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A Fast Start 

ON MARCH 11, 2019 BY FR. TED IN FASTING, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

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

bright radiance of the holy commandments of Christ our God:  with the 

brightness of love and the splendor of prayer, the strength of  good 

courage and the purity of holiness!  So, clothed in garments of light, let 

us hasten to the Holy Resurrection on the third day, that shines on the 

world with the glory of eternal life! 

This is the first day of the Fast.  For you, soul, let it be the setting aside 

of sin, the return to God; to life with Him.  Flee from the abyss of 

evil.  Love only those ways which lead to peace, resting before and 

within God. 

 

Let us present a good fast, well-pleasing to the Lord!  A true fast is 

alienation from the Evil One;  The holding of one’s tongue, the laying 

aside of all anger,  the removal of all sensuality, of accusation, falsehood 

and sins of swearing.  The weakening of these will make the fast true 

and well-pleasing. 

The hymns above are all from the beginning of Great Lent.  They remind us 

the fast is not just about changing diet or even mostly about food 

abstinence.  The hymns make it clear there are many things that are needed 

for a good fast;  joy, love, prayer. courage, holiness, light, peace, fleeing 

evil, being silent, controlling anger and swearing, ignoring sexual desire, not 

lying, not accusing others.  If one only controls one’s food appetite, one 

misses much of what Great Lent offers us. 

 

Forgiveness and Friendship  ON MARCH 12, 2019 BY FR. TED IN 

CHRISTIANITY, FORGIVENESS, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, REPENTANCE 

What exactly does forgiveness look like?  There is no doubt that a 

lot depends on the people involved both the one forgiving and for 

the one being forgiven.  I don’t think there is any one result that 

happens.  A friend recently told me this story: 

He had done something that deeply offended a dear friend, 

making a serious accusation against his friend that turned out not 

to be true.  His friend walked away from him in disgust and anger. 
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When he realized that he had been wrong in what he had 

thought and said, he went to his friend and admitted he 

was wrong, asking for forgiveness.  His friend told him 

that he forgave him, but never renewed the 

friendship.  This man told me he pondered that for years 

thinking his friend never really forgave him, for if he had 

really forgiven him, the 

friendship would have 

continued on as before. 

After many years, he said he came to realize that though his friend had forgiven 

him, his friend still held him accountable for what he had done.  He said he had 

imagined wrongly that forgiveness was like a free pass – if you forgive me, you 

can’t hold me accountable for what I’ve done.  But he said he realized his friend 

held him to a high standard of friendship – as friends we are accountable to 

one another, and we should not let 

friends off the hook too easily if we really 

value the other person and want them 

also to learn and grow in wisdom.   We should never let someone 

off the hook if that only will enable them to continue to commit 

the same fault – for if they are really a friend they will want to 

learn and change. 

He said he came to realize 

that in fact in his lifetime 

he had several times been let off the hook when he had done 

something that hurt another.   He came to realize his 

friend  wanted him to be the best person he possibly could be 

and that meant he had to learn accountability.    A really 

profound lesson in forgiveness and 

friendship.  He said he came to 

understand that his own apology was 

probably more self seeking – he didn’t want to lose his friend – whereas his 

apology really needed to include taking full responsibility for what he had 

done. 

He had damaged the friendship irreparably and he had to take full 

responsibility for  that.  His friend may indeed have forgiven him but that 

meant he had to share in carrying the burden of the damage.  His friend 

carried his share of the damage and he had to own up to carrying his own 

share of the damage done. 

 

Ancestral Sin, Great Lent and Hope 
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ON MARCH 13, 2019 BY FR. TED IN ANCESTRAL 

SIN, BAPTISM, CHRISTIANITY, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“Because the coming redemption of men and women is the defining 

feature of the Lenten season, the elaboration of the sin of Adam and 

Eve is never meant to lead to despair. 

Quite the opposite; it underscores the 

audacious mercy shown toward mankind. 

In light of Christ, the sin of Adam leads to 

exaltation, not condemnation. Another 

key concept to bear in mind is that crucifixion is not a one-time event limited 

to the figure of Jesus of Nazareth; in the liturgy of Easter, it is continually 

reappropriated in the life of the Church. 

Paul says that 

baptism is our 

participation in the glory of the cross, gloria 

crucis – ‘Do you not know that all of us who 

have been baptized into Christ jesus were 

baptized into his death? Therefore we have 

been buried with him by baptism unto death, 

so that, just as Christ was raised from the 

dead…so we too might walk in newness of 

life’ (Rom. 6:3-4).” (Gary A. Anderson, In 

Dominico Eloquio – In Lordly Eloquence, pp. 29-30) 

 

The Salvation of the Body 

ON MARCH 15, 2019 BY FR. TED IN ANCESTRAL 

SIN, BEING HUMAN, CHRISTIANITY, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, THEOSIS 

This glory of the body, however, does not belong only 

to the End but is foreshadowed at various moments 

throughout salvation history. Before the fall the 

bodies of Adam and Eve shone with light in Paradise , and they were “covered with God’s glory in place 

of clothing” (Homilies 12:8). 

Once they had fallen into sin, this robe of glory 

was taken away from them and they were left 

naked (cf. Genesis 3:7). Then at Moses’ descent 

from Mount Sinai, after the giving of the Law, 

the final restoration of our bodily glory was 

briefly anticipated when his face shone so 

brightly that he had to cover it with a veil (cf. 
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Exodus 34:29–35): “He went up as a mere man; he descended, carrying God with him….The Word of God 

was his food and he had a glory shining on his countenance” (H. 12:14). A far more significant foretaste 

of the eschatological glory came at Christ’s own transfiguration: “As the body of the Lord was glorified 

when he climbed the mount and was transfigured into the divine glory and into infinite light, so also the 

bodies of the saints are glorified and shine like lightning” (H. 15:38). What happened then to the Savior 

will happen to all true Christians in the age to come. 

In so far as anyone, through faith and zeal, has been deemed 

worthy to receive the Holy Spirit, to that degree his body also will 

be glorified in that day. What the soul now stores up within shall 

then be revealed as a treasure and displayed externally in the 

body…. The glory of the Holy Spirit rises up from within, covering 

and warming the bodies of the saints. This is the glory they 

interiorly had before, hidden in their souls. For what they now 

have, that same then pours out externally into the body (H. 5:8–

9). 

(Kallistos Ware, from Pseudo-Macarius: The Fifty Spiritual Homilies and the Great Letter, p. XVI-XV) 

 

I Worship the Creator Who Became Matter   
ON MARCH 16, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRIST, 

CHRISTIANITY, ICONS, INCARNATION, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“But now when God is seen in the flesh conversing with 

men, I make an image of the God whom I see. I do not 

worship matter; I worship the Creator of matter who 

became matter for my sake, who 

willed to take his abode in matter; 

who worked out my salvation 

through  matter. Never will I cease honoring the matter that wrought my 

salvation.” 

(St. John of Damascus from Eugen J. Pentiuc’s The Old Testament in Eastern 

Orthodox Tradition, p. 263). 

 

Icons: To See Beyond the World into the Kingdom   
ON MARCH 17, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRIST, GREAT 

LENT, ICONS, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

We have arrived at the First Sunday in Lent.  Saying “we 

have arrived” keeps up the imagery that we are travelling 

– the spiritual journey of Great Lent.   We are doing what 

Christ calls all of His disciples to do, as we heard at the 
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beginning of today’s Gospel lesson:  “Follow me.” (John 1:43).  We can follow Christ only by being on this 

spiritual sojourn.  Spirituality, being a Christian, is not a state of mind or the soul, but our movement 

toward the kingdom of God.  To follow Christ we have to move ourselves towards God. 

We still have a long way to travel, just to get through Lent.  At the midweek services this past week, I 

mentioned to you about how God’s call to Israel to leave Egypt behind was a wakeup call.  For though 

we usually think of the Hebrew people as being slaves in Egypt, there is another spiritual reality 

there.  They had voluntarily and willfully entered Egypt to escape their own poverty and famine in order 

to benefit from the wealth of Egypt.  They left behind their lives of being desert nomads for a life in the 

great civilization of Egypt.  And they had enslaved themselves to the all that Egyptian empire had to 

offer.  Moses comes to awaken them from their dream and delusion, but he doesn’t call them to 

overthrow their Egyptian overlords in a slave revolt and to take over that society.  Rather God calls them 

to leave society, culture and civilization behind and to go into the desert to worship God and to see the 

glory of God.  It is not a civil war to which they are called but a war against the flesh, their own desires 

and comfort. 

They are asked to leave behind the glory of human 

civilization – all that they knew about the world – 

and to walk into the great unknown of the barren, 

lifeless and desolate desert.   They were called to 

leave the known and to seek the unknown.  And all 

week long I’ve told you that is what Great Lent is 

supposed to be to us – leave behind all that you 

know and love about your lives – your food, your 

entertainment, your beds, all that comforts you, 

your couches and clothes, all that enriches you and 

attracts you and satisfies you – and practice the abstinence, the self-denial, the fasting which Great Lent, 

which the great desert demands of you.  When we enter into Great Lent we are called to wake up out of 

the delusion that our lives are so wonderful and blessed and comfortable, and to see that there is an 

entire life available to us – a spiritual life, a life in God, which we miss because we are so busy pursuing 

comfort, careers, pleasure, the good life, the American dream.   Great Lent reminds us this life we so 

value really is a dream and will pass away.  The American dream does not last forever for it belongs to 

this temporary earth.  One day we will awake from this dream because we hear Christ calling us to wake 

up and arise.  And when we do we shall see God and realize all we so valued in this world was not that 

important or helpful. We in effect are called to join our 

spiritual ancestors to make an exodus into the desert of 

our lives. 

This awakening happened to Moses as we heard at the 

beginning of today’s Epistle: 

By faith Moses, when he became of age, refused to be 

called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to 

suffer affliction with the people of God than to enjoy the 

passing pleasures of sin, esteeming the reproach of 
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Christ greater riches than the treasures in Egypt; for he looked to the reward. (Hebrews 11:24-26) 

Moses refuses the dream of being Pharaoh’s grandson and embraces the reality that the pampered life 

of the elite is really enslavement to the world.  Moses looked  to this spiritual reward, and to do so he 

had to see beyond the great empire of which he was in the ruling class.  He lived a privileged life, and yet 

it was a dream deluding him.   And here we see another great theme of Lent, besides sojourning, 

besides fasting, we are to see God. 

So Moses and Aaron said to all the people of Israel, “At evening you shall 

know that it was the LORD who brought you out of the land of Egypt, and 

in the morning you shall see the glory of the LORD . . .  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 16:6-10) 

It was only when these people looked away from the grand empire of 

which they were a part did they see the glory of God.  God was not seen 

by them in the greatest nation on earth but in the wilderness where there 

was no city, no culture, no comfort, no power, no wealth. 

At the end of today’s Gospel lesson we heard Jesus say: 

“Most assuredly, I say to you, hereafter you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and 

descending upon the Son of Man.”  (John 1:51) 

The story of God’s people, of our exodus from 

Egypt, our sojourn through Great Lent is so that our 

eyes might be opened and so that we not be so 

dazzled and seduced by all the riches this world has 

to offer, and that we consider the glory of the 

Lord.  We are called to see the depth and riches of 

the Kingdom of God which are invisible to us when 

we focus only on life in this world. 

Therefore we also, since we are surrounded by so 

great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily ensnares us, and let 

us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our 

faith, who for the joy that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down 

at the right hand of the throne of God.  (Hebrews 12:1-22) 

That great cloud of witnesses to God’s glory is visible to us in the icons all around us.  Icons open heaven 

to our eyes and our eyes to heaven.  They tell us to see with the eyes of our heart, don’t just look at the 

external, but see the reality that these people and events represent.  Look into the hearts of those who 

are filled with the Holy Spirit. 
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Jesus said we will see heaven wide open but also that our eyes would be 

open wide by what we see. 

Our eyes can be opened to God’s revelation, to understanding salvation, to 

the Kingdom of God if our hearts are open and receptive to what God 

reveals to us. 

And what do we see with the eyes of our heart? 

A loving God, a forgiving Father hoping for us to seek Him no matter how far 

away we may feel we are from Him. 

 

We see where and in whom heaven and earth meet. 

An icon shows us our salvation comes when God is united to humanity. 

Icons remind us the Kingdom of Heaven is not a distant place but, rather, is right 

here right in our midst. As Jesus Christ said, “the kingdom of God is within you.” 

(Luke 17:21) 

Christ is in our midst! 

 

True Orthodoxy   ON MARCH 18, 2019 BY FR. TEDIN GREAT 

LENT, ICONS, ORTHODOX, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

A meditation for the Sunday of Orthodoxy 

“In the course of my own winding, pilgrim’s, road to Orthodoxy it was 

the tangible sense of beauty that served as a constant allure. It was the 

radiant kindness of a few luminous souls, several of them bishops and 

priests, that made flesh for me what I had been searching for, not so 

much the zealotry that many were eager to offer me as their witness to 

the truth. Years later I came across a saying of St Symeon the New 

Theologian to the effect that a candle can only be lit from the flame of 

another living candle, and it struck me as exactly 

apposite. 

When Truth is a living person, we can no longer try to make it synonymous with 

mere accuracy. What is at stake is more a question of authenticity. Orthodoxy is 

often approached by those outside it as a system of doctrines. But it is far more than 

this, and this is why a book of systematic theology does not quite capture reality. 

Orthodoxy is the living mystery of Christ’s presence in the world: a resurrectional 

power of life. It cannot be understood, except by being fully lived out; just as Christ 

himself cannot be pinned down, alaysed, digested, or dismissed, by the clever of this 

world, whom he seems often to baffle deliberately. His message is alive in the world 

today as much as when he first preached it. 
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The Orthodox Church is, essentially, his community of disciples trying to 

grow into his image and likeness, by their mystical assimilation to the 

Master who abides among them.” 

(Fr. John A. McGuckin, The Orthodox Church, p. XI) 

 

 

Fasting and Humility   ON MARCH 19, 2019 BY FR. TED 

IN CHRISTIANITY, FASTING, GREAT LENT, HUMILITY, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“Following the example of Christ, humility is the distinguishing characteristic 

of the Christian life, and the foundation for our relation with God. The more 

humble we are, the more God will reveal Himself to us. And the more we know 

about God, the more humble we become. We need all the virtues, but without 

humility they achieve nothing. Even fasting, prayer, and love itself can do 

nothing without humility. But when prayer and fasting are joined with 

humility, we become the companion of God, and enter the divine environment in such a way that, as 

we’ve said, we become gods ourselves.” (Archimandrite Aimilianos, The Way of the Spirit, p. 313) 

“When Abba Macarius was returning from the marsh to his cell one 

day carrying some palm-leaves, he met the devil on the road with a 

scythe. The [devil] struck at him as much as he pleased, but in vain, 

and said to him, ‘What is your power, Macarius, that makes me 

powerless against you? All that you do, I do, too; you fast, so do I; 

you keep vigil, and I do not sleep at all; in one thing only do you beat 

me.’ Abba Macarius asked what that was. He said, ‘Your humility. 

Because of that, I can do nothing against you.’”(Apoth., Macarius 11, 

p.130) 

 

Love God with ALL Your Heart   ON MARCH 20, 2019 BY FR. TED 

IN CHRISTIANITY, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“For example, God says, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and 

with all your soul, and with all our might’ (Deut. 6:5); yet how much have the 

fathers said and written – and still say and write – without equaling what is 

contained in that single phrase? For, as St. Basil the Great has said, to love God with 

all our soul means to love nothing together with God; for if someone loves his own 

soul, he loves God, not with all his soul, but only partially; and if we love ourselves 

and innumerable other things as well, how can we love God or dare to claim that we 

love Him? It is the same with the love of one’s neighbor. If we are not willing to sacrifice this temporal 
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life, or perhaps even the life to come, for the sake of our neighbor, 

as were Moses and St. Paul, how can we say that we love him? For Moses said to God 

concerning his people, ‘If Thou wilt forgive their sins, forgive; but if not, blot me as well 

out of the book of life which Thou hast written’ (exod. 32:32); while St. Paul said, ‘For I 

could wish that I myself were severed from Christ for the sake of my brethren’ (Rom. 

9:3). He prayed, that is to say, that he should perish in order that others might be saved 

– and those others were the Israelites who were seeking to kill him.”  

(St. Peter of Damaskos, The Philokalia, pp. 175-176) 

 

Preparing for Pascha   ON MARCH 21, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIAN, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“Therefore, I exhort all of you not to take in your hands these 

divine mysteries because you feel that the feast forces you to 

do so. If ever you should be going to share in this holy 

sacrificial offering, I urge you to cleanse your hearts many 

days before. How? By repenting, praying, giving alms, and 

devoting your efforts to things of the spirit. Do not, like a 

dog, turn yourself back again to your own vomit. 

Is it not foolish to show such great concern for material things? Yet, many days beforehand, because the 

feast is coming, you select the best clothes from your wardrobe and get them ready. You buy new shoes. 

You prepare a more sumptuous table. You think of many means to provide for yourself in every way. You 

overlook nothing which will brighten your appearance and 

make you look stylish and smart. But you take no account of 

your soul. It is neglected, clothed in shoddy garments, 

unwashed, wasted with hunger, and you let it stay 

uncleansed. Will you bring here to church your stylish body 

but overlook your soul, which is half clad and filled with 

disgrace? Your fellow servants see only your body, and it does 

them no harm no matter how you have neglected it. But the 

Master sees your soul and he inflicts the greatest punishment 

on it since you have been careless and negligent about 

it.”   (St. John Chrysostom, On the Incomprehensible Nature of 

God, pp. 181-182) 

 

Overcoming Evil  ON MARCH 22, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIAN, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 
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So many of the sayings and teaching of the desert fathers and 

mothers are based on the teachings offered us in the New 

Testament.  In the desert fathers we find this: 

“Malice will never drive our malice. But if someone does evil to you, 

you should do good to him, so that by your good work you may destroy 

his malice.”  (The Wisdom of the Desert, p. 43) 

In the New Testament we find this: 

Repay no one evil for evil, but take thought for what 

is noble in the sight of all. If possible, so far as it 

depends upon you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, 

never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of 

God; for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, 

says the Lord.” No, “if your enemy is hungry, feed 

him; if he is thirsty, give him drink; for by so doing you 

will heap burning coals upon his head.” Do not be 

overcome by evil, but overcome evil with 

good.  (Romans 12:17-21) 

 

St Gregory Palamas: A Witness to the Church   ON MARCH 23, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIANITY, 

GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“In so far as Palamism was, and remains, true Orthodoxy, we are surely better advised 

in following St. Gregory’s own and wiser counsel, and seeking to engage with the 

intellectual issues at a deep and intelligent level. His insistence that theology could not 

be divorced from prayer is a call for seriousness in the spiritual life, just as much as it is a 

call to accountability in the theological academy. We, who live in an age when 

intellectual religious pundits abound with so many offers of different gospels, might well 

learn from Gregory Palamas, that the truly wise and holy Christian disciple is one who 

takes from the deep tradition of the Fathers and martyrs, 

pearls of doctrines that prove themselves in their practical 

application. 

The really authentic Christian theology is that which explains to men and 

women how to live: how to live freely, how to live joyfully, and above all how to 

live in the spirit of Christ who transfigures and sanctifies all that he touches by 

admitting a fragile humanity into the wondrously luminous presence of the 

living God who deifies his chosen. This is what St. Gregory stands for above all 

else; and in this, his life and work remains a bright witness to the church.” 

(John A. McGuckin, Illumined in the Spirit, p. 260-261) 
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Miracles: Shadows or Signs?   ON MARCH 24, 2019 BY FR. TED IN FORGIVENESS, GREAT LENT, 

ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

And again He entered Capernaum after some days, and it was heard that He 

was in the house. Immediately many gathered together, so that there was no 

longer room to receive them, not even near the door. And He preached the 

word to them. Then they came to Him, bringing a paralytic who was carried by 

four men. And when they could not come near Him because of the crowd, they 

uncovered the roof where He was. So when they had broken through, they let 

down the bed on which the paralytic was lying. When Jesus saw their faith, He 

said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven you.” And some of the scribes 

were sitting there and reasoning in their hearts, “Why does this Man speak 

blasphemies like this? Who can forgive sins but God alone?” But immediately, 

when Jesus perceived in His spirit that they reasoned thus within themselves, 

He said to them, “Why do you reason about these things in your hearts? Which is easier, to say to the 

paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven you,’ or to say, ‘Arise, take up your bed and walk’? But that you may 

know that the Son of Man has power on earth to forgive sins” – He said to the paralytic, “I say to you, 

arise, take up your bed, and go to your house.” Immediately he arose, took up the bed, and went out in 

the presence of them all, so that all were amazed and glorified God, saying, “We never saw anything like 

this!”  (Mark 2:1-12) 

Looking at Mark 2:1-12, one question that comes to mind as suggested by the text itself is “What was 

the purpose of Christ healing the paralytic?” 

The answer is that Jesus wanted to prove he had the power to forgive sins.  The miraculous healing was 

completely secondary for Christ.  Jesus responds to the faith of these men by pronouncing forgiveness of 

sins to the paralytic.   Jesus only heals the paralytic to prove to the people that He really did have power 

to forgive sins.  While we often are so impressed with the miraculous and seek out miracles, Christ offers 

a deeper mystery – the forgiveness of sins so that we can be in union with God. 

We find a similar idea in Exodus with why Moses before 

the Passover performed miracles both for the Egyptians 

and for the Jews in Egypt.  The goal was to bring people 

to faith, to recognize that God in fact had spoken to 

Moses.  The miracles of the plagues though spectacular 

for Hollywood were secondary to his goal. 

So in Exodus 4:1-9, the miracles God commands Moses 

to do are not the main point at all. The miracles are to 

get the Jews to believe Moses really is sent by God and to 

get Pharaoh’s attention so he will let the Israelites leave 

Egypt.   Moses did not go to Egypt to be a miracle worker but to be a prophet.  He would use the miracles 

to accomplish his real goal.   So we read in Exodus 4, Moses pleading with God that he doesn’t want to 

go to Egypt because he doubts the Jews will believe him anyway. 

Then Moses answered, “But behold, they will not believe me or listen to my voice, for they will say, 

‘The LORD did not appear to you.'” The LORD said to him, “What is that in your hand?” He said, “A rod.” 
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And he said, “Cast it on the ground.” So he cast it on the ground, 

and it became a serpent; and Moses fled from it.  But the LORD 

said to Moses, “Put out your hand, and take it by the tail” —so he 

put out his hand and caught it, and it became a rod in his hand— 

“that they may believe that the LORD, the God of their fathers, 

the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has 

appeared to you.” Again, the LORD said to him, “Put your hand into your bosom.” And he put his hand 

into his bosom; and when he took it out, behold, his hand was leprous, as white as snow. Then God said, 

“Put your hand back into your bosom.” So he put his hand back into his bosom; and when he took it out, 

behold, it was restored like the rest of his flesh. “If they will not believe you,” God said, “or heed the 

first sign, they may believe the latter sign. If they will not believe even these two signs or heed your 

voice, you shall take some water from the Nile and pour it upon the dry ground; and the water which you 

shall take from the Nile will become blood upon the dry ground.” 

At first the miracles had the effect on the people God wanted: 

Then Moses and Aaron went and gathered together all the elders of the people of Israel. And Aaron 

spoke all the words which the LORD had spoken to Moses, and did the signs in the sight of the people. 

And the people believed; and when they heard that the LORD had visited the people of Israel and that 

he had seen their affliction, they bowed their heads and worshiped .    (Exodus 4:29-31) 

At least at first they believed in  Moses and the Lord, but when things started to get rougher for the Jews 

in Egypt, they quickly turned against the miracle worker Moses.   Note: God wasn’t telling the people to 

start chasing miracles.  The miracles were to lead them to believe Moses was sent by God.  But as soon 

as the people began to suffer they immediately abandoned the miracle worker.  So God tells Moses: 

Say therefore to the people of Israel, ‘I am the LORD, and I will bring you out from under the burdens of 

the Egyptians, and I will deliver you from their bondage, and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm 

and with great acts of judgment, and I will take you for my people, and I will be your God; and you shall 

know that I am the LORD your God, who has brought you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians. 

And I will bring you into the land which I swore to give to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob; I will give it to 

you for a possession. I am the LORD.'” Moses spoke thus to the people of Israel; but they did not listen to 

Moses, because of their broken spirit and their cruel bondage.   (Exodus 6:6-9) 

Moses performed his miracles so that the people might 

believe that He actually was sent by God.  Jesus does 

miracles for the same reason, and the people turned 

against Jesus just like they turned against Moses.     And, 

often we act like we are only interested in more miracles, 

not really interested in being disciples of Jesus because 

that is too demanding and hard.  We behave just like 

Israel.  We want the miracles but don’t want to follow God 

if it means life might be difficult. 

Jesus comes and asks us to follow Him, and He shows us miracles as a sign to follow Him as He is leading 

us to God’s Kingdom.  But so often we are more interested in the miracles than in following 

Christ.   Christ opens the kingdom of heaven to us and we don’t care as long as we have some miracles 



and magic in our life.   Christ’s miracles however are meant as signs pointing to the important reality 

which is God’s Kingdom. 

Just as Moses would lead Israel out of Egypt into the desert on the way to the promised 

land, so Jesus calls us to follow Him, and to turn away from all of the allurements and 

attractions and pleasures of the world in order to find our way to the Kingdom of 

Heaven.  Jesus offers us the forgiveness of our sins as a sign to follow Him in a new 

direction, to become the human beings God has created us to be. 

When we come to confession, Christ asks each of us:  “what do you want me to do for 

you?”   This is a question He asked several people before healing them.  Ask yourself: What do I need 

from Christ?   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? 

St Gregory Palamas taught that our heart is a mirror, but a very special and unusual 

mirror for if we look into the mirror of our heart it is possible to see God.  Partially it is 

possible since each of us is created in God’s image and likeness. 

The search for God thus begins in our own heart  we don’t have to go somewhere to see 

God, not to Jerusalem or Mecca or  Kathmandu or Mt Athos.  The journey to God is 

accessible to each of us because as it turns out being created in God’s image means we 

carry God within ourselves.  We actually also carry the journey to God in our own hearts. 

In this thinking,  sin is our ceasing to look for God in the inner mirror of our heart.  When we cease 

looking into the mirror of our heart to see God,  what do we see?  We gaze upon our self.  We find a 

selfish joy of making our self the object of our spiritual search, our vision, our dream.  We become self-

centered narcissists.  What’s good for me?  What’s in it for me?  What do I get out of it?  What do I 

want?  How will this affect me? 

I remember a number of years ago reading the story of a student 

whose best friend had died.  And what question did this young man 

ask?  . . . . . . .  – how could God let 

this happen to me?    He wasn’t even 

concerned how the death affected his 

best friend, he was only concerned 

about how his friend’s death affected 

himself.   That is certainly what 

happens when we cease to carry God in our hearts. 

As we continue our sojourn through Great Lent, we are to remember our 

search is for God.  We began Great Lent forgiving each other so that God 

would forgive us our sins.  And then we realize that the forgiveness of 

our sins is a sign that Jesus Christ is Lord and He has opened the 
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Kingdom of Heaven to us, so we should follow Him.  Miracles are given to us as a sign pointing to the 

kingdom of God.  We aren’t seeking signs, we are seeking the Kingdom. 

 

Confess Your Sins to Enlist God’s Mercy   ON MARCH 27, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIANITY, 

CONFESSION, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PATRISTIC, REPENTANCE  

Do you see the physician’s prodigality which excels the loving 

concern of all human fathers? It is not something burdensome and 

demanding that he requires of us, is it? No, simply heartfelt 

contrition, a lull in our wild ideas, 

confession of sins, earnest recourse to 

him; then he not merely rewards us 

with the curing of our wounds and 

renders us cleansed of our sins, but also puts to rights the person who 

beforehand had been weighed down with countless burdens of sin. O the 

greatness of love! O the extent of his goodness! 

When the sinner confesses his sins and begs forgiveness and gives evidence 

of carefulness in the future, God immediately declares him law-abiding. 

For clear proof of this, listen to the prophet’s words: “Take the initiative in 

declaring your transgressions so that you may be declared upright”(Isaiah 

43:26, LXX).  He did not simply say, “Declare your transgressions,” but 

added, “Take the initiative,” that is to say, don’t wait for someone to 

accuse you, nor let the prosecutor anticipate you – 

beat him to the punch by having the first say, so as to deprive the prosecutor of a 

voice. 

Do you see the judge’s lovingkindness? In the case of human courts, whenever 

anyone admitted to doing this and anticipated proof of the charges by 

confessing his crimes, he would perhaps be in a position to escape torture and 

the torments accompanying it, and even if the case came before a lenient judge 

he would indubitably receive a sentence of death. 

In the case of the loving God, on the contrary, the physician of our souls, we 

meet with ineffable goodness and a liberality exceeding all description. 

What I mean is this: if we steal a march on our adversary – I mean the devil 

– who on that dread day will take his stand against us, and already in this 

present life before our entry into the court we confess our crimes, take the 

initiative in speaking, and turn accusers against ourselves, we will 

encourage the Lord not only to reward us with freedom from our sins but 

also to reckon us among the number of the upright.   (St. John 

Chrysostom, Homilies on Genesis 18-45, pp. 43-44) 
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Noah: Prophet Preparing Us for the Coming of Christ 

ON MARCH 28, 2019 BY FR. TED IN BIBLE, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH, 

ORTHODOXY, SCRIPTURE 

During the week days of Great Lent we generally do not read Scripture lessons from the 

New Testament.  Rather, the daily readings are from Isaiah, Proverbs and Genesis.  This 

does give us a chance to contemplate a world without Christ and the resurrection – to 

intensify our sense of being in exile from the Kingdom of God.  We  think about the world 

of the Fall before the coming of Christ and yet, paradoxically,  our food fasting by denying us the foods of 

the fallen world enables us to experience the foods available to us in Paradise (Genesis 1:29, 2:16).  And 

yet . . . we don’t ever read the Old Testament apart from Christ.   We always read the Old Testament 

through the lens of Christ and we believe the Old Testament bears witness to Christ and is about 

Him.  We read the Old Testament to learn about Christ, not about science or history.  Jesus said of the 

Old Testament: 

You search the scriptures, because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear 

witness to me . . . If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote of me.  (John 5:39, 46) 

Moses wasn’t writing history so much as writing about Christ!  That is how 

Jesus Himself reads and understands Genesis.  So the real question for us as 

Christians is not “what does Genesis teach us about ancient history?”, but 

what does it teach us about Christ?  What was Moses trying to tell us 

about the Christ long before Jesus was even born?  Throughout the New 

Testament, we see how the New Testament authors read Moses as being a 

prophet, writing about what God is doing and what God is going to 

do.  Noah in this context too is a prophet, preparing us to know Christ. 

So in Matthew 24:36-44 we read Jesus teaching about the end times, the 

eschaton: 

“But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, 

nor the Son, but the Father only. As were the days of Noah, so will be the coming of the Son of man. For 

as in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until 

the day when Noah entered the ark, and they did not know until the flood came and swept them all 

away, so will be the coming of the Son of man. …  Watch therefore, for you do not know on what day 

your Lord is coming. But know this, that if the householder 

had known in what part of the night the thief was coming, he 

would have watched and would not have let his house be 

broken into. Therefore you also must be ready; for the Son of 

man is coming at an hour you do not expect.” 

 We read a very similar message in the parallel passage 

in Luke 17:26-30 where Jesus says: 

As it was in the days of Noah, so will it be in the days of the 

Son of man. They ate, they drank, they married, they were 

given in marriage, until the day when Noah entered the ark, and the flood came and destroyed them all. 
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Likewise as it was in the days of Lot—they ate, they drank, they bought, they sold, they planted, they 

built, but on the day when Lot went out from Sodom fire and sulphur rained from heaven and destroyed 

them all— so will it be on the day when the Son of man is revealed. 

The story of Noah and the flood is mentioned in the Gospels not to teach us about ancient history, but to 

prepare us for the future second coming of the Lord.  If reading about the Flood causes you to want to go 

in search of the ark, you are looking in the wrong direction, for the Gospels says the narrative about 

Noah is to prepare us for the eschaton and the end of this world.  Noah’s story looks even beyond the 

time of the Gospel into the parousia when Christ will come in glory.  We are reading the account of Noah 

during Great Lent, not to learn history but to get our minds geared toward the future coming of 

Christ.  The story of the flood is thus orienting us toward Christ and His coming again, not to some 

ancient event or story which may or may not have happened. 

In Hebrews 11:6-7, we read: 

And without faith it is impossible to please him. For whoever would draw near to God must believe that 

he exists and that he rewards those who seek him. By faith Noah, being warned by God concerning 

events as yet unseen, took heed and constructed an ark for the saving of his household; by this he 

condemned the world and became an heir of the righteousness which comes by faith. 

Noah in this text is being upheld as a model of a 

person of faith, who doesn’t know what is going to 

happen, but who believes in God.  Again, the lesson is 

being used to orient us toward this future and what 

God is going to do.  We need to live by faith in this 

world in order to be righteous as Noah was righteous 

– we are awaiting Christ’s coming again, just as Noah 

had to wait to see what God was going to do. 

In 1 Peter 3:18-22, St Peter connects the story of 

Noah to baptism to help us understand the 

sacrament and life in the Church.  The Church is like Noah’s ark in which we are saved from the flood, but 

the flood is no longer drowning sinners but rather the waters are cleansing us from sin. 

For Christ also died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, 

being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit; in which he went and preached to the spirits in 

prison, who formerly did not obey, when God’s patience waited in the 

days of Noah, during the building of the ark, in which a few, that is, 

eight persons, were saved through water. Baptism, which corresponds 

to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an 

appeal to God for a clear conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with 

angels, authorities, and powers subject to him. 

Finally, St Peter also interprets the scriptures of Noah and the flood as a 

teaching about the future Judgment of the world: 
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For if God . . . did not spare the ancient world, but preserved Noah, a 

herald of righteousness, with seven other persons, when he brought a 

flood upon the world of the ungodly . . . then the Lord knows how to 

rescue the godly from trial, and to keep the unrighteous under 

punishment until the day of judgment, (2 Peter 2:4-9) 

There is a “history lesson” to be learned from the Genesis account of 

Noah and the flood, but the lesson is to help us get through our 

current struggles in this world and to prepare us from the coming 

judgment day.   The New Testament interprets and uses the Genesis 

flood story to show us God’s concern 

for the righteous in this world and to 

prepare us for the coming judgment of God.  We should not be caught by 

surprise about events that are going to take place, because we have been 

forewarned about Christ’s coming again.  However, if we read about Noah 

to learn ancient history, we are going to miss the real lesson of Genesis, 

which is as Christ said about Him not about the past. 

And beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them in 

all the scriptures the things concerning himself. . . .  Then he said to them, 

“These are my words which I spoke to you, while I was still with you, that 

everything written about me in the law of Moses and the prophets and the 

psalms must be fulfilled.”  (Luke 24:27, 44) 

 

The Wages of Sin is Death. What are the Wages for Taking Up 

the Cross? 

ON MARCH 29, 2019 BY FR. TED 

IN CHRISTIAN, CHRISTIANITY, CROSS, CRUCIFIXION, GREAT LENT, 

ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“In Matthew divine recompense is given in response to the work 

demanded of those who would follow Jesus; it is a wage, not a reward. 

For instance, in 16:24-28 Jesus explains the necessity of cross-bearing in 

terms of the eschatological repayment: 

Then [after rebuking Peter] he said to his disciples, “If anyone wants to follow behind 

me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever desires to 

save his life will lose it; but whoever loses his life on my account will find it… 

Like the Markan parallel (8:34-9:1), this pericope explains that following Jesus entails 

giving one’s life to gain it back – that is, to follow Jesus who will be killed and then 

raised from the dead (see 16:21). Matthew, however, explicitly frames this “losing in 

order to regain” in terms of eschatological repayment; those who lose their life 

following Jesus will regain it because the Son of Man is about to repay to each 

according to his deeds. The crucial point here is that Jesus is not calling the disciples 
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to perform some supererogatory deed that will earn them a “reward.” Rather, all who follow Jesus are 

expected to take up their cross, lose their lives, and be repaid in the resurrection…The recompense 

described here is not a mere token of God’s gratitude for those who go the extra mile. It is, rather, the 

recompense for obligatory behavior….But these workers receive a generous wage, not a reward. 

”  (Nathan Eubank, Wages of Cross-Bearing and Debt of Sin, 68-69) 

 

The Cross: How Joy Comes Into the World  ON MARCH 30, 

2019 BY FR. TED IN CROSS, CRUCIFIXION, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

Faithful, let us cry aloud with joy 

as we greet the Cross of the Lord. 

Let us sing triumphantly to God, 

for it is a fountain of holiness to all in the world! 

(Hymn for the Lenten Sunday of the Cross) 

In his book, THE THEOLOGY OF JEWISH CHRISTIANITY,  Jean Danielou points out that in the literary works 

from the first two Centuries of Christianity which focus on “the Cross as a theological symbol” the Cross is 

portrayed “as the power of Christ in his resurrection, as a sign of the cosmic scope of the redemption, 

and as an object of eschatological expectation” (Danielou, p 265).   This focus will change over time and 

as monasticism gains dominance as being “normative” Christianity the Cross becomes more focused on 

the passion of Christ and on asceticism as a response to Christ’s passion.  The more ancient focus in the 

literature “… is, however, obviously not the Cross as an image of Christ suffering, but the glorious Cross 

which will precede him at the Parousia.  The modification of its significance in the former sense was 

brought about by later Christian asceticism, which saw in it not a prophecy of the Parousia, but a 

memorial of the Passion”  (Danielou, p 269). 

Monastic asceticism turned the focus away from the Parousia to the Passion of Christ.  But then the 

humanism which followed in European Christianity turned the focus ever more on the human suffering of 

Christ.  In Orthodoxy this tended to manifest itself by focusing on Mary’s own lamentations about the 

suffering of her son, while the West developed not only Mary’s suffering but also the human agony of 

Christ Himself as he is tortured and dies on the cross.   I find it interesting that in the Canon for 

the Lenten Sunday of the Cross (the midpoint of Great Lent), we see that focus on the glorious and life-

giving Cross far more than on the passion of Christ or on asceticism or fasting.  The Cross thus is not so 

much a symbol of Christ’s death as it is a sign of His triumph over 

death.  The Lenten Sunday of the Cross appears to be more in line 

with the earlier Christian emphasis. 

In the Canon for the Sunday of the Cross we see what Danielou 

describes in his book as the focus of early Christianity: 

“The Cross has thus been promoted to represent the whole plan 

of redemption.  It reaches out to the whole of Creation; it 
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symbolizes the action of the Word as well in the farthest heaven as in the abysses of hell, and represents 

the spread of this action over the breadth of space and the length of time.”  (Danielou, pp 291-291) 

The Cross represents Christ’s cosmic victory over all evil whether in the air, on earth or in hell.  It is the 

sign of God’s triumph in which heaven and earth are full of God’s glory. 

We also see the Cross as a sign of victory when the hymns of the Canon make reference to the Old 

Testament:  Moses prefigures the Cross with outstretched arms in defeating Amalek, Moses prefigures 

the Cross in dividing the sea with his rod and then causing the sea to close on the Egyptians, Daniel 

stretches out his hands cross-like in the lion’s den, the wood is thrown into the bitter waters to make 

them sweet and drinkable, Jonah arose on the 3rd day from the whale.  The Old Testament thus 

anticipates the Cross of the Lord, making it possible for us now to see God’s victorious triumph over 

death through Christ’s death on the cross. 

On the Lenten Sunday of the Cross, the canon also contains all the same Irmoshymns that we sing in 

the Canon for Paschal Matins.  We begin the MatinsCanon for the Cross with: 

THIS IS THE DAY OF RESURRECTION: 

LET US BE ILLUMINED, O PEOPLE! 

PASCHA, THE PASCHA OF THE LORD! 

FOR FROM DEATH TO LIFE, AND FROM EARTH TO HEAVEN 

HAS CHRIST OUR GOD LED US, 

AS WE SING THE SONG OF VICTORY! 

We are already proclaiming the resurrection.   The Cross is a festal sign, it 

celebrates the victory of Christ over sin, death, demons and Satan.  The 

theme of the Sunday is not “Lent is long and hard and we have a lot more 

fasting yet to go.”  Rather the theme is resurrection and we already know the destination because it is 

the basis for our daily life in Christ!   The following are all hymns from the Canon for the Lenten Sunday of 

the Cross to give us some of the themes emphasized for this mid-Lent Sunday: 

Today there is joy in earth and heaven, 

for the sign of the Cross is made manifest to all the world! 

The thrice-blessed Cross is set before us; 

a fountain of ever-flowing grace to all who show it honor! 

You arose on the third day from the tomb, 

as one waking from sleep, O Lord. 

By Your divine power, You struck down the keepers of hell, 

raising up all our ancestors from the beginning of time, 

for You alone are blessed and greatly glorified: the God of our Fathers! 
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On this day, the Cross of Christ, the Wood anointed with life, 

fills all things with the fragrance of divine grace. 

As we smell its God-given scent, 

let us venerate it with faith forever! 

Your tomb, O Christ, has brought life to me, 

for You, the Lord of Life, 

came and cried to those dwelling in the grave: 

Be free, all who are in bonds, 

for I am come, the Ransom of the world! 

The Lenten Sunday of the Cross is not focused on the passion of Christ 

and His suffering on the Cross.  Rather, it focuses on the Resurrection 

of Christ, the Holy Pascha which we will celebrate in another 

month.  And by anticipation it looks forward to eschaton, when Christ 

will fill all things with Himself and death will be no more.  The Cross is 

the sign of Christ’s victory, and from the beginning of Christianity it 

was celebrated as such.    

 

The Cross: The Way to the Joyous Kingdom   ON MARCH 31, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIANITY, 

CROSS, CRUCIFIXION, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PASCHA 

NOW THE FLAMING SWORD NO LONGER GUARDS THE GATES OF 

PARADISE;  IT HAS BEEN MYSTERIOUSLY QUENCHED BY THE 

WOOD OF THE CROSS!  THE STING OF DEATH AND THE VICTORY 

OF HELL HAVE BEEN VANQUISHED, FOR YOU, MY SAVIOR, CAME 

AND CRIED TO THOSE IN HELL: ENTER AGAIN INTO 

PARADISE!    (Kontakion for the Lenten Sunday of the Cross) 

We come to the 3rd Sunday of Great Lent, the very middle of the 

Fast, a day dedicated to the Cross of Christ.  We have heard Jesus’ 

words, “Whoever desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, 

and take up his cross, and follow Me. For whoever desires to save 

his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake and the 

gospel’s will save it”  (Mark 8:34-35).  And the common interpretation of these words in Orthodoxy 

make us think about the self-denial of the fast or perhaps about the passion and suffering of Christ 

Himself on Holy Friday.  We are often told that the very purpose of focusing on the Cross in mid-Lent is 

to encourage us to carry on with our fasting and self-denial:   we may be tired of the fast or tired by the 

fast, but we must shoulder the cross and soldier on. 
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Yet, there is another connection with the Cross that we can readily note in the Epistle reading:  “For we 

do not have a High Priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but was in all points tempted as 

we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy 

and find grace to help in time of need”  (Hebrews 4:15-16).   It is the Cross of Christ which enables us to 

approach the throne of grace boldly – with the same boldness with which we dare to call God our 

heavenly Father when we say the Lord’s Prayer during the Divine Liturgy.  Christ’s arms stretched out on 

the cross are not in our Church hymns portrayed as lifeless but rather are full of strength and are 

welcoming us into His embrace. 

The Cross for us is our sign of victory – it is through the Cross that Christ 

brought humanity to the throne of the Father.  Through the Cross joy 

comes into all the world and we are restored to communion with our 

God.   We hear this in the hymns for this day.  For example from 

the Matins Canon: 

COME, FAITHFUL, LET US FALL DOWN IN WORSHIP BEFORE THE 

LIFE-CREATING TREE.  CHRIST, THE KING OF GLORY, STRETCHED OUT HIS 

HANDS ON IT AND EXALTED US TO PARADISE, FROM WHERE HE HAD BEEN 

DRIVEN BY THE DEVIL’S INSTIGATION.  COME, FAITHFUL, LET US FALL 

DOWN IN WORSHIP BEFORE THE TREE.  BY IT, WE ARE EMPOWERED TO 

CRUSH THE HEADS OF INVISIBLE ENEMIES.  COME, ALL GENERATIONS OF 

NATIONS.  LET US HONOR THE CROSS OF THE LORD WITH SONGS.  REJOICE, 

PERFECT REDEMPTION OF FALLEN ADAM.  NOW ALL CHRISTIANS VENERATE YOU IN FEAR AND 

LOVE, SINGING, HAVE MERCY ON US, GRACIOUS LORD AND LOVER OF MANKIND! 

Doing a word count of the hymns that are found in the Matins Canon 

for this Lenten Sunday of the Cross we see:    the word fasting occurs 

only once,   abstinence only 3 times, the word sin or passions occurs 

10 times, and references to the crucifixion or Christ being nailed to 

the cross occurs 15 times.    On the other hand words related to 

resurrection, Pascha, life, the destruction of hell and demons occur 54 

times.  Add to those, words about rejoicing, salvation, light, paradise, 

and Kingdom we find 143 references in the Canon.  More than 80% of 

the Canon is about Christ’s victory, Christ’s triumph, the destruction 

of death and the resurrection of the dead.  This is the focus of this 

Sunday.  The Canon for the Sunday of the Cross has in it all 

the Irmos hymns from the Paschal Canon and thus today we are already proclaiming the resurrection of 

Christ.  Here are two hymns which are good examples of the focus of the hymns for the day: 

This is a festival day: at the awakening of Christ, death has fled away; The light of life has dawned; Adam 

has risen and dances for joy!  Therefore let us cry aloud and sing a song of victory! 

Behold, Christ is risen! said the angel to the Myrrh-bearing women!  Do not lament, but go and say to the 

apostles: Rejoice, for today is the world’s salvation! The tyranny of the enemy has been 

destroyed through the death of Christ! 
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We find this emphasis on the glory and victory of the cross in the writings 

of the early church fathers as well.   As some church historians have 

noted, the Cross as a symbol of God’s salvation and love and triumph was 

the focus of the early church.  Only later in history does the Cross become 

more a sign of Christ’s passion and  suffering.  And only when this more 

ascetic theme takes over does the focus of the cross turn away from our 

participation in Christ’s salvation and turn more toward ascetical themes 

of personal self-denial, fasting and abstinence.  St. Paul himself writes 

about how we participate in and benefit by the Cross of Christ: 

For he is our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken down the 

dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law of 

commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so 

making peace, and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby bringing the 

hostility to an end. And he came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace to those who 

were near; for through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father. So then you are no longer 

strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of 

God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone, 

in whom the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you 

also are built into it for a dwelling place of God in the Spirit.   (Ephesians 2:14-22) 

For in him all the fulness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, 

whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross. And you, who once were 

estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in 

order to present you holy and blameless and irreproachable before him…   (Colossians 1:19-22)  [For 

other Pauline references to the Cross and Christ’s death as the instrument of our salvation see Romans 

5:6-6:11, 1 Corinthians 1:22-25, Galatians 2:19-20, Colossians 2:12-15] 

A few more examples of the hymns from the Canon for the Lenten Sunday 

of the Cross: 

You have risen from the tomb, never-setting Light, shining upon the world 

with the bright dawn of incorruption!  In Your compassion You have driven 

out the dark sorrow of death from the farthest corners of the earth! 

You crushed death, O Christ, and rose as a mighty King, recalling us from 

the depths of hell!  You brought us to the land of immortality, granting us 

the joy of the Kingdom of Heaven! 

Faithful, let us cry aloud with joy as we greet the Cross of the Lord.  Let us 

sing triumphantly to God, for it is a fountain of holiness to all in the world! 

During Great Lent, we don’t just focus on Christ’s suffering or our own self-denial.  The Cross of Christ 

reminds us that we are to be united to God our Father and to rejoice in the Kingdom of Heaven.  The 

Cross reminds us that Christ has obtained salvation for all.  The Cross is for us has opened the door to 

Paradise. 
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A last thought:  Frequently in the early church writings there is mention of the 

two ways –  the way of the world which leads to death and the way of the 

Cross which leads to eternal life.      You can follow the way of the world ( for 

example just keep watching the news  and the news feeds and you will see 

exactly how the world defines glory, power, what is right – might, political 

power, military, the kingdom of this world).  Or you can turn the news and 

news feeds off and  pay attention to the themes of Great Lent, the way of 

Christ (self denial, humility, tears, broken-heartedness, the cross, a kingdom 

not of this world).   You can rejoice in the Lord or lament the condition of the 

world.  That choice is yours.  There are three weeks left in Great Lent, three 

weeks for you to allow your heart and mind to give up on the way of the 

world in order to follow Christ.  If you give up on the way of the world –  stop paying attention to the 

news or new feeds and instead come to the Church services to hear about Christ and the way to the 

Kingdom.  You will find the way to abundant life and the joy of the Lord God. 

 

Lent is Half Over!   ON APRIL 1, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIANITY, FASTING, GREAT LENT, 

ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PATRISTIC 

“I have observed many persons rejoicing, and saying one to another, ‘We have 

conquered; we have prevailed; the half of the fast is spent.’ But I exhort such 

persons not to rejoice on this account, that the half of the fast is gone, but to 

consider whether the half of their sins be gone; and if so, then to exult. For this is a 

fit subject of gratification. This is what is to be sought after, and for which all 

things are done, that we may correct our defects; and that we may not quit the fast 

the same persons as we entered upon it, but in a cleansed state; and that having 

laid aside all that belongs to evil habits, we may thus keep the sacred feast, since if 

the case be otherwise, we shall be so far from obtaining any advantage, that the completion of the fast 

will be the greatest injury to us. Let us, therefore, not rejoice that we have gone through the length of 

the fast, for this is nothing great; but let us rejoice, if we have got through it with fresh attainments, so 

that when this is over, the fruit of it may shine 

forth. For the gain of winter is more especially 

manifested after the season is gone by. 

Then, the flourishing corn, and the trees teeming 

with leaves and fruit, proclaim, by their 

appearance, the benefit that has accrued to them 

from the winter! Let the same thing also take place 

with us. For during the winter, we have enjoyed 

divers and frequent showers, having been during 

the fast partakers of a continued course of 

instruction, and have received spiritual seeds, and 

cut away the thorns of luxury.”  (St. John Chrysostom, Rejoice in the Lord Always, p. 2) 
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The Cross and Our Salvation 

ON APRIL 2, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRIST, CHRISTIANITY, CROSS, CRUCIFIXION, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PASCHA, RESURRECTION 

 

“The sword of flame no longer guards the gate of 

Eden, 

for a strange bond came upon it: the wood of the 

Cross. 

The sting of Death and the victory of Hell were 

nailed to it. 

But you appeared, my Savior, crying to those in hell: 

“Be brought back again to Paradise.” 

(St Romanos, On the Life of Christ: Kontakia, p. 155) 

 

Fasting to Weaken the Passions    ON APRIL 3, 

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

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PATRISTIC 

[To a sick monk]: Concerning fasting, do not grieve, as I have 

said to you before: God does not demand of anyone labors 

beyond his strength. And indeed, what is fasting if not a 

punishment of the body in order to humble a healthy body 

and make it infirm for passions, according to the word of the 

Apostle: “When I am weak, then am I strong” (II Cor. 12:10). 

And disease, more than this, is a punishment and takes the 

place of fasting and even more – for one who bears it with 

patience, thanks God, and through patience receives the fruit 

of his salvation; for instead of weakening his body by 

fasting, he is already sick without that. Give thanks to God 

that you have been delivered from the labor of fasting. 

Even if you will eat ten times in a day, do not grieve; you 

will not be judged for this, for you are doing this not at the 

demon’s instigation, and not from the weakening of your 

thought; but rather, this occurs to us for our testing and for 

profit to the soul. (Sts Barsanuphius and John, Guidance 

Toward Spiritual Life, p. 62). 
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True Lenten Charity 

ON APRIL 4, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHARITY, CHRISTIANITY, GREAT 

LENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

He gave Himself up for the life of the world (from the Liturgy of St John 

Chrysostom) 

“Strive to acquire humility, and charity – the real charity, which never 

limits itself to gifts no matter how generous, but, consuming the heart 

with infinite compassion for all creatures, generates a pure flame of 

good will and the firm decision to help every single one of the great host of 

unfortunates.”  (Macarius, Russian Letters of Spiritual Direction, 56) 

Then God said to Noah and to his sons with 

him, “Behold, I establish my covenant with 

you and your descendants after you, and 

with every living creature that is with you, the 

birds, the cattle, and every beast of the earth 

with you, as many as came out of the ark. I 

establish my covenant with you, that never 

again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of 

a flood, and never again shall there be a flood 

to destroy the earth.”  And God said, “This is 

the sign of the covenant which I make 

between me and you and every living 

creature that is with you, for all future generations: I set my bow in the cloud, and it shall be a sign of the 

covenant between me and the earth. When I bring clouds over the earth and the bow is seen in the 

clouds, I will remember my covenant which is between me and you and every living creature of all 

flesh; and the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh. When the bow is in the 

clouds, I will look upon it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living 

creature of all flesh that is upon the earth.” God said to Noah, “This is the sign of the covenant which I 

have established between me and all flesh that 

is upon the earth.”  (Genesis 9:8-17) 

God’s covenant relationship is not just with the 

chosen people, but with all creation, which God 

repeats again and again as God talks to 

Noah:  with every living creature (Genesis 9:10, 

12, 15, 16), with the earth (9:13),  with all flesh 

(9:15, 16 and 17).  If God so loves the world 

which He created, shouldn’t we? 
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The Ladder of the Kingdom is Within You 

ON APRIL 6, 2019 BY FR. TED IN GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PATRISTIC 

And Jacob dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth, and the 

top of it reached to heaven; and behold, the angels of God were 

ascending and descending on it! And 

behold, the LORD stood above it and 

said, “I am the LORD, the God of 

Abraham your father and the God of 

Isaac …”  (Genesis 28:12-13) 

 

“Be at peace with your soul and 

heaven and earth will be at peace with you. Endeavor to enter the 

treasury within you and you will see that treasury which is in heaven. 

The former and the latter are one and through a single entrance you 

will see both of them. The ladder of that kingdom is hidden within you, 

within your soul. Dive away from sin into yourself and you there you 

will find the steps by which you may ascend.”   (St. Isaac of Nineveh, On 

Ascetical Life, p. 34) 

 

Faith, Hope and Trust in the Lord 

ON APRIL 7, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIANITY, GOSPEL, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH, 

ORTHODOXY 

The Gospel lesson of Mark 9:17-31: 

Then one of the crowd answered and said, “Teacher, I brought You my son, who 

has a mute spirit. And wherever it seizes him, it throws him down; he foams at 

the mouth, gnashes his teeth, and becomes rigid. So I spoke to Your disciples, 

that they should cast it out, but they could not.” He answered him and said, “O 

faithless generation, how long shall I be with you? How long shall I bear with 

you? Bring him to Me.” Then they brought him to Him. And when he saw Him, 

immediately the spirit convulsed him, and he fell on the ground and wallowed, 

foaming at the mouth. So He asked his father, “How long has this been 

happening to him?” And he said, “From childhood. And often he has thrown him both into the fire and 

into the water to destroy him. But if You can do anything, have compassion on us and help us.” Jesus said 

to him, “If you can believe, all things are possible to him who believes.” Immediately the father of the 

child cried out and said with tears, “Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!” When Jesus saw that the people 

came running together, He rebuked the unclean spirit, saying to it: “Deaf and dumb spirit, I command 

you, come out of him and enter him no more!” Then the spirit cried out, convulsed him greatly, and came 

out of him. And he became as one dead, so that many said, “He is dead.” But Jesus took him by the hand 
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and lifted him up, and he arose. And when He had come into the house, His disciples asked Him privately, 

“Why could we not cast it out?” So He said to them, “This kind can come out by nothing but prayer and 

fasting.” Then they departed from there and passed through Galilee, and He did not want anyone to 

know it. For He taught His disciples and said to them, “The Son of Man is being betrayed into the hands 

of men, and they will kill Him. And after He is killed, He will rise the third day.” 

This Gospel lesson  is centered on an idea of faith or belief: what is faith?  how does belief manifest 

itself? and what power can faith bring into one’s life?  Unfortunately we can be tempted to think faith is 

just a way to get miracles into our life, kind of like a faucet which we can turn on and off to get miracles 

to come out whenever we are thirsty for them.  Or some in Christianity like to see themselves as miracle 

workers who can dispense miracles at will, so they see themselves as being the faucet which controls 

the powers of God to miraculously change the normal and mundane events of life.  Jesus for His part 

dispels such shallow understandings of miracles, and always uses miracles to get us to see and think 

beyond this world, to look for the Kingdom of God – not to look for miracles in this world but to open 

the eyes of our heart to see beyond this world.  Otherwise we are at risk to be so enamored with the 

glamour of miracles that we seek out the miracles rather than the God who gives ever good and perfect 

gift.   Miracles it turns out are nothing but signs that the Kingdom exists, but miracles are not the main 

point, rather they point to what is truly important – namely the Kingdom of God.  If we wonder why 

there aren’t more miracles in our lives, it is because we aren’t looking for the Kingdom to which the 

miracles point.  It is because we wrongly want the miracles rather than the reality to which they point. 

Miracles not only point to the Kingdom of God, they invite 

us to respond to the Kingdom, and in the Gospel, the 

response to the Kingdom is repentance not seeking 

miraculous powers or more miracles. 

The seventy returned with joy, saying, “Lord, even the 

demons are subject to us in your name!” And he said to 

them, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven. Behold, I 

have given you authority to tread upon serpents and 

scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy; and 

nothing shall hurt you. Nevertheless do not rejoice in this, 

that the spirits are subject to you; but rejoice that your 

names are written in heaven.”  (Luke 10:17-20) 

We can see in the Gospel lesson of Mark of Mark 9:17-31 that the ability to perform a miracle is not 

everything.  The 12 Disciples are not able to overcome the one demon possessing the boy.  Last Sunday, 

the Sunday of the Cross, we proclaimed the total destruction of all evil, of demons, and today we see 

the disciples stymied by one demon.  Now we learn of the struggle we face in this world.  The spiritual 

life is rightly described as spiritual warfare, and in warfare even if there is victory there can be casualties, 

dangers, defeats, even for the chosen saints.  The Cross means victory for us, but we still must persevere 

in life.  We are promised blessings in the world to come, the trouble is we are still in this world, a fallen 

and sinful world.  Here we do not always find victory, joy and ease.  We do find sickness, suffering, 

death, failure, frustration.  Here the cross is something we must sometimes carry as a burden.  Jesus 

says the lesson is we need to pray and fast,  but we want the miracles without having to give up 



anything ourselves.  The disciples were brokenhearted by their failure, but they aren’t the only failure in 

the Gospel lesson. 

Jesus tells the dad of this sick boy:   “If you can believe, all things 

are possible to him who believes.” Immediately the father of the 

child cried out and said with tears, “Lord, I believe; help my 

unbelief!”     Here is the moment of metanoia in the dad – for up to 

this point he has accused the disciples of being failures – “I spoke 

to Your disciples, that they should cast it out, but they could 

not.”    Suddenly, confronted by Jesus, he realizes the failure is his 

own – he has not believed it possible for anyone to help his 

son.  The failure is not in the disciples alone, but the man must be 

willing to trust in God, work with God, not just dump it on God and 

blame God and his followers for the failure.  The dad accepts his 

responsibility in what happens, he undergoes a conversion and begins to cooperate with God.  The dad 

was demanding help but not praying, the dad’s heart had to be changed, he had to become a man of 

prayer, not just a man demanding that his wishes be granted, but a man humble enough to realize his 

own helplessness and his dependence on others for help. 

And all of this helps us understand that faith as such is not a faucet which we turn on and off to get what 

we want.  Faith is a relationship with God, a total life commitment to the God we are hoping in, trusting, 

believing and relying on.  When we manage to live in relationship to God, then we have faith.  Faith it 

turns out is also about our relationship with the entire Body of Christ, all believers, and how we relate to 

them. 

At the beginning of Lent I commented that Israel in being called out of Egypt and into the desert was 

called to trust in the Lord, to put their faith in God, and not rely on the material resources that 

civilization could provide them.  Israel had to renounce their dependence on the mighty Egyptian Empire 

to which they had become enslaved.  Israel was not called to start a civil war to take over the empire, 

they were called to leave civilization and move into the hostile and inhospitable desert of 

desolation.  They were called to abandon all  that civilization had to offer them and to go into the desert 

where there is nothing awaiting them except for God.   This is what Great Lent calls us to do – civilization 

and all its pleasures, foods, entertainment are all around us, but God calls us out of that and to look for 

God in the wilderness, where there is hunger and deprivation and self denial is necessary just to 

survive.   In the desert, deprived of the comforts, the advantages of technology, of society, of 

civilization, we are confronted by whether we really trust God or not.    Salvation is not going to come 

from the greatest and richest country in the world.  Rather it comes from God.  We have to find God and 

not become enticed by wealth and power of the nation. 

We are to live in a covenant relationship with God, not 

seeking out miracles here and there, but adhering to 

faithfulness to God.  Great Lent calls us away from all the 

“blessings” which we so love and says do you really want 

God, the Giver of every good and perfect gift, OR do you 

really just want the abundance?   Would you give up God 
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in a second if you could find abundance on your own?  Do you only seek God for what you can extract 

from Him? 

“When the Church calls us to her truth, she does not hold out some theoretical theses Which must be 

accepted in principle.  She invites us to a personal relationship, to a ‘way’ of life which constitutes a 

relationship with God or leads progressively and experientially to a relationship with Him.  This way 

transforms our entire life from individual survival to an event of communion.  The Church is a body of 

communion, wherein the members live, not each one for himself, but each one in an organic unity of love 

with the rest of the members and with the head of the body, with Christ.  ‘I believe in the truth of the 

Church’ means that I agree to be included in the ‘bond of love’ which constitutes it; I trust in the love of 

the saints and of God, and they accept me with faith and trust in my person.”  (Christos 

Yannaras, ELEMENTS OF FAITH, p 14) 

The faith that the dad needed in today’s Gospel lesson, the faith the disciples needed, the faith that we 

need is this relationship with God and admitting our dependence on God and need to trust God.  Think 

about today’s Epistle reading: 

“that … we might have strong consolation, who have fled for refuge to lay hold of the hope set before us. 

This hope we have as an anchor of the soul, both sure and steadfast, and which enters the Presence 

behind the veil, where the forerunner has entered for us, even Jesus, having become High Priest forever 

according to the order of Melchizedek. ”  (Hebrews 6:18-20) 

Hope it says is an anchor to the soul  and it is this 

hope which enters the Presence in the Holy of 

Holies.  Hope it turns out is a person, Jesus 

Christ.  Christ is the way, truth and the life.  Christ is 

our hope.   Our faith it turns out is to be united to 

Christ with all our soul, mind, heart, body, 

strength.  Faith, hope and trust all are ways that we 

relate to Christ our God, not mental contortions we use to extract from nature the things we 

crave.  Faith is a living relationship with God. 

St Isaac the Syrian says our life is a spiritual warfare for which we can be prepared to engage in: 

“Before the war begins, seek after your ally . . . and before grievous things come upon you, pray, and in 

the time of your tribulations you will find Him, and he will hearken to you.  Before you stumble, call out 

and make supplication …    The ark of Noah was built in the time of peace, and its timbers were planted 

by him a hundred years beforehand.  In the time of wrath the iniquitous perished, but the ark became the 

shelter for the righteous man.”  

In Lent we endeavor to establish our relationship with God, to seek an ally in this world.   Because Lent 

doesn’t keep us away from the world but prepares us to go back into the world with God in us daily 

always and in all ways.  The journey into the desert for Israel was that time period they needed to 

prepare them as a people to enter into the Promised Land. 
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Perfection is Not a Plateau, It’s the Striving 

ON APRIL 8, 2019 BY FR. TED IN GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PATRISTIC 

In the imagery of the spiritual life as climbing the ladder of divine ascent, there is a 

limited number of rungs to climb and one can fall back or off the ladder.  St Gregory 

of Nyssa on the other hand 

envisioned the spiritual life as 

endless growth.  There was no plateau to reach, one 

simply keeps progressing, and it is the continued 

growth itself which is perfection.  It is a very dynamic 

view of the spiritual life because the spiritual life is 

growth in one’s relationship to God and God is without 

end so one’s relationship with God never ceases 

growing. 

 “Gregory [of Nyssa] went on to make progress itself 

perfection…  ‘the one limit of perfection is the fact that it has no limit,’ there is no stopping place in the 

racecourse of virtue (I, 5-6; cf. II, 242). Perfection is unlimited, and so unattainable; hence, perfection is 

redefined: ‘The perfection of human nature consists perhaps in its very growth in goodness’ (I, 10)… 

‘Thus, no limit would interrupt growth in the ascent to God, since no limit to the good can be found nor is 

the increasing of desire for the good brought to an 

end because it is satisfied’ (II, 239). Moses ‘always 

found a step higher than the one he had attained’ 

(II, 227). Participation in virtue dilates the capacity 

for more virtue. The flesh can know satiety, but the 

spirit cannot (II, 59ff., 230). 

…Gregory once more reiterates that the only 

perfection available to men in this life is to be 

found in progress toward perfection (II, 305-314): 

‘The continual development of life to what is better 

is the soul’s way to perfection.’ 

Although Gregory makes much of the sequence of events in 

Scripture, this fact should not be pressed in an absolute sense. 

Moses’ life is not made to fit a schematized progression of 

spiritual experience. Some things do logically precede others in 

one’s spiritual development, but the experiences of life may 

not be reduced to a formula. The stages of Moses’ life are a 

pattern not so much in their order as in their constant going on 

to new things.” 

(from the introduction, Gregory of Nyssa: The Life of Moses, pp. 

12-13) 
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The Joy of Repentance 

ON APRIL 9, 2019 BY FR. TED 

IN CHRISTIANITY, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

 Fr. Alexander Schmemann describes this as 

the sorrow that pervades the Lenten services 

that lead up to Pascha. He calls it “bright 

sadness.” Is not Lent itself a joyous gift from 

God? The Church Fathers refer to it not as a 

season of misery but of joy, a “springtime of the soul.” 

It is a time to weed out the passions that trip us up on life. It is a time to focus 

on Christ and to find in Him our greatest joy. It is a time to ask God to heal us 

of all those things we hate about ourselves, all those things that mess up our 

lives and destroy us. Let us rejoice every time we discover a new imperfection 

because through repentance and godly sorrow that imperfection (sin) can 

lead to forgiveness, joy and newness of life. Bishop Kallistos Ware observes 

that the purpose of repentance “is to see, not what I have failed to be, but 

what by the grace of God, I can yet become.” 

Lent was not given to us by the Church to make our lives miserable. It is a 

God-given opportunity to remove from our lives all those passions that 

enslave us to set us free to experience “the glorious liberty of the children of 

God.” It is this “joy-creating sorrow” or “bright sadness” that leads to 

repentance which, in turn, leads to salvation and explodes with joy at Pascha. 

(Anthony M. Conairis,Holy Joy: The Heartbeat of Faith, p. 36-37) 

 

Denying the Self 

ON APRIL 10, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIAN, CROSS, GREAT 

LENT, ORTHODOX, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“Throughout our life, we go through many changes, experiences many ups 

and downs. Today we are children of the light (cf. Jn 12:36), but tomorrow we 

are filled with doubts and wonder: ‘Who is God? Where is God? God has 

forgotten me.’ This happens because the ego has placed itself in opposition to 

God, has made a god of itself, and it is impossible for the two to coexist. The 

presence of one requires the absence of the other. It’s as if two mighty gods, 

the God of my salvation and the god I have made out of myself, have come 

into conflict. If the ego wins, I will experience psychological isolation, which 

will include isolation from those around me, along with feelings of bitterness 

and sorrow. These feelings are the proof that the ego has rejected the God of 
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salvation. The ‘ego’ – taken to include body, soul and spirit – has sent God into 

exile. Before this happens I am locked in a struggle with God, and woe to me if I 

should win. 

…If, however, I am victorious; if I decide to put my ego to death, then the King 

of Glory will rise from the dead (Ps 23:7), the Lord of my salvation (Ps. 87:1; Is 

38:20) for whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for 

my sake will find it (Mt 16:24). The darkness of my isolation will be dispersed by 

the light of God, and He Himself will be my companion; He will grant me 

genuine spiritual life, which is something greater than my life, for it is no longer 

I who live but Christ who lives in me (Gal 2:20). I shall discover that Christ lives 

in me. His experiences shall become mine. This is the goal of my struggling; this is why I wrestle with 

God. And it is not just my struggle, but the struggle of every soul, and of the Church as a whole.” 

(Archimandrite Aimilianos, Psalms and the Life of Faith, p. 218-219, 219-220). 

In the Canon of Repentance of St Andrew of Crete we contemplate the following words which mark the 

same struggle between ego and God: 

I have become an idol to myself, utterly defiling my soul with the passions, O compassionate Lord.  But 

accept me in repentance and allow me to behold your presence.  May the Enemy never possess me; may 

I never fall prey to him.  O Savior, have mercy on me. 

 

Spiritual Training: Overcome Evil   ON APRIL 11, 2019 BY FR. TED IN 

CHRISTIANITY, CROSS, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

God cares for man’s freedom as the most precious principle that he 

possesses, and so in humility draws the soul to His love. But on the path to 

this love man comes up against the violator, the devil. The Lord allows 

that it should be so. God trains man’s soul, not by removing evil from his 

path by giving him the strength necessary to overcome all evil. 

(St. Silouan the Athonite, p. 220) 

 

Asceticism: For the Love of God   ON APRIL 12, 

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

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PATRISTIC 

“’Fasts and vigils, the study of Scripture, renouncing possessions and everything 

worldly are not in themselves perfection, as we have said; they are its tools. For 

perfection is not to be found in them; it is acquired through them. It is useless, 

therefore, to boast of our fasting, vigils, poverty, and reading of Scripture when we 

have not achieved the love of God and our fellow men. Whoever has achieved love 

has God within himself and his intellect is always with God.’”   (St John Cassian, The Philokalia, Kindle 

Loc. 2490-94) 
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Remembering Mary of Egypt in Lent 

ON APRIL 13, 2019 BY FR. TED IN   

A bit of history as to how and why St Mary of Egypt became the focus of one 

of the Sundays of Great Lent.  As is well known, the themes of the Sundays 

of Great Lent changed through the centuries and earlier biblical themes were 

replaced by monastic figures as monasticism began to dominate the church 

after the restoration of the icons.  As the Byzantine Empire disappeared, 

monastic  rubrics and practice became the church norm in the 14th Century 

and beyond. 

“The Fifth Sunday in Lent was formerly dedicated to the Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus (Luke 

16:19-31), and later, probably by the end of the fourteenth century, assigned to St. Mary of Egypt (5th 

century). A model of repentance, St. Mary’s commemoration was moved from 1 April, which would often 

fall in the Lenten period, during which time the celebration of the saints was forbidden (Canon 51, 

Council of Laodicea, 4th cent.).”  (Footnote, The Homilies, p. 554) 

The story of Mary of Egypt was a popular one in monastic circles and she was upheld as a true hero of 

the monks – a model of the monastic life.  Her feast day, April 1, often fell during Great Lent.  The 4th 

Century Church had forbidden the celebration for saints on the week days of Great Lent as inconsistent 

with the more solemn nature of the fast.  The 14th Century solution of the monastics was to move her 

feast to the 5th Sunday of Great Lent, ensuring it would be celebrated every year without breaking the 

ancient canon forbidding the celebration of saints on the weekdays of Great Lent.   Commemorating 

Mary of Egypt on a Lenten Sunday  occurred during a time in which the traditional biblical themes for 

the Sundays of Great Lent (the Prodigal Son, the Publican and the Pharisee and Last Judgment) were 

displaced and moved into what we now call the pre-Lenten period.  It is a sign that liturgical practice – 

the rubrics and typikon – have always been undergoing change.  There is no reason to think that what 

we are doing now is the way Great Lent must always be kept.  The liturgical practice has changed 

through history and can be changed to better suit the contemporary pastoral ministry of the Church. 

Commemorating Mary of Egypt annually during Lent enabled the 

monks to reaffirm certain themes important to them and to honor a 

Christian woman who exemplified to them the Christian life. 

The story of the Desert Fathers and Mothers begins with the Bible 

itself. They based their lives on a distinct theology of the desert found 

on the pages of the Old and New Testaments. For example, the Old 

Testament speaks of Moses, who went up on a mountain forty days 

and forty nights to receive God’s revelation of the covenant (Ex. 

24:18). The children of Israel later wandered in the wilderness for 

forty years under Moses “to humble and test you [Israel] in order to 

know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his 

commands” (Deut. 8:2). Later prophets such as Elijah (1 Kings 19) lived in the desert as they warned the 

Israelites to forsake their worship of false gods. On the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16), the high priest laid 

the sins of Israel on the head of a scapegoat and sent it into the wilderness as a sign of repentance and 

God’s forgiveness.    (Gary M. Burge and Brad Nassif, Bringing Jesus to the Desert, Kindle 199-205) 
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The desert fathers and mothers reinforced certain themes which 

the monks felt need to be brought into the forefront of the minds 

of others monks. 

Above all else, theirs was a life that sought God, and God alone. 

That is why they declared a virtual war on the inner adversaries 

that hid secretly in their hearts, and they were watchful of their 

stealth attacks (Prov. 4:23). They concentrated their energies on 

the source of their problems, the inner person—its selfish 

orientation, dark impulses, sexual preoccupations, greed, lust, 

anger, unforgiveness, hatred, and other “works of the flesh” (Gal. 

5:19 – 21 NRSV).  (Gary M. Burge and Brad Nassif, Bringing Jesus 

to the Desert, Kindle 284-88) 

 

Following Christ from the Desert to the Crucifixion 

ON APRIL 14, 2019 BY FR. TED IN CHRISTIANITY, 

CROSS, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH, 

ORTHODOXY 

From the beginning of Great Lent this year I 

have been framing the Great Lenten experience 

as a journey.  I mentioned Israel’s departure 

from Egypt into the desert as a model for our 

own journey into Great Lent.  And today the 

Gospel reading reminds us that the journey of 

Great Lent takes us to other destinations even 

to Jerusalem, not the heavenly one, but the city in which Christ will be crucified.    As Mark 10:32-33 

reports: 

Now they were on the road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was going before them; and they were 

amazed. And as they followed they were afraid.  

We might imagine many reasons why the disciples were both amazed and afraid as they follow Jesus, 

the text only tells of their spiritual and emotional state 

without giving us an explanation as to why.  They are 

clearly walking behind Jesus, who is leading them to 

Jerusalem where he tells them He is going to be 

killed.  But we don’t know if they follow reluctantly or 

are trying to slow their journey down.  We know there 

will be a surprising welcome for Jesus in Jerusalem 

on Palm Sunday, and no doubt that gave the Disciples 

a moment to hope that maybe things would not be as 

a bad as they feared. 
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In one of the hymns we sing from Monday of Holy Week, we are given an interpretation of this Gospel 

lesson in which we ourselves participate in the events. 

AS THE LORD WAS GOING TO HIS VOLUNTARY PASSION, HE SAID TO THE APOSTLES ON THE WAY, 

BEHOLD, WE GO UP TO JERUSALEM, AND THE SON OF MAN SHALL BE DELIVERED UP, AS IT IS WRITTEN 

OF HIM.  COME, THEREFORE, LET US ALSO GO WITH HIM, PURIFIED IN MIND.  LET US BE CRUCIFIED 

WITH HIM AND DIE THROUGH HIM TO THE PLEASURES OF THIS LIFE.  THEN WE SHALL LIVE WITH HIM 

AND HEAR HIM SAY: I GO NO MORE TO THE EARTHLY JERUSALEM TO SUFFER, BUT TO MY FATHER AND 

YOUR FATHER, TO MY GOD AND YOUR GOD.  I SHALL RAISE YOU UP TO THE JERUSALEM ON HIGH IN THE 

KINGDOM OF HEAVEN.  

Like the Twelve Disciples, we too might both be amazed and afraid when we consider that we are going 

to Jerusalem not to watch Christ die for us but rather so that we might die with Christ.  We are going 

there in the words of St Paul to have the world be crucified to us and ourselves to the world  (Galatians 

6:14).  Crucifixion even if it is intended to mean spiritually crucified, still means death,  which should give 

us pause and cause us to cringe at the thought that to follow Christ means we must choose to die with 

Him. 

We Christians do not come to Holy Week to be spectators watching a passion play unfold like a nicely 

done drama, we are here to die with Christ.   The annoying inconveniences of the Great Fast were 

reminding us that death involves the body and the soul. 

St. Paul says in Romans 5:6-8 – 

While we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. Why, one will hardly die for a 

righteous man—though perhaps for a good man one will dare even to die. But God shows his love for us 

in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us. 

Indeed He died for us, the sinners, but not so that we 

could enjoy a passion play each year, but so that we 

too would die to sin, die to the world, die to ourselves, 

so that we might live with Him. 

Our Lenten sojourn takes us like the Israelites out of 

the great Egyptian empire into the desert to encounter 

our God free of the distractions and temptations of 

civilization.   In the desert we are able to free our minds 

of all the cultural and nationalistic ideas about God  – 

the One who has unlimited power sending forth His 

invincible armies, or the One who destroys His enemies 

in the eternal fires of hell, or the One and pours out unending abundance upon His people.  In the desert 

where there are no comforts of civilization to prop up these ideas of God, we are freed of our false 

images of God so we can encounter the God of love who humbly dies on the cross for sinners.  Not only 

is He nailed to the cross and executed like a common criminal, He invites us to share in His death!  We 

are to die to the world in order to live with Christ. 

The Lenten sojourn, however, doesn’t keep us in the desert but rather the desert is the way to 

Jerusalem, where Christ is crucified.  We don’t like this idea of a crucified, suffering Lord any better than 
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the Twelve did.  We like them don’t want to go to that Jeruusalem in which God is crucified.  We want 

the triumphant Jerusalem where God reigns in power from on high, not nailed to a cross.  We prefer not 

to think about it.  We prefer victory, triumph, blessings and glory, but the Way who is Christ is through 

the Cross.  Through the Cross joy  comes into all the world. 

If we want to follow Christ, we have to listen to what the Lord 

Jesus actually taught, and then we will know our life will not be 

one of being served and pampered or of having all our needs 

met or of having all our prayers instantly answered, but rather 

our life in Christ will be one of constantly looking in love to serve 

others, which means we each have to practice self-denial and 

put others ahead of our self.  Lent tries to free our minds from 

the images we receive from the culture about God and to 

encounter the God who is revealed dying on the cross.   For 

example, America does give us an image of God and it usually is 

an image of prosperity and power as in “God bless America”, but 

the Gospel calls us to see the God revealed in the 

Scriptures.  The God who humbles Himself and dies on the cross 

for all sinners. 

We should be able to discern that the images of God which are shaped by the culture are often distorted 

and serve the purpose of the culture. 

Thomas Merton once commented about the monastic movement of the 4thCentury which started as a 

reaction not against pagan culture but against imperial, prosperous Christianity.  The men and women 

who fled the conveniences and comforts of the Roman Empire also moved into the desert, in imitation 

of Israel of old, in order to find God who was not subverted by the state nor subservient to the state. 

“Society … was regarded by them as a shipwreck from 

which each single individual man had to swim for his 

life.   . . . These were men who believed that to let oneself 

drift along, passively accepting the tenets and values of 

what they knew as society, was purely and simply a 

disaster. The fact that the Emperor was now Christian 

and that the ‘world’ was coming to know the Cross as a 

sign of temporal power only strengthened them in their 

resolve.    . . .   The simple men who lived their lives out to 

a good old age among the rocks and sands only did so because they had come into the desert to be 

themselves, their ordinary selves, and to forget a world that divided them from themselves. There can be 

no other valid reason for seeking solitude or for leaving the world. And thus to leave, the world, is in fact, 

to help save it in saving oneself. This is the final point, and it is an important one. The Coptic hermits who 

left the world as though escaping from a wreck, did not merely intend to save themselves. They knew 

that they were helpless to do any good for others as long as they floundered about in the wreckage. But 

once they got a foothold on solid ground, things were different. Then they had not only the power but 

even the obligation to pull the whole world to safety after them. . . . We cannot do exactly what they did. 

But we must be as thorough and as ruthless in our determination to break all spiritual chains, and cast 
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off the domination of alien compulsions, to find our true selves, to discover and develop our inalienable 

spiritual liberty and use it to build, on earth, the Kingdom of God.”   (Thomas Merton) 

The call to leave Egypt, civilization, the greatest nation on earth, and go into the desert (Great Lent) 

reveals to us the nature of civilization itself.  Culture wants to shape us into its own ideal about what it is 

to be human or Christian, and into people who are willing to serve the needs of the culture, and to 

enslave themselves to it.  Nations want us to accept their nationalistic ideas of God, so that God too 

serves the goals of the nation.  This is why the desert fathers thought the society was a shipwreck and 

the only way to find their true self, the self which God intended each of us to be, was to separate 

themselves from all of the benefits, temptations and allurements of society.  It is only when we get a 

new perspective and aren’t totally immersed in or dependent on our culture that we come to 

understand the Gospel of Christ, not the Gospel mediated by the culture.  Republicans and Democrats 

both think they know best what the Gospel really means.  We as Christians need to hear Christ, not what 

others say about Him.   An example of this is to think about Christ’s words to “love your enemies” (Luke 

6:27, 35).  Christ’s words are simple and straightforward, but our culture will do its best to explain away 

the most straightforward meaning so that the words are practical, doable, sensible and reasonable and 

made to justify and serve the values of the culture.  But the cultural understanding and explanation is 

not necessarily the one offered by Christ in the Gospel. 

Some years ago, I read the book A STRANGER TO 

MYSELF: THE INHUMANITY OF WAR, in which a 

young German man describes how he was 

shaped from what he was, a youthful German 

citizen into a cog of the Nazi war machine. He 

was brutalized in order that he would be brutal – 

dehumanized so that he would be inhuman for 

the benefit of the Third Reich.   He indeed 

became a stranger to himself, and not only to 

himself but lost all feeling for the people around 

him whom he no longer saw as humans.  He was willing to serve the war machine no matter what it did 

to himself or to others.    He did what he needed to do to survive in that state.  He became the person 

the state needed him to be for the state to attain its goals.   He tried to save himself by adapting to what 

the state demanded of him, but in this process he lost his soul and lost any shred of humanity.  His story 

is exactly what the monks feared was happening to themselves even as the Roman empire became 

Christian – the Empire told them it was OK to be Christian, but only to be Christian to the extent and in 

the way that the Empire approved in order that they be the kind of citizens that benefited the Empire. 

Great Lent challenges us to think like the desert fathers thought as they contemplated the empire they 

lived in.  They had to ask themselves if they could in fact be Christian if they limited themselves to what 

the “Christian” Empire defined and approved?   They asked themselves whether being a Christian simply 

meant serving the Roman Empire, or did they have allegiance only to the Kingdom not of this world? 

They were in the world but not of it (John 17:11-16).   They questioned whether accepting the 

protection and Lordship of Caesar meant that they no longer lived under the sole protection and 

Lordship of God.   They had to find a way to remember the self-sacrificing love of Christ rather than see 

love as self-serving or a way to benefit the empire’s insatiable needs. 
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These are the same questions we need to ask ourselves. 

We still live in the same world that the apostles and 

desert fathers lived in.   Many like to think about America 

as being a Christian nation, but does that serve the 

Kingdom of Heaven or does it mostly serve the goals of 

America?   Some might say but it’s not an either or, why 

can’t it be both? 

And then we hear the Gospel:  “No one can serve two 

masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise 

the other. You cannot serve God and mammon.”  (Matthew 6:24) 

It is because of the Gospel that the Roman Government persecuted the Christians, the Muslims 

persecuted the Christians, and the communists persecuted the Christians.    All of these governments 

heard the Gospel as a challenge to their authority and power.  And the Christians did not work to 

overthrow those governments, rather they chose to live as lights to the Kingdom of God in the midst of 

the world.  No wonder the disciples were afraid as they followed Christ into Jerusalem.  They accepted 

Jesus as Lord, but were walking into a City in which Caesar and Herod both laid claim to that title, and 

the religious authorities were beholden to Rome and Herod for maintaining their own positions. 

It is not only the state that wants us to temper the Gospel to meet the goals of the state.  Our own self-

interest can demand that we make the Gospel subservient to our own personal interests. 

John and James ask of Jesus:  “Teacher, we want You to do 

for us whatever we ask.”   Isn’t that so like us and how we 

pray and approach God?  God give me what I want, what I 

demand, what I lust for, what I think I’m entitled to.  Be my 

servant God, do my bidding and do it now.  We make 

ourselves our own Lord and Master and demand that God 

serve us. 

We convince ourselves that 

discipleship, faithfulness to Christ, certainly will be rewarded in this world 

not just in the world to come.  Christ reminds us of the cross, that He 

came to serve, not be served, and we are supposed to imitate Him. 

And when we realize that Jesus tells us that to follow Him means to love 

one another, to deny the self, to die for Christ, then we might decide like 

Peter that we want to follow Christ but only at a safe distance: Then they 

seized Jesus and led him away, bringing him into the high priest’s house. 

Peter followed at a distance …  (Luke 22:54) 

Or we might decide that we really want to live for Christ, with Christ and 

in Christ.  And that will help put all other values and blessings in 

perspective, and we will live by and for the eternal Kingdom of God. 

 



Acting Spiritually Reacting   ON APRIL 15, 2019 BY FR. TED 

IN CHRISTIANITY, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“If you watch your life carefully you will discover quite soon that we hardly 

ever live from within outwards; instead we respond to incitement, to 

excitement. In other words, we live by reflection, by reaction. Something 

happens and we respond, someone speaks and we answer. 

But when we are left without anything that 

stimulates us to think, speak or act, we realize that there is very little in us that 

will prompt us to action in any direction at all. 

This is really a very dramatic discovery. We are completely empty, we do not 

act from within ourselves but accept as our life a life which is actually fed in 

from outside; we are used to things happening which compel us to do other 

things. How seldom can we live simply by means of the depth and the richness 

we assume that there is within ourselves.” 

(Metropolitan Anthony of Sourozh, The Modern Spirituality Series: 

Metropolitan Anthony, p. 38) 

Fasting According to Jesus 

ON APRIL 16, 2019 BY FR. TED IN FASTING, GREAT LENT, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“And when you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure 

their faces that their fasting may be seen by men. Truly, I say to you, they have 

received their reward. But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, 

that your fasting may not be seen by men but by your Father who is in secret; 

and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”  (Matthew 6:16-18) 

“Now, the symbolic purpose of fasting in Second Temple Judaism was to express mourning. Religiously, if 

extended its significance to become a demonstrative way of adding force to prayer, to invoke the pitiful 

mercy of the Most High who would look upon the self-humbling lamentation of his servants in need. This 

was exactly why stress was placed in ancient Israel on the need for externally observable signs of distress 

when fasting. In simple terms, fasting was meant to force God’s hand, as it were, and was a fitting 

prelude if one expected a reconciliation with God… 

In Jesus’ understanding of the covenant, fasting served the 

purpose of lamenting the absence of God and pleading for 

his return to his people in living experience. If God has 

returned (the dynamic force of the Kingdom preaching of 

Jesus), then fasting no longer has a place, and the 

wedding feast must surely be the more appropriate 

spiritual exercise to celebrate that belief.”   (John 

McGuckin ,Witnessing the Kingdom, pp. 284-285) 
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The Fear of God and God’s Love 

ON APRIL 18, 2019 BY FR. TED In  CHRISTIANITY, 

JUDGMENT, MERCY, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY 

“In some cases, the sensitivity of the elders toward those 

who were lost in despair or confusion was such that they 

were willing to adopt whatever position necessary to lead 

the others out of their pain. In a story alluded to earlier, 

some old men who had heard of Abba Sisoes’s reputation 

for wisdom came to consult him on the matter of the 

coming judgement. This first two cited texts having to do 

with eternal judgement, and the third, obviously troubled by the thought of this, asked: “Father, what 

shall I do, for the remembrance of the outer darkness is killing me.” Sisoes himself was not troubled by 

these thoughts and tried to encourage the brothers by speaking of his own experience: “For my part, I do 

not keep in mind the remembrance of any of these things, for God is compassionate and I hope that he 

will show me his mercy.” 

However, the old men were offended by this answer, which 

seemed to them to make light of the issue of the final 

judgement, and got up to leave. Realizing the effect that his 

response had had upon them, Sisoes quickly changed 

course, and said to them: “Blessed are you, my brothers; 

truly I envy you. The first speaks of the river of fire, the 

second of hell and the third of darkness. Now if your spirit is 

filled with such remembrances, it is impossible for you to 

sin. What shall I do then? I who am hard of heart and to 

whom it has not been granted so much as to know whether there is a punishment for men; no doubt it is 

because of this that I am sinning all the time.” They prostrated themselves before him and said, “Now we 

have seen exactly that of which we have heard tell.” One could argue that Sisoes was being disingenuous 

with these old men. Did he really believe what he was telling them in his second response? 

In a sense he did – he knew that a constant awareness of one’s own sinfulness 

and the uncertainty of the judgement to come could kindle real moral acuity. Yet 

his response is more important for what it shows us about his capacity to 

empathize with his visitors’ concerns. His desire to reach them and draw them out 

of their paralyzing fear about the final judgement was stronger than his 

attachment to any particular position about that judgement. It was Siseos’s 

willingness to move toward his visitors in love which touched them most 

deeply. (Douglas Burton-Christie, The Word in the Desert, pp. 284-285) 

 

Baptism: Being Born of Christ 

ON APRIL 19, 2019 BY FR. TED IN BAPTISM, CHRISTIANITY, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PATRISTIC 
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“As the name of the Trinity is invoked, the candidate is immersed 

three times in the water and then three times rises up from the water 

once more: and immediately he enters into possession of all that he 

seeks. He is born and created; he receives the good seal; he is granted 

all the happiness that he desires; darkness before, he now becomes 

light; non-existent before, he now receives existence. God claims him 

for his own and adopts him as a son. From prison and utter 

enslavement he is led to a royal throne. 

The water of baptism destroys 

one life and reveals another: it 

drowns the old man raises up 

the new. 

To be baptized is to be born according to Christ; it is to receive 

existence, to come into being out of nothing.” 

(St Nicholas Cabasilas, from The Time of the Spirit, p. 89) 
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