourselves. Irritability of temper 

proceeds from want of self-knowledge, from pride, and also from fact 

that we do not consider the great corruption of our nature, and know 

but little the meek and humble Jesus. 

(St. John of Kronstadt, My Life in Christ, p. 118) 

 

Sinners Called by Christ   ON FEBRUARY 14, 2019 BY FR. 

TED IN CHRIST, CHRISTIANITY, MERCY, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“You are, of course, quite right: there is no room for doubt! 

The Lord does indeed long to gather all into His arms. All – but 

particularly the worst sinners. 

This truth must, however, be rightly interpreted, rightly 

understood: the Lord calls to Him all sinners; He opens His 

arms wide, even to the worst among them. Gladly 

he takes them in His arms, if only they will come. 

But they have got to make the effort of coming. 

They must seek Him, go to Him. In other words, they 

must repent. It is not that He rejects those who do 

not repent. He still longs for them, and calls them. 

But they refuse to hear His call. They choose to 

wander away, in some other direction.” 

(Macarius, starets of Optino, Russian Letters of Spiritual Direction, p. 58) 
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The Sinner and Humility   ON FEBRUARY 16, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIANITY, 

GOSPEL, HUMILITY, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, REPENTANCE 

“Today we heard the parable of the Publican and the Pharisee (Lk. 18.10-14). It 

speaks of humility. I won’t repeat the story to you now, because you all know it 

perfectly well. But within the larger meaning of the parable, there’s something I’d 

like you to take careful note of. The Pharisee thought he knew God. He believed 

that he and God were friends. He was, however, mistaken in this belief, and it was 

rather the other man, the Publican, who was God’s friend. 

The Pharisee thought he knew God, but he didn’t. It’s not that easy to know God. 

But because he faithfully observed the outward rules of religion, he was under the 

false impression that God was somehow in his debt, that God owed him something. 

God for him was a kind of accountant, keeping a set of books showing what people 

owed him and what He owed them. But it’s not 

like that. 

The moment the Pharisee said, I’m not like those other people (cf. Lk. 

18.11), he cut himself off from God. Why? Because God is humble, and 

since the Pharisee felt no need for humility, it follows that he felt no 

need for God. He knew the law, and the traditions of his faith, but he 

did not know God. 

The Publican, on the other hand, had no illusions about himself. He was 

sunk up to his neck in the swamp of his sins. And yet, even though he 

was awash in the slime of his transgressions, what did he say to 

God? Be merciful to me a sinner (Lk. 18.13). And at the moment, in his 

sinful, suffering, disconsolate heart, he felt certain that he was 

justified (Lk. 18.14), which means that God recognized and received 

him. As a sinner he had been living in darkness, but his humility brought him into the light of paradise 

and granted him communion with God.” 

(Archimandrite Aimilianos, The Way of the Spirit, pp. 296-297) 

 

The Parable of the Publican and the Pharisee (2019)   
ON FEBRUARY 17, 2019 BY FR. TED IN   

Jesus also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that 

they were righteous and despised others:    

“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 
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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.”   (Luke 18:9-14) 

A little quiz.  Where are the two places where God says He lives? 

For thus says the high and lofty One who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy: “I 

dwell in the high and holy place, and also with him who is of a contrite and humble 

spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive the heart of the 

contrite.    (Isaiah 57:15) 

1] God claims to dwell in heaven, in eternity, the high and holy place [which some 

might also say is the Holy of Holies in the Jerusalem temple]. 

2]  God dwells with those who are humble and contrite.  So that means God also 

dwells with sinners, because sinners can be seriously contrite over things they have done. 

In this verse (Is. 57:15) we also understand why it is that the Publican went away being declared 

righteous by Christ rather than the Pharisee who strove to keep God’s law and wanted to be righteous 

but was extremely proud and judgmental.  For the Publican, that great sinner showed himself both 

contrite and humble.  So, God dwelt with him which makes him righteous even though he is a 

sinner!  That is part of the good news for all of us.  If we show ourselves contrite and humble ourselves 

before God, God will come to dwell with us.  God does not despise us because we are sinners, which is 

what we pray at the Divine Liturgy right before we sing the Trisagion Hymn (Holy God, Holy Mighty…) 

when the priest says: 

“You do not despise the sinner, but instead have appointed repentance unto salvation. . . Forgive us 

every transgression, both voluntary and involuntary. Sanctify our souls and bodies, and enable us to 

serve You in holiness all the days of our life… “ 

The Sacrament of Confession is exactly given to us as an opportunity to humble ourselves before God 

and show heartfelt contrition for our sins. 

It is worth noting that St John Chrysostom said it wasn’t that the 

Publican called himself a sinner which was virtuous.  For as 

Chrysostom says, there is no particular virtue in his calling himself a 

sinner when in fact he is one!  In admitting to being a sinner the 

Publican was simply being honest, truthful.  It was his entire 

disposition which showed his humility and contrition which 

resulted in God declaring him righteous.  It is when we recognize 

that our sins are a disappointment to God and realize our sins truly 

sadden God that we come to our own contrition of heart (see for 

example Genesis 6:6).  The Pharisee who kept every jot and tittle of 

the law and who strove to be righteous by meticulously keeping 

the law, had a heart which was far from what God wanted.  For 

God wants our heart to be filled with and motivated by love, not by 

a rigid fanaticism for legal detail.  Humility and contrition are heart 
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conditions and in this case it is good for us to have these heart conditions.  And both in terms of our 

physical heart and our spiritual heart, fasting is good for the heart. 

This humility is taught throughout the New Testament.  The Apostle Peter says: 

Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for “God opposes the proud, but gives 

grace to the humble.” Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, that in due time he 

may exalt you.   (1 Peter 5:5-6) 

St Paul the Apostle writes: 

Do nothing from selfishness or conceit, but in humility count others better than yourselves. Let each of 

you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.  (Philippians 2:3-4) 

There is a long prayer known as the Litany of Humility.  It teaches us how humility is so 

counterintuitive.   In Part this prayer reads: 

That others may be loved more than I 

O Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 

That others may be esteemed more than I 

O Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 

That others may increase and I may decrease 

O Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 

That others may be chosen and I set aside 

O Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 

That others may be praised and I unnoticed 

O Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 

That others may be preferred to me in everything 

O Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 

That others may become holier than I 

O Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 

 

In this prayer we learn what leads to humility – the desire that others be more praised than I am, more 

esteemed than I am, more loved than I am.  I learn humility when others are chosen ahead of me and 

when I hope and wish that others become more holy than I am.  We learn humility when we hope that 

God will notice the good in others before God pays attention to any goodness in me. 

This prayer hopes for true humility and yet we might cringe when we pray for these things because in 

our hearts, we want God to notice us first and notice our goodness before anyone else’s.  And we are 
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always tempted to show we are better than others and to notice and even point out and judge every 

little fault and failure of others.  Instead we would be wise to remember the words of St. James: 

For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no mercy; yet mercy triumphs over 

judgment.  (James 2:13) 

The parable of the Publican and the Pharisee tells us there is a right way to pray and a wrong way to 

pray.  That should make us stop and think.  Maybe we believe  all prayer or any prayer is better than no 

prayer at all.  Not so, says Christ.  He says there is a wrong way to approach God in prayer – and he tells 

the Parable of the Publican and Pharisee to show us this.  We 

should each pay attention to the Gospel lesson.  Not all prayer is 

accepted by God.  Think about the story of Abel Cain’s sacrifice 

from Genesis 4:3-7 – 

In the course of time Cain brought to the LORD an offering of the 

fruit of the ground, and Abel brought of the firstlings of his flock 

and of their fat portions. And the LORD had regard for Abel and his 

offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain 

was very angry, and his countenance fell. 

The LORD said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why has your 

countenance fallen? If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if 

you do not do well, sin is couching at the door; its desire is for you, 

but you must master it.” 

Cain and the Pharisee both show us there is a wrong way to approach God in prayer.  Nothing good 

comes of this. 

There is however a right way to pray and to approach God in prayer.  That way includes humility and 

contrition for one’s sins.  It is the way which makes our prayer acceptable to God so that God declares us 

to be righteous even if we are sinners. 

The sinful Publican shows us that even a sinner can be 

declared righteous by God.  And God even dwells in the 

heart of the sinner if the sinner is humble, confessing his 

or her own sins.  As we prepare ourselves for Great Lent, 

we are being asked today to think about our prayer life 

and how the spiritual condition of our heart shapes our 

prayers.  The spiritual condition of our heart determines 

whether God declares us righteous or not. 

 

The Spirituality of the Body 

ON FEBRUARY 18, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIANITY, FASTING, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, RESURRECTION 
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While they were talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them 

and said to them, “Peace be with you.” They were startled and 

terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost. He said to them, 

“Why are you frightened, and why do doubts arise in your hearts? 

Look at my hands and my feet; see that it is I myself. Touch me and 

see; for a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have.” 

And when he had said this, he showed them his hands and his feet. 

While in their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, he said to 

them, “Have you anything here to eat?” They gave him a 

piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate in their 

presence.   (Luke 24:36-43) 

in the The Lenten Triodion  we read: 

But in rendering the body spiritual, we do not thereby 

dematerialize it, depriving it of its character as a physical 

entity. The ‘spiritual’ is not to be equated with the non-

material, neither is the ‘fleshly’ or carnal to be equated with 

the non-material, neither is the ‘fleshly’ or carnal to be 

equated with the bodily. In St. Paul’s usage, ‘flesh’ denotes the 

totality of man, soul and body together, in so far as he is fallen and 

separated from God; and in the same way, ‘spirit’ denotes the 

totality of man, soul and body together, in so far as he is redeemed 

and divinized by grace. 

Thus the soul as well as the body can become carnal and fleshly, and 

the body as well as the soul can become spiritual. When St. Paul 

enumerates the ‘works of the flesh’ (Gal. 5:19-21), he includes such 

things as sedition, heresy and envy, which involve the soul much 

more than the body. In making our body spiritual, then, the Lenten 

fast does not suppress the physical aspect of our human nature, but 

makes our materiality once more as God intended to be. (p. 24) 

 

What is Sin?    ON FEBRUARY 19, 2019 BY FR. TED IN ANCESTRAL SIN, BEING 

HUMAN, CHRISTIANITY, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, REPENTANCE 

“The essence of sin consists not in the infringement of ethical standards but in 

a falling away from the eternal Divine life for which man was created and to 

which, by his very nature, he is called. 

Sin is committed first of all in the secret depths of the human spirit but its 

consequences involve the individual as a whole. A sin will reflect on a man’s 

psychological and physical condition, on his outward appearance, on his 

personal destiny. Sin will, inevitably, pass beyond the boundaries of the 

sinner’s individual life, to burden all humanity and thus affect the fate of the whole world. The sin of our 
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forefather Adam was not the only sin of cosmic significance. Every sin, manifest or secret, committed by 

each one of us affects the rest of the universe.” 

(St. Silouan the Athonite, p. 31) 

 

Repenting of a Serious Sin   ON FEBRUARY 20, 2019 BY FR. TED 

IN CONFESSION, DESERT FATHERS, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, REPENTANCE 

A brother asked Abba Poemen: “I have committed a serious sin and I want to repent 

for three years.” The elder said to him: “It is a long time.” “For a year, then?” said 

the brother to him, and again the elder said to him: “It is a long time.” They who 

were present began saying: “How about forty days?” and again he said: “It is a long 

time,” but he said: “I am telling you that if a person repent with his whole heart and 

does not go on to commit the sin again, even in three days God will receive him.” 

(Abba Poemen, Give Me a Word, p. 229) 

 

The Publican and Pharisee as Spiritual Athletes   ON FEBRUARY 21, 

2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIAN, CHRISTIANITY, CONFESSION, GREAT 

LENT, HUMILITY, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

The canon from the Lenten Triodion for 

Matins for the Sunday of the Publican and the 

Pharisee uses athletic imagery to contrast the 

two men in prayer and to help explain Christ’s 

parable. 

The righteousness of the Pharisee proved to 

be vanity, and was condemned, for it was yoked to pride;  but the 

Publican gained humility, which goes with the virtue exalting men on 

high.  

 

The Pharisee thought to drive swiftly in the chariot of the 

virtues; but the Publican on foot outran him, for he yoked 

humility with compassion.  Pondering with our minds the 

parable of the Publican,  let us all emulate him with tears, 

offering God a contrite spirit and seeking the remission of our 

sins. 
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The Publican and Pharisee both ran in the race of life,  but the one was 

overcome by foolish pride:  He was brought to a shameful 

shipwreck,  while the other was saved by humility.    

 Changing to a 

righteous course of 

life,  let us emulate 

the wisdom of the Publican:  Let us run from the hateful 

conceit of the Pharisee, so letting ourselves attain to 

life.   

St. John Chrysostom offers a comment on the parable of 

the Publican and Pharisee which brings to the forefront 

of spiritual thinking what is really important in our 

struggle to follow Christ: 

To learn how good it is not to imagine that you are 

something great picture to yourself two chariots.      For 

one, yoke together a team consisting of justice and 

arrogance; for the other, a team of sin and humility. You 

will see that the chariot pulled by the team which 

includes sin outstrips the team which includes justice. Sin 

does not win the race because of its own power, but 

because of the strength of its yokemate, humility. 

The losing team is not beaten because justice is weak, but because 

of the weight and mass of arrogance.  So, humility, by its 

surpassing loftiness, overcomes the heaviness of sin and is the first 

to rise up to God. In the same manner, because of its great weight 

and mass, pride can overcome the lightness of justice and easily 

drag it down to earth.    (Homily V, The Fathers of the Church, p. 

158-160) 

It is not being a sinner or our sins which will prevent us from 

attaining the Kingdom of God.  Rather, it is our pride and 

arrogance, judgmentalism, which will prevent us from being with 

Christ.  It is not God’s justice which will deny our entry into heaven, but our lack of mercy, humility and 

love. 

See also my post: A Chariot Race: The Publican vs The Pharisee 

 

I Am the Prodigal Child   ON FEBRUARY 23, 2019 BY FR. TED IN ANCESTRAL SIN, BEING HUMAN, 

CHRISTIANITY, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, REPENTANCE 

“God, be merciful to me the sinner.” (Luke 18:13) 
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“I am the prodigal son every time I search for unconditional love where 

it cannot be found. Why do I keep ignoring the place of true love and 

persist in looking for it elsewhere? Why do I keep leaving home where I 

am called a child of God, the Beloved of my Father? I am constantly 

surprised at how I keep taking the gifts God has given me – my health, 

my intellectual and emotional gifts – and keep using them to impress 

people, receive affirmation and praise, and compete for rewards, 

instead of developing them for the glory of God. Yes, I often carry them 

off to a “distant country” and put them in the service of an exploiting 

world that does not know their true value. 

It’s almost as if I want to prove to myself and to my world that I do not 

need God’s love, that I can make a life on my own, that I want to be 

fully independent. Beneath it all is the great rebellion, 

the radical “No” to the Father’s love, the unspoken 

curse: “I wish you were dead.” The prodigal son’s “No” 

reflects Adam’s original rebellion: his rejection of the 

God in whose love we are created and by whose love we 

are sustained. It is the rebellion that places me outside 

the garden, out of reach of the tree of life. It is the 

rebellion that makes me dissipate myself in a ‘distant 

country.’” 

(Henri J.M. Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son, p. 43) 

 

The Sunday of the Loving Father   ON FEBRUARY 24, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIAN, GOSPEL, 

ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

A connoisseur of fine wine pays attention to the details of the texture 

and flavor of the wine.  Because Jesus teaches us using parables, we 

have to become connoisseurs of the stories, noting the various hints 

and contours of what Christ has created for us in order for us to fully 

savor what He is revealing to us.  His parables are not meant to be 

guzzled or gulped down but rather are to be slowly imbibed in order to experience and enjoy the 

complex and deep lessons. 

Though the Gospel text Luke 15:11-32 is commonly known as the Parable of 

the Prodigal Son, it probably is better termed the Parable of the Loving 

Father.  Note how Christ starts the parable:  “A certain man had two sons..” – 

the “man” of the parable, the father of the two sons, really is the central 

character in the story.  Christ doesn’t begin by saying  there were two 

brothers or that there was a man who had a father and an older 

brother.  Christ is telling a parable about the man, the father, the character 

who holds the whole parable together.  The story is like an icon triptych with the two brothers being the 

side panels, but the father being the central panel and the main focus of the triptych. 
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There are many details in the parable we could focus on to understand either of the two brothers, and 

in Orthodoxy the most frequent reference point is the younger brother coming to his senses and 

deciding to return to his father – an image of repentance in these pre-Lenten days. 

One thing we might explore is how what the younger son asks from his father compares with the Lord’s 

prayer – both are addressed to the Father.  The younger son says: “Father, give me the share of the 

property that will belong to me.”  Contrast this with the Lord’s prayer in which we say:   “Our Father … 

thy will be done … give us this day our daily bread.”  In the Lord’s prayer, we ask for enough bread for 

the day not for everything our Father might give us in a lifetime in one day!   The Prodigal is not 

interested in his father’s will and certainly he is not concerned about having his needs met for the day, 

he just wants to self-indulge right now. 

When the younger son returns to his father, he says:    ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your 

sight, and am no longer worthy (Greek: axios) to be called your son.’  The Prodigal Son acknowledges his 

own unworthiness to be called a son.  He uses the word “Axios” which is used of the candidate at an 

ordination service in the Orthodox Church.    We also see in this the son defining in his mind the nature 

of “sonship” – it is about worthiness, about earning the position (this actually is also going to be the 

same attitude as the older brother – both brothers misunderstand their father and his love and the 

nature of sonship!  They don’t see the father giving them his love, they see themselves as earning their 

way and thus deserving  his  gifts – they really both are hired servants).   The Prodigal realizes as a result 

of his own behavior,  he is not a very worthy child, certainly not worthy of his father’s favor.  He thinks 

that at least maybe he can be a hired employee of his father.  But he has a very distorted view of what it 

is to be child of his father.  He sees his father as the big daddy with the big bucks – the man who has all 

the power and he is trying to wrest some of that power to his own advantage.  This by the way is what 

many ancient people thought was how to approach the many gods who infested their world – 

manipulate them to get things from them.  They didn’t love their gods, they used them to get what they 

wanted from them, and so too the gods used the people for their own purposes and needs.  No love in 

that religion. 

But note that the younger son does not ask for forgiveness from his father 

nor does he do anything to seek reconciliation with his father.  In his mind 

there is no way he can earn sonship back so he skips seeking reconciliation 

and looks to get hired on which is how he basically sees his father; besides 

he has already taken all the property and wealth that he could claim.   He 

fails to understand what it means to be a child.  What he still doesn’t 

understand is his father’s love is given freely, it is not earned, it is not 

deserved.  In the whole parable, the father has not run out of love for his 

son.  The son may have taken away half his father’s property and all the 

wealth he, the son, is entitled to, but he has not taken away all the father’s 

love nor could he ever squander all the love his father has.  The father is still 

full of love which he eagerly gives to the son.  That should be obvious in the parable. The father 

continues to treat the son as son and shows that for the father sonship is a relationship of love that can’t 

be lost or taken away.  If being a child is defined in terms of inheritable property this young man is in 
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trouble, but this father has little concern for the property value which has been lost.  That is nothing 

compared to the relationship he has with his child. 

Quite literally: The father has nothing but love for his child.  He has nothing but love to give to his child. 

When the father talks to the slaves (Greek: doulos), he commands them as 

slaves (doulos) to dress the son and adorn him and prepare a feast for the 

son.  The father has plenty of slaves who have to obey him, but he is not 

interested in another obedient slave.  He wants a son, a child not another hired 

servant.  The father loves his son and the father clearly treats his slaves like 

slaves.  But the father wants this child to be his child, not just a hired servant. 

The older brother also has trouble understanding what it is to be a child of his 

father.   First, I would note that the slaves in the parable do understand there is 

a difference between themselves and the brothers.   The slaves say, 

“yourbrother has returned”.  Your father is celebrating the return of your brother.  The servants know 

they are servants, but this missing child of the father, the prodigal, he still is his father’s son.  The slaves 

know there is a difference between themselves as servants and a child of the master, but the father’s 

own children don’t understand this distinction.  They act as if they are nothing 

more than hirelings themselves. 

When the elder brother hears the party for his brother in full swing,he refuses 

to go into the father to talk to him but  rather, makes the father come out to 

him (In effect, he treats his father like his servant!  Come here, I want to talk to 

you!) (Note the father also went out to greet the prodigal on his return – the 

father is willing to leave his home, to leave everything behind, in order to 

maintain or restore the relationship with his children).  The elder brother says 

“these many years I have served (douleuo) you, I have never transgressed one 

of your commandments.”  The elder brother sees his years of living with his 

father as nothing more than servitude.  The elder brother whines that for all 

these years I have been your slave and totally obeyed you, though I resent it.   He has not been a son 

acting in love but a slave.  And it bears repeating, the father doesn’t want another obedient slave, he 

has plenty of those.   He wants a son, a child, one who shares his life, his love and all his earthly goods. 

The Elder brother harshly accuses the younger brother of consorting with prostitutes (15:30) yet early 

on (15:13) all the text says is that the younger son lived as a prodigal (wasteful, extravagant, excessive, 

self-indulgent) life.  The text doesn’t list any sins of the intemperate 

younger brother.  The older brother is sure that his younger brother is not 

merely foolish but a sinner and evil. 

The father accepts his lost son back, but the elder son sounds just like the 

Pharisees at the beginning of this chapter in  Luke 15:1-6  – 

Now the tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear him. And 

the Pharisees and the scribes murmured, saying, “This man receives 

sinners and eats with them.” So he told them this parable: “What man of 

you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the 
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ninety-nine in the wilderness, and go after the one which is lost, until he finds it? And when he has found 

it, he lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing. And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and his 

neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep which was lost.’ 

The elder brother is a Pharisee – he accuses his father of receiving sinners and eating with them.  The 

father is the good shepherd who goes out to seek and find the lost and celebrate being reconciled with 

them, no matter why they left to begin with. 

The father says to his elder son:  Child (teknon, child, but this time doesn’t call him  my son!), you are 

always with me and own everything  (note in vs 12 the father divided the proper and gave it to them 

(autois in the plural, not just to the younger son but to both sons!).  The father is saying,  you are my 

son, not my slave!   Be merry and rejoice!   I don’t want your obedience I want your love and joy.  I want 

to be with you.  The father says, by law all that I have is yours – but what he wants his son to have is love 

and joy which no law could make him accept or do!  The father wants a relationship with his child that is 

based in love not law.  The father is quite willing to do whatever the law requires, but his heart is in 

loving his children. 

There are many lessons for us to learn from this parable and we can like 

wine connoisseurs savor the many lessons offered to us.   We might also 

think about applying the lessons to ourselves.  Which of three people in 

Christ’s parable are you? 

The prodigal child – initially wasteful and foolish, who repents and begs 

mercy but who doesn’t believe he could ever be a child of the father 

because he is unworthy.  The father loves him anyway and embraces him 

despite his faults and despite the fact that he can’t buy or earn the father’s 

favor. 

The elder son – diligent and hardworking, faithful, but lacking in mercy, love 

and forgiveness, but who also thinks the father’s love must be earned.  He 

too doesn’t s believe the father freely gives his love.  Thus he is angry that the father shows himself to 

be loving, merciful, forgiving and generous to both his undeserving brother and to himself.  He doesn’t 

believe in the father’s grace or love.  He won’t forgive his brother or his father or himself.  Really he 

rejects his father freely giving him or his brother good things.  The elder brother is saying, “I earned your 

favor, you aren’t giving me anything, I worked for it.” 

The father –  full of hope, love, mercy, compassion, forgiveness who is ever 

striving to bring about reconciliation and unity and to uphold what he values so 

dearly for his family?  He gives freely and generously to those who are his 

children, and he holds no grudges, and he forgives all debts. 

Jesus tells us to love one another as He has loved us.  He has loved us like the 

father in the parable loves his children.  Are we willing to do the same? 
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“Confess your sins one to another,” bids us the disciple and brother of the 

Lord, “and pray one for another, that we may be healed;” and, “if we 

confess our sins,” the beloved disciple pledges himself also, “He is faithful 

and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us of all unrighteousness.” 

How shall I confess?  By imitating the prodigal in falling down and crying 

out to the Lord with contrite heart and 

humbleness of spirit, “I have sinned against heaven and in thy sight; 

receive me, Father, in my repentance.” 

How shall I confess? By departing from error and by abominating sin. 

For it thou shalt turn, and humble thyself before the Lord, and remove 

unrighteousness far from thy habitation, the Almighty shall be thy 

helper. And, “Turn ye to me, and I will turn to you,” saith the Lord 

Almighty. How shall I confess? By turning with all my heart, and by 

humbling myself with fasting and lamentation and rending of the 

heart. “For now,” saith the Lord our God, “turn ye to me with all your 

heart, and with fasting and with weeping and with lamentation; and 

rend your hearts and not your garments, and turn to the Lord your 

God, for He is merciful and 

compassionate, long-suffering 

and plenteous in mercy.” How shall I confess? By pitying the poor 

and the beggar, and by forgiving my neighbor’s faults. 

For it says, “The merciful shall obtain mercy,” and, “forgive and it 

shall be forgiven you,” and “a man’s mercy is to Him as a signet,” 

and it is a good gift to them that do it before the most High. Thus is 

sin wiped out, thus are we cleansed of faults. 

(St. Photius, The Homilies of Photius, Patriarch of Constantinople, pp. 45-46) 
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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 are living on self-forgiveness and not a real 
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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) 

There is a lot to digest in the quote above, but for us Orthodox, this week, we might pay attention 

especially to the last paragraph as we prepare for our own confessions.  We should have an answer for 
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the last question when we come to Christ in our own confession – Christ asks us, “what do you want me 

to do for you?”  What do I need from Christ at the end of my confession?  What do I want from Christ as 

I confess my sins?    If the answer is “nothing, I’m just fulfilling my obligation”, then we will receive 

nothing for sure.   Do we want forgiveness of our sins?  Do we want healing of our souls?  Do we want to 

be cleansed of our sins?  Do we want Christ to abide in our hearts?  Do we want  to be able to forgive 

others?   Do we want to move in a new direction in life?  Do we want to move toward the Kingdom of 

God?  Do we want to be able to love others as Christ loves us? 

 

The Fearful Judgment of Christ 

ON MARCH 2, 2019 BY FR. TEDIN JUDGMENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

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 for the Sunday of the Last 

Judgment) 

There are different images of the Day of Judgment presented in the 

Scriptures. Some are quite unique and strikingly different than often 

portrayed in art and hymnology.  The Gospel reading for the Sunday 

of the Last Judgment (Meatfare Sunday) – Matthew 25:31-46 – is a 

good example of a very different image of the Last Judgment.  This 

Gospel lesson occurs within a series of parables that Jesus tells.  In 

this case, the Lord Jesus presents a judgment not based on sins which violate God’s commandments, but 

rather based on whether people showed mercy to those in need.  We see in the Church, that diverse 

Scriptural images of the Last Judgment were readily combined together to 

form a picture of the Judgment Day.  So the hymn above speaks about the 

river of fire, though that is not mentioned in the Gospel lesson for the 

day.  The hymn for the day is based more on Revelation 20:11-15 than on 

Matthew 25. 

Besides the various images of the Judgment Day we find in Scriptures, the 

church fathers provide a variety of interpretations of the Matthew 25 text of 

the Judgment.  St Simeon the New Theologian offered perhaps the most 

unusual interpretations of the text (see my blog series St Simeon the New 

Theologian on Matthew 25:31-46).  He was concerned that monastics might 

feel judged and excluded from Christ’s blessings for focusing their lives on 

repentance rather than on acts of mercy – so he radically reinterprets the 

parable to be about repentance not acts of mercy.  He has it that Christ is 

hungering for our repentance but we don’t repent and that Christ lies 

abandoned in the home of our hearts where we refuse to visit Him. 
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A more “traditional” interpretation can be found in 

the writings of St. John Chrysostom, who takes the 

failures of us beyond simply failing to minister to 

the least of Christ’s brothers and sisters by saying 

we even add to the suffering of the poor by 

chasing them away rather than helping them 

[Indeed, society is pretty successful in making sure 

that the poor remain invisible and that they are 

kept far away from ‘decent folk’.  I remember one 

couple who went on vacation to a 3rd world 

tropical island and was very offended that the beach hotels did not have the ‘decency’ to tear down the 

slum dwellings which were visible from the hotel.  Poverty ruined their vacation!]   Chrysostom does not 

soften the judgment for those who fail to minister to the least of Christ’s brothers and sisters – he 

envisions violent, physical torture which he is willing to detail even if Matthew 25 doesn’t:  

If those who did not give nourishment to Christ when he was hungry are condemned with the devil to the 

fire that never dies, what about those who have reduced to famine choirs of monks and virgins, and have 

reduced to nakedness those who were clothed? And those who have not only not welcomed strangers 

but have chased them away; and those who have not only not cared for the sick but have afflicted them 

yet more; and those who have not only not visited the captives but have cast into prison those who had 

been free of chains? Imagine what torments they will suffer! Then, you will see them grilled, burning, 

enchained, weeping, their teeth gnashing, henceforth wailing futilely, and repenting uselessly and 

without recompense, just as that rich man. These same people will see you in the blessed state, crowned, 

chanting with the angels, reigning together with Christ; and they will cry out much, and wail, and repent 

of the inconsiderate words they said against you, 

addressing to you their supplications, and invoking 

your mercy and philanthropy. But all of this will be 

of no avail to them. ( Letters to Saint Olympia, p. 

77) 

For Chrysostom not only are the sinners going to 

experience eternal physical torments, but they will 

also be able to see the blessed ones rejoicing in the 

Kingdom and so will be fully cognizant of what they 

are missing – a double torture.  Additionally, they 

will realize how wrong they were and repent and 

experience grief for their sins but it will be of no 

benefit to them but will only add to their suffering. 

All of the torments are easily avoided simply by showing mercy to those in need, for as Christ taught, 

“Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy” (Matthew 5:7). 
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Our life as Christians is and is supposed to be a journey.  Our 

life as Christians is a spiritual sojourn, which as Americans we 

tend to think is our personal journey, a very private one which 

doesn’t involve others much.  It’s just between me and 

God.   Yet all of the imagery and prayers of the Church portray 

the spiritual life as a community journeying together, like 

Israel did on its escape from Egypt and as it wandered the 

desert for 40 years.  We read the spiritual journey of that 

community in the book of Exodus and through most of the 

Torah.   Never was that a private journey for those involved, 

but they experienced all the events and they experienced God 

as a community. 

You and I are part of that same community journey, we are traveling on a grand journey to the ultimate 

destination, the Kingdom of Heaven.  Like all journeys it can have moments that are arduous or difficult, 

at other times it might seem long and boring, and at times intense or exciting.  But it is meant to be 

experienced together as members of the Body of Christ.  From the moment we are baptized we are part 

of the Body of Christ – we are baptized into Christ, into His Body.   So at no time are we ever a Christian 

individual.  In the early Church they taught, “One Christian is no Christian.”    We only can practice the 

love that Jesus taught if there are others around us for us to love and serve.  Holy Communion carries 

the notion of community in it.  We pray “Our Father…”   We assemble together to show we are part of 

the community and to remind ourselves that we share a common life with all those who are in the Body 

of Christ. 

We are as a community approaching Great Lent, this is 

part of our journey together in which we especially think 

about our Lord’s words “to take up our cross daily, to 

deny ourselves and to follow Him.” 

But this journey follows an unusual path, for on this 

sojourn we are asked to travel deep inside ourselves, to 

examine our own hearts and to let the light of Christ 

shine into our hearts, so that every part of our self can 

become light.  We are endeavoring to submit every aspect of our lives and 

every single thought of our minds, and each feeling in our hearts to the 

judgment and Lordship of Jesus Christ our God.  This is the journey we are 

about to embark on.  So this great journey to the Kingdom of Heaven 

which we take with all our fellow believers is also a journey into our 

hearts.  We each are to examine our hearts and then we open our hearts 

to another in confession to share what we find there, so that we can make 

room for Christ and to rid ourselves of all those things which separate us 

from God and from one another.           We enter Great Lent together – 

next week on Forgiveness Sunday.  Forgiveness too shows us the journey 

is not individualistic for we need to forgive others and ask their 

forgiveness.  Being a Christian always involves other Christians.    Great 

Lent is not meant to be just a private journey, a free solo climb of a 
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mountain, but rather it is a communal experience – we attend the same services, eat the same foods, 

say the same prayers, deny ourselves the same pleasures so that we have a common mind, the mind of 

Christ. 

We fast to make our thoughts, our feelings, our cravings, our desires, our hearts, our minds and our 

bodies obedient to Christ.  Fasting is a tool to help us carry the cross of Christ and to be aware that we 

are in fact choosing to carry the cross of Christ.  As St Paul said in today’s epistle, “Certainly food will not 

bring us into God’s presence; if we do not eat we are none the worse, and if we do eat, we are none the 

better.”  (1 Cor 8:8) 

We are learning how to sojourn together as Christian family.  We worship together, stand together, sit 

together, make the sign of the cross together, commune together to help us experience Christ which we 

can do only as the Body of Christ. 

And if we pay attention to the Gospel Parable of 

the Last Judgment (Matthew 25:31-46), we see it 

is nations which are assembled before God, not 

individuals.  We are judged in and part of a 

community, so we have a responsibility to make 

our community the right community for Christ for 

we share in the judgment that the entire 

community faces. 

As you contemplate the Judgment as described in Matthew 25, consider these thoughts: 

1]   We are going to be judged by whether we treated the least of Christ’s brothers and sisters with 

mercy, compassion, generosity, love.  We show love to Christ by showing love to the least of His 

brothers and sister.  Am I doing for others what I would do for Christ 

Himself? 

2]   St Basil the Great on blessings received:  “If you hoard them, you 

won’t have them, if you scatter them, you won’t lose 

them.”    Generosity is seed planting and we will benefit from the 

harvest.  Besides, by giving to the poor we make God indebted to us, at 

least so said many of the early saints. 

3]  Offer hospitality and charity to the stranger in need, so that at the 

judgment you will not be counted by Christ as a stranger to Him, but 

rather He will speak to you as a cherished friend:  ‘Come, you blessed 

of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the 

foundation of the world: for I was hungry and you gave Me food; I was 

thirsty and you gave Me drink; I was a stranger and you took Me in; I 

was naked and you clothed Me; I was sick and you visited Me; I was in 

prison and you came to Me.’  (Matt 25:34-36) 

A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; even as I have loved you, that you also 

love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one 

another.”   (John 13:34-35) 
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Great Lent: Journeying into the Heart of the Desert   ON MARCH 7, 

2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIANITY, FASTING, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY  

When I read John McGuckin’s chapter, “The Christian Sense of the Desert,” in his 

book Illumined by the Spirit, I immediately saw its connection to Great Lent and 

also how the desert 

experience is a 

description of Great 

Lent.  It helps contextualize what we are 

called to experience in our Lenten 

sojourn.   We come to realize one way to 

understand the fasting, abstinence and self-

denial – it is our own spiritual walk into the 

desert, related to what Israel undertook 

when God called Israel out of Egypt and into the desert where they would see God’s face and glory as 

well as look into the face of death. 

The article begins with a poem by Edward Dorn: 

’The first law of the desert 

to which animal life of every kind 

pays allegiance 

is endurance and abstinence.’ 

Endurance and abstinence – two very apt descriptions for what we experience on our Lenten 

sojourn.  Even if we only keep Great Lent minimally, we do experience its length and have to 

endure.  And if we keep any kind of fasting – whether from food, entertainment, sex, the internet – we 

are practicing abstinence from some things.  We come to realize that Great Lent takes us out into the 

desert and says, “your survival is dependent on your willingness to deny yourself.”  If you feel you have 

to indulge yourself, you won’t survive in the desert.  As modern people we may abandon the desert, the 

fast, but in doing that we learn how much we really love the world rather than God.  We find that we 

don’t even want to rely on God or to live on the Word of God, we really want to have the things of the 

world that we crave rather than the Creator of this world.  And we see this in the smallest of things – a 

piece of cheese, a hamburger, a little downtime in front of the TV or the computer.  “Do not love the 

world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all 

that is in the world— the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride of life —is not from the 

Father but is from the world. And the world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the 

will of God abides forever” (1 John 2:15-17). 

McGuckin goes on to write: 

“The ancient world generally saw the desert as a cursed place.  Its barrenness, its stark and unremitting 

hostility to all life forms, especially human, was a primal symbol of the fearsome anger and power of God 

who seemed to have withdrawn the vitality of life from such a place even as he had withdrawn water, 
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that deep symbol of the graciousness of the Holy Spirit.  Christians, reflecting on the Scriptures, saw the 

desert in a symbolically different way as the quintessential zone of pilgrimage to the promised land, and 

gave it a new significance: comparable to the reference to the wilderness in the prophet Hosea, who 

called to the Israelites of his time to return to the Lord God with love and zeal, citing the desert years of 

wandering as a time when Israel still felt like a lover in the presence of God, before faithlessness and 

tedium had turned the marital relationship sour. 

Hosea’s text, though not often cited explicitly in 

the early Church, in many ways sums up the 

special Christian sensibility of what would develop 

as  ‘desert spirituality’ – characterized by an 

energy of repentance, a turning back (Heb: shub, 

Gk: metanoia), a return to simplicity which casts 

off distractions, in order to rediscover the heart of 

one’s relationship with God.  Hosea puts this call 

to repentance into the mouth of God himself 

musing about his love affair with Israel and his 

plans to revive it: 

“Therefore, behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her. And 

there I will give her her vineyards, and make the Valley of Achor a door of hope. And there she shall 

answer as in the days of her youth, as at the time when she came out of the land of Egypt. “And in that 

day, says the LORD, you will call me, ‘My husband,’ and no longer will you call me, ‘My Baal.’ (Hosea 

2:14-16) 

This movement towards the desert not so much as a holy place, but more as the symbol of a return to a 

holy state, especially took hold among Christians…” (pp 123-124) 

The desert – that place where you have to practice self-denial, abstinence and endurance just to survive 

– became for us a symbol of the sojourn to the Kingdom.  However hard it may be, the journey is a 

blessed one because it does bring us to our destination – to Paradise, to the Kingdom of Heaven.  And as 

God called Israel to the desert out of slavery to the great civilization of Egypt, so God calls us to Great 

Lent out of the civilized world, to that spiritual desert where we are not distracted by all the alluring 

things of the world and can concentrate on seeing God.  In the desert we realize the need for God’s love 

and presence, we realize our survival depends upon God.  We embrace the God of love, we pry 

ourselves away from the things that God has made so that we can fully embrace the Giver of the 

gifts.  The absence of creaturely comforts 

reminds us there is a Creator of comforts and this 

God is far more important to us than all the 

things of the world.  In going to the spiritual 

desert we acknowledge that we really can live 

without all of the luxuries of life in the civilized 

world. 

Great Lent like the desert is “the quintessential 

zone of pilgrimage to the promised land.”  The 

foods we eat during Great Lent remind us we are 

https://farm8.staticflickr.com/7411/12451246733_a45f5c0765.jpg
https://farm5.staticflickr.com/4125/4970661257_2346d26702.jpg


on a sojourn, and this world is a desert.  The Israelites did not have wine in the desert because they had 

no time or place to establish vineyards.  They were on the move, as we should be in our Lenten 

sojourn.  They had no olive oil because they had no groves of olive trees in the desert and no means to 

press the olives to extract the oil.  Wine and oil require the luxury of permanence, of being able to 

cultivate vineyards and orchards and of being able to process the produce from grapes to wine and from 

olives to oil.   The fast is a harsh reminder of our reality – we are sojourners on earth.  Yet, we come to 

realize how much we really love the things of this earth – meat, dairy, wine and oil – which we might 

desire more than we desire God the Giver of every good gift.  Denying ourselves these things is to 

remind us we should desire God even more than we desire the blessings of His earth.  We fast in order 

to experience the desire for these things so that we can then cultivate a desire for God even more than 

the things of the world that we so love.  Fasting isn’t done because the things of the world are evil, but 

rather because we become addicted to them, treating them as our gods, acting as if we can’t live 

without them.  Great Lent calls us to live for a time period on the Word of God. 

Our own sojourn during Great Lent was foreshadowed by Israel’s sojourn through the desert after their 

escape from slavery in Egypt.  Their own willingness to leave Egypt and head into the desert was done in 

the context of knowing that the desert was not a friendly, welcoming, nurturing place.  The Israelites 

moved into the desert having learned from the Egyptians that the desert was the barren and lifeless 

wilderness controlled by the god Set.  Set is one of the gods of Egypt, an evil one, brother to the god 

Osiris. 

“Egypt is in many ways a seminal matrix for the desert experience.  The desert of the 

Israelites is, of course, this desert, and the ways Egypt regarded it have some 

continuance in Israelite attitudes…    Set, Osiris’ brother, is a force of disorder.  He 

thus represents evil and hostility to humankind.  …  the evil Set, who is finally ousted 

from his sterile seizure of power, and exiled to the desert lands… Set, however, 

remains as a constant threat of disorder, destruction, and death; always prowling in 

the desert lands, never far away from the centers of civilized life which struggle to retain their fragile 

dominion over human existence.  If an ancient went out into the desert he or she would risk the fearful 

encounter with daimones, the mid-level spiritual forces, sublunary deities, which the ancient world saw 

as ubiquitous powers.  But in the desert these forces were habitually hostile and destructive: hungry 

servants of Set. … Set’s rule commenced when arid barrenness began and either killed all living things, or 

made them wild, murderously savage. 

This notion of the fearfulness of the wilderness places forms an important backdrop 

to the classical appearance of the desert in Israel’s account of the escape from 

Egypt.”  (p 125-126) 

Israel walked out of civilized Egypt into Set’s desert.  This helps us understand why 

Pharaoh was incredulous when Aaron and Moses requested permission from him 

to travel into the desert to worship their God.  But Pharaoh said, “Who is the LORD, 

that I should heed his voice and let Israel go? I do not know the LORD, and 

moreover I will not let Israel go.“ (Exodus 5:2)   Pharaoh knew the desert to be Set’s 

haunting place, why his slaves would want to leave civilization to honor an evil god 

was beyond his understanding.  What Moses brings into Egypt in the plagues, 

Pharaoh will understand to be the destructive powers of Set.  In the end Pharaoh expels the Israelites 
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from Egypt realizing some divine power is present that he does not understand.  Pharaoh sees himself as 

a god of the civilized world, but his kingdom is in chaos when in the presence of the God of 

Israel.  Pharaoh never understood the Lord God as anything more than some manifestation of Set.  And 

for the Israelites, the Lord God led them right into the haunts of Set, but in that very place the Egyptians 

did not want to go, God promised to reveal Himself. 

 

Great Lent: Journeying into the Desert of our Heart 

ON MARCH 8, 2019 BY FR. TEDIN CHRISTIANITY, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

This is the second and concluding post based upon my reading of  John 

McGuckin’s “The Christian Sense of the Desert” in his book Illumined by the 

Spirit,   The first post is Great Lent: Journeying into the Heart of the 

Desert.  The Egyptians understood the desert to be the haunt of demons, 

especially the evil god Set who brought chaos and destruction to all.  They 

had a great civilization built right up to the border of the desert, but they needed to keep the desert at 

bey for when the desert moves into the farms and settlements, destruction follows – famine and the 

towns and farms succumb and become wastelands. 

And yet, God called Israel into the desert so that they might see His glory and His face.  Christians in turn 

have seen the desert as “the zone of pilgrimage to the promised land” in McGuckin’s words.  We have 

treated Great lent as that desert zone of pilgrimage which we all can enter so that we can move toward 

the Kingdom of God.  As the Prophet Hosea (2:14) said God allures Israel and us into the desert, not out 

of it.  The desert is a temporary place for us, but an essential part of the sojourn.  It is like a bridge we 

need to get from one place to another.  Nobody lives on the bridge but the bridge is essential to all of 

our lives. 

Great Lent as the desert brings us face to face with 

our own demons.  We fast a little and become 

irritable.  Our desires increase, we dismiss self-denial 

as legalistic.  We crave what we want and can see no 

connection between our lives, our desires, what we 

indulgence and the Lord God.  We come to act as if 

God was not Lord of the desert – of Great Lent and 

of my hungering heart – that God is only Lord of my 

prosperity, of my self-indulgence, of my abundance, 

of my over consumption.  We imagine if we are 

experiencing the slightest need, then God isn’t 

there.  We act as if God isn’t Lord over everything when we imagine God is only present in times of 

abundance but not in times of abstinence, self-denial and endurance.  And yet the Church’s history and 

experience is that fasting and self-denial bring us closer to God.  The full belly doesn’t cause us to thank 

God, but to forget God and be contented with the world. 
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Israel in the Old Testament is not leaving slavery in 

Egypt for a vacation in a warm climate.  They are 

not even guaranteed a better life by leaving the 

grand civilization of Egypt for desert wasteland – 

there isn’t even water in the desert, let alone 

farms and orchards.  They may be slaves in Egypt 

but they are alive, while the desert means 

death.   They know they are heading into hostile 

territory, into Set’s domain.  Though they have 

witnessed the destruction of Egypt, they 

understand they are walking into certain death in the desert.  It was there they also would see the glory 

of the Lord (Exodus 16:7, 10) – strangely, the two go together – facing death and seeing God.  In the 

desert they were totally dependent on the Lord, for the wilderness has little or nothing to give them. 

The mystery and the miracle of the desert is that it reveals both the glory of the Lord and also Israel’s 

own heart.  It reveals God’s heart for Israel and where Israel’s heart is.  Where your treasure is there will 

your heart be also (Luke 12:34).  As McGuckin writes: 

“The desert’s evil, nevertheless, comes out in the manner in which the account of Israel’s wandering 

stresses the regular failures of the people of Israel to live up to the covenant demands. 

The divine call to the desert first comes from God to Israel.  They 

are to withdraw from the fleshpots of Egypt and find themselves 

once more as the covenant people by sacrificing to their God in 

the wilderness: 

You and the elders of Israel shall go to the king of Egypt and say 

to him, ‘The LORD, the God of the Hebrews, has met with us; 

and now, we pray you, let us go a three days’ journey into the 

wilderness, that we may sacrifice to the LORD our God.’ (Exodus 

3:18) 

The desert is the place where the glory of the Lord, 

the Shekinah, appears to his chosen people: 

And as Aaron spoke to the whole congregation of the people of Israel, they 

looked toward the wilderness, and behold, the glory of the LORD appeared in 

the cloud.   (Exodus 16:10) 

The wilderness is the place where God himself cares for his needy people: 

I have led you forty years in the wilderness; yet your clothes have not worn out 

upon you, and your sandals have not worn off your feet; you have not eaten 

bread, and you have not drunk wine or strong drink; that you may know that I 

am the LORD your God.    (Deuteronomy 29:5-6) 
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And he provides them with manna from heaven: a symbol of 

provident care that comes once again to the fore in the Christian 

narratives of eucharistic spirituality (John 6:30-35). … 

In the Deuteronomic re-expression of the covenant theology, the 

wilderness is thus abstracted as God’s time of watching for the 

veracity of Israel’s faithfulness: 

And you shall remember all the way which the LORD your God has led 

you these forty years in the wilderness, that he might humble you, 

testing you to know what was in your heart, whether you would keep 

his commandments, or not. (Deuteronomy 8:2) 

Isaiah 

elevates the desert symbol as a sign of 

covenant renewal – when the wilderness shall 

flow with water again (as once it did from the 

rock); and this became a sign of hope that was 

specifically used by Jesus himself to describe the 

days of divine visitation as refreshment and 

new life: 

Be strong, fear not! Behold, your God will come 

with vengeance, with the recompense of God. 

He will come and save you.  Then the eyes of 

the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the 

deaf unstopped; then shall the lame man leap 

like a hart, and the tongue of the dumb sing for joy. For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, and 

streams in the desert; the burning sand shall become a pool, and the thirsty ground springs of water; the 

haunt of jackals shall become a swamp, the grass shall become reeds and rushes. And a highway shall be 

there, and it shall be called the Holy Way; the unclean shall not pass over it, and fools shall not err 

therein.  (Isaiah 35:4-8)” (pp 126-128) 

Great Lent can be the time and place where we learn to live by the Word 

of God.  We learn that we do experience hunger and want and need and 

yet God is the Lord even in these times.  We depend on God and God 

gets us through the desert by being with us.  The small inconveniences 

we experience as Lent, the hunger, the want, the need, all become 

transformed into our experience of God.  We learn to hunger and thirst 

for God, we learn how to say no to sin and sinful desire. 

Great Lent as desert is also when and where we are enabled to see God’s 

glory and to enter into it.  For in the “desert” we are not distracted by the things of this world – the 

gadgets, the gourmet, the grand, the gawdy – and so we can see the glory of God. 
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“…the desert remains in Israelite thought and experience a place where sin 

and evil are strong.” (p 128) 

The desert it turns out to be the gateway to Paradise and the desert and the 

door to Paradise are both found in our hearts, which is why Great Lent is a 

sojourn through the heart of the desert and the desert of the heart. 

Jesus says: “In the world you have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have 

overcome the world.”  (John 16:33) 

For it is the God who 

said, “Let light shine 

out of darkness,” who 

has shone in our hearts to give the light of the 

knowledge of the glory of God in the face of 

Christ.   (2 Corinthians 4:6) 

For the peace from above and for the salvation 

of our souls, let us pray to the Lord. 

Jesus answered:  “Very truly, I tell you, no one 

can see the kingdom of God without being born 

from above.”   (John 3:3) 

Jesus speaks to us about being ‘born again’ or ‘born from above’ – which Orthodoxy has understood as 

the spiritual and heavenly birth given us in baptism.  The phrase “from 

above” does occur at various times in Orthodox liturgical prayers as in 

the petition of the litany listed above.  We come to experience the 

forgiveness we offer to others as the peace from above.  St. Isaac of 

Nineveh writes: 

Consider the forgiveness of your debtors in these things as a work of 

righteousness.  Then you will see peace exult in your mind from two 

sides: namely when you are above propriety and justice in your way, 

and you yield to freedom in all things. (On Ascetical Life, p. 65) 

For St Isaac  when someone decides to 

forgive, they decide that mercy trumps judgment (James 2:13).  In forgiveness, 

we decide to forego retribution, justice or even validation for one’s hurt 

because of the offense.  You choose freedom from the demands of justice. 

Forgiveness Sunday is our time to choose the peace from above, to let go the 

demands of justice and validation and to love another as God loves us.  We 

enter into Great Lent with the intention to live the Gospel.  “For if you forgive 

men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do 

not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your 

trespasses” (Matthew 6:14).  We offer to others what we want from God. 
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The second theme, that of forgiveness, is emphasized in the Gospel reading for this Sunday (Matthew 

6:14-21) and in the special ceremony of mutual forgiveness at the end of Vespers on Sunday evening. 

Before we enter the Lenten fast, we are reminded that there can be no true fast, no genuine repentance, 

no reconciliation with God, unless we are at the same time reconciled with one another. A fast without 

mutual love is the fast of demons. As the commemoration of the ascetic saints on the previous Saturday 

has just made clear to us, we do not travel the road of Lent as isolated individuals but as members of a 

family. Our asceticism and fasting should not separate us from our fellow men but link us to them with 

ever stronger bonds. The Lenten ascetic is called to be a man for others. (The Lenten Triodion, p. 47) 
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How many of you like to travel?  How many of you find the 

thought of a great voyage or adventure to be exciting? 

How many of you find that however wonderful travel can 

be it is always great to be back home? 

Whether you like to travel, like an adventure, or whether 

you like getting home, Great Lent is for you.  Great Lent is 

a great spiritual sojourn, a great adventure to the kingdom of heaven, and as it turns out, this heaven to 

which we are sojourning is also our home! 

The Christian sojourn is not traveling to a far-off foreign country, but instead it is a journey to the home 

God created for us from the beginning.  Today in the Church we also remember the expulsion of Adam 

and Eve from Paradise.  Paradise was the place God created to be our home, but we no longer live in 

Paradise.   This is reality.  The Scriptures tell us of why Adam and Eve had to leave their home in 

Paradise, they were expelled from the home God made for them and us because of their own rebellious 

sin. 

At Vespers on the eve of Forgiveness Sunday one of 

the hymns says: 

Adam ate the forbidden fruit and was driven 

from Paradise. 

He sat outside, weeping bitterly: 

“Woe to me! What will become of me, a worthless 

man? 

I disobeyed one command of my Master and 

lost every good thing! 

O holy Paradise, planted for me by God, and closed by the weakness of 
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Eve, 

grant that I may once again gaze on the flowers of your gardens!” 

The Savior said to him: 

“I do not wish the death of my creation! 

I desire that all should be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth, 

for him who comes to me I shall never cast out!” 

Adam and Eve lost not only their home but also lost their way home.  And in them, so did we all.   They 

couldn’t get back to that home they had lost.  But Christianity says there is a way home.  So in another 

hymn from Vespers we sing: 

O Paradise, garden of delight and beauty, 

dwelling-place made perfect by God, 

unending gladness and eternal joy, 

the hope of the prophets and the home of the 

saints, 

by the music of your rustling leaves beseech the 

Creator of all 

to open the gates which my sins have closed, 

that I may partake of the Tree of Life and Grace 

which was given to me in the beginning! 

Even the leaves in paradise when they rustle create music which calls to us to return.   And when we 

think about this beautiful paradise we should feel homesick because this world is full of problems – 

violence, disease, war, pain, sorrow, addiction, emotional illness, shattered marriages, dysfunctional 

families.  Something is wrong in this world and with this world.  Sin has shattered our lives.  We have 

lost touch with God. 

Yet, the fact that we can recognize there is a problem gives us hope.  We 

don’t find ultimate purpose of life in this world, but it is available to us in 

the life in the world to come.  We can believe there is purpose and 

meaning to life despite the  sorrows and problems of this world because 

we understand this world is only a small part of the totality of creation, and 

life here is a tiny portion of the big history or creation.  We can believe that 

there is a better way, and trust that there is a God to help us.  Thus we can 

be full of hope. 

Many years ago I read a book called Emotions Anonymous In which a 

physician wrote these words: 
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“As a doctor it took me a long time to find that actually relieving pain is not my goal.  I found that behind 

all the suffering, pain, diseases, and all the conditions that cause dis-ease, lie the thirst and the hunger of 

the human being for spirituality. 

This hunger and thirst is the aspiration of a human being to be a whole again.”  (p 18) 

This physician was describing what we Orthodox have known for centuries.  He went on to say about 

this world: 

“I believe 

We want to have no conflict, but we still have conflict. 

We want life to be perfect here and now but it is far from perfect. 

We want to have constant pleasure but we have pain. 

We so want to succeed in every effort we make that when we fail in one area we reject not only our 

actions but ourselves as well. 

We become very fearful. 

We try to impress other people by being something we are not, by being phony. 

We find ourselves being resentful toward people and life. 

We become experts as manipulating people. 

We become very self-centered.”  (Emotions Anonymous, p 29) 

In so many ways he is describing the same things we 

read in the Scriptures about the expulsion of Adam 

and Eve from Paradise and why we struggle on earth 

with pain and sorrow.  He is describing the descent 

into sin and a world which is broken. 

And when we allow ourselves to truly look at this 

world, we realize all of the things of this earth not only 

are intermixed with pain and sorrow but they also are transient, all is passing away. 

And so we can think about Christ’s words:  “Where your treasure is, there 

your heart will be.”   Our treasure should be our true home that Kingdom 

of God which is  true, permanent and eternal, rather than being the things 

of this world which are intermixed with grief and pain.  We should prefer 

the eternal and everlasting Kingdom to the temporary and transient 

things of this world which in any case will all pass away. 

Great Lent calls us to look for the eternal even though we live in the 

temporal world.   Great Lent reminds us that we really do love these 

temporary things of this world – our favorite foods, the comforts of home, 

being entertained, the abundance of the earth.  But all we need to do is 
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look around and realize we continue to age, we really are sojourners on this planet and are here only a 

short time.  Not only are our lives on earth temporary, but everything we so love on earth will pass away 

as well. 

And as we think about all of this we come to the words of the Prophet Hosea in which God himself 

musing about his own love for Israel  says:  “Therefore, behold, I will allure her, and bring her into the 

wilderness, and speak tenderly to her.”  (Hosea 2:14) 

God in His love for His people calls us into the wilderness, 

into the desert to find Him and to find our way 

home.  Great Lent is a sojourn, it is the journey into the 

desert where we find God’s love and  our way home to 

God.    We experience in Lent some discomfort, some self-

denial, to awaken in ourselves the knowledge that we are 

not in our permanent home but are just passing through 

this life on the way to our home.  Fasting is a spiritual 

discipline to help us put this world and our lives into a proper framework so that we can seek that which 

is eternal as well as that which is our true home. 

When we think about fasting, we also have to consider that before teaching us about fasting, Jesus 

spoke first about forgiveness as we see in today’s Gospel. 

 For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not 

forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses. Moreover, when you fast, 

do not be like the hypocrites, with a sad countenance. For they disfigure their faces that they may appear 

to men to be fasting. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. But you, when you fast, anoint your 

head and wash your face, so that you do not appear to men to be fasting, but to your Father who is in 

the secret place; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you openly. Do not lay up for yourselves 

treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal; but lay up for 

yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in 

and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  (Matthew 6:14-21) 

In the Gospel, Christ teaches us first about forgiving and then fasting.  Before we begin the fast we are 

to forgive.  We cannot pursue the heights of spirituality without first ridding ourselves of the depth of 

anger and resentment by forgiving one another. 

St Gregory the Great said even sinners and demons can perform 

spectacular miracles (Pharaoh’s magicians for example did).  St 

Gregory says forgiving is an even a greater miracle than healing the 

sick, and every Christian is capable of performing the miracle of 

forgiveness.   Demons and sinners are not able to perform the 

miracle of forgiveness.  Perform a miracle today, forgive someone 

who has offended you or who owes you or against whom you have a 

grudge. 

You are God’s servant, does it serve God for you to hold on to a grudge, a hurt, the anger, the 

resentment? 
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The journey we are about to undertake is a spiritual sojourn, and the desert through which we must 

traverse turns out to be our own hearts which have become hardened, barren and arid by our 

experiences in this world.  But now we are being called by God to turn away from the world and to come 

into the desert to meet Him, to turn our hearts into the very place where we will meet God face to 

face.  The experience of God awaits us if we will undertake the journey. 

We are preparing ourselves to commemorate the 

Resurrection of our Lord, not as past history, but as 

our own experience, our history, Christ is risen from 

the dead, not Christ was risen.  We celebrate this 

yearly because it is our personal experience, and our 

community’s experience, not just something that 

happened to people long ago.  We are to enter into 

that experience and make it our own.  I do this 

because of what the Lord has done for me.  God has 

blessed us in this world and invites us into that blessed 

life in the world to come.  Are you ready to make this 

sojourn home? 

 

 

 

 


