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Human Hubris as the Source of Suffering  ON MARCH 1, 2020   

Fr Theodore Stylianopoulos in his book, ENCOURAGED BY SCRIPTURES, notes in the 

Orthodox reading of the Bible it is humans themselves who unleash evil upon the 

world.  Whatever role God imagined Satan might play in Paradise, human choices unbind 

Satan and loose his influence on the rest of creation. 

“The book of Genesis connects evil and suffering 

with the story of Adam and Eve, a story that is 

powerful in its simplicity and profound in its sophistication.  The 

issue is not its literal imagery, as if one could figure out when 

Adam and Eve lived or how an ideal creation could be matched 

with geological history.  Rather, the point is the tragic truth 

that evil and suffering have as source human hubris – the desire 

‘to be like God, knowing good and evil‘ (Gen 3:5).  This hubris 

lies in the refusal to be satisfied with God’s good order of 

things.  Instead, there is the willful arrogance to replace God 

and to violate the integrity of his world. 

 Human pride tragically disrupts the relations between God 

and human beings, and creation itself, ending up in alienation 

and misery.   Pain and suffering are not God’s positive will.  On 

the contrary, they are evil – a corruption of God’s good 

world.  According to Genesis, the primary cause of and 

culpability for evil lies with human beings bent on willful 

rebellion, which is rooted in the foolish grasp for 

autonomy.”  (p 165) 

“Hence the strife and division, the hatred and violence, the 

injustice and oppression, the love of possessions and hedonism, all dispositions of the human will turned 

wild.  Behind this tragic human conditions is the refusal to believe in the divine 

light, the paradox of willful evil acting out of the fear of death and the survival 

instinct.  The result is a kosmos, or world, ruled by demonic powers, darkness, 

deceit, corruption, and death.  It is in this sense that the term ‘world’ takes on a 

negative connotation in John’s Gospel. 

Although God loves the world as his own creation and sent his Son to save it, 

nevertheless the world, as the society of people, can deliberately chose to remain 

in darkness and to stand in defiance against its own Creator, becoming a lost 

world wholly ‘in the power of the evil one‘ (1 John 5:19).  But the darkness does 

not overcome the light!” (p 5) 
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Answer For Yourself   ON MARCH 2, 2020   

“Do not be irritated either with those who sin or those who offend; do not have a 

passion for noticing every sin of your neighbor, and for judging him, as we are in the 

habit of doing.  Everyone shall give an answer to God for himself.  Everyone has a 

conscience; everyone hears Gods Word, and knows God’s Will – either from books or 

from conversation with other people.” 

(St John of Kronstadt,  MY LIFE IN CHRIST, p 166) 

 

God Made the Sun to Rule the Day   ON MARCH 3, 2020   

Then God said, “Let there be lights in the firmament of 

the heavens to divide the day from the night; and let 

them be for signs and seasons, and for days and years; 

and let them be for lights in the firmament of the 

heavens to give light on the earth; and it was so.  Then 

God made two great lights: the greater light to rule the 

day, and the lesser light to rule the night. He made the 

stars also.  God set them in the firmament of the heavens 

to give light on the earth, and to rule over the day and 

over the night, and to divide the light from the darkness. 

And God saw that it was good.  So the evening and the 

morning were the fourth day.  (Genesis 1:14-19) 

St John Chrysostom comments: 

“For What is more delightful than the sky?  First it is like 

fine linen stretched out above one’s head, clear and 

transparent; and then it is like a meadow adorned with 

many flowers, displaying its crown.  For it is not as pleasant 

to see a meadow in the daytime as it is pleasant and 

delightful to see at night the sky constellated on every side 

with countless blossoms of stars – flowers that never fade, but which always display their particular 

untouched beauty.  What is more pleasant than when the night has withdrawn and before the 

appearance of the rays of the sun, when the reddened sky adorns itself, as by  a saffron veil, with the 

prelude to the rising of the sun? 

What sight could be more beautiful than the appearance of 

the sun just after dawn, when in a short moment of time it 

illumines with its rays every land, every sea, every mountain, 

the valleys and the hills, and the whole sky, stripping off 

from the things visible the vesture of the night and 

displaying them naked before our eyes? 
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How could one not be struck with 

admiration of the sun’s course, its orderly 

movement, its invariable and unhindered 

service in so many yearly cycles, its 

continually blossoming beauty, its 

brilliance of light, its splendor, its purity, which comes into contact with 

so many bodies but is not at all defiled?  And, in addition, at its 

indescribable usefulness for seeds, for plants, for men, for beasts, for 

fish, for mists, for stones, for grass, for the earth, the sea, and the air – 

in a word, for all things visible? 

Everything needs the sun and benefits from its operations and becomes 

more fit by partaking of it, not only animals and plants but also waters 

and marshes and springs and rivers and the very nature of the air, 

which becomes rarefied and purified and more transparent.”  (ON THE 

PROVIDENCE OF GOD, pp 62-63) 

 

Created in God’s Image   ON MARCH 4, 2020   

Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness; let them have dominion over 

the fish of the sea, over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, over all the earth and over every 

creeping thing that creeps on the earth.  So God created man in His own image; in the image of God He 

created him; male and female He created them.  (Genesis 1:26-27) 

Theologian Nonna Verna Harrison says in her 

book, GOD’S MANY-SPLENDORED IMAGE: 

“… according to early Christians, the image of God 

present in each of us defines who we most truly are as 

humans.  The divine image draws us toward the goal for 

which we were created; it draws us toward the life to 

come when God’s image can shine forth in us most fully 

as our true identity, that is, 

toward union with God.”  (p 

147) 

“… Gregory of Nazianzus’s friend Gregory of Nyssa locates the divine image not 

in one human individual, or even many individuals considered separately, but in 

humankind as a whole. 

As a particular human being is enclosed by the size of his body . . . so, it seems 

to me, the whole fullness of humanity was encompassed by the God of all, 

through the power of foreknowledge, as if in one body.  And the text teaches 

this which says, ‘And God created the human . . . , in the image of God he created him’ [Gen 1:27 RSV, 
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alt]. For the image is not in part of human nature . . . but such power extends 

equally to all the [human] race. 

. . . Adam in Genesis functions as both an individual character in the story and a 

representative who sums up all of humanity  In a way, Adam is both singular 

and plural.  Gregory may have sensed this ambivalence when he chose to cite 

Genesis 1:26 in this passage, because he is saying that the one man Adam 

signifies all humankind.”  (pp 173-174) 

 

Why Two Accounts of Creation?   ON MARCH 5, 2020   

“Seeker:  Why are there two accounts of creation? 

Sage: Because the first chapters of Genesis do not recount 

‘history.’  A history presumes the presence of a witness, 

and at the time of creation God is still alone.  However, it 

explains God’s idea of what man should be, which the 

Holy Spirit revealed to the prophets in the Old Testament. 

Seeker:  What do these two accounts mean? 

Sage: The first gives an account of the creation of this universe which, as you say, God gives to  man.  The 

account tells us why man was created last: to be the crowning act of creation and to lead the world to 

God.  Because, the passage tells us, man is as necessary for the cultivation of the soil as is the rain which 

makes it fertile.    . . .  Since the passage tells us that God created man from the earth, we are led to 

understand that our link with the rest of creation is very important; we are modeled out of the same clay, 

we belong to the same creation, we are one with it (the name Adam is derived from the Hebrew word for 

earth, adama).  But God breathed life into man; he is a living creature because God is with him.  Man 

lives because God constantly renews his life by His breath, by His presence, by His power. . . .  But since 

we are made in the image of God, we can grow to resemble Him more and more, to become more like 

Him if we love Him and allow the breath of His divine life to permeate us.  The aim of human existence is 

to resemble our divine model to an ever greater degree. 

Seeker: You tell us that man was created by God in His 

image.  But I am told that we are descended from apes. 

Sage:  That which God created ‘in the beginning,’ as we said 

earlier, He created from nothing.  But God did not create man 

from nothing; He created  him ‘out of the earth’ and 

everything which it contains.  That is to say that in order to 

create man, God made use of nature as a whole, including its 

evolution.    The ape and the fish are also of the earth, for man 

is the culmination of all creation and in him all creation is 

summed up and recapitulated.  
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But, in addition, He has given mankind life through His 

own breath, His own Spirit.  It is this presence of God 

Himself illuminating humanity, making the light of His 

face shine upon us, which distinguishes human beings 

from apes and all other creatures.  This presence of God, 

this breath of God, projects the image of God upon us and 

gives us a beauty and ‘crown of glory.’  It makes us the 

ruler of all creation and responsible for it (see Gen 1:28-

29; 2:19-20).”  (THE LIVING GOD: A CATECHISM Vol 1, pp 

8-10) 

 

Adam Walking in Paradise   ON MARCH 7, 2020   

Metropolitan Hilarion Alfeyev quotes two hymns from the Holy Saturday 

Praises which help us understand the importance of the relationship between 

Christ and Adam.  After Adam sinned, in dread he attempted to hide from 

God’s presence.  But his hope in God is not taken away from him, even in 

death. 

“Adam trembled as God walked in Paradise, but he rejoices now as God enters 

hell.  As of old he fell, so now he rises up.” 

Adam in Paradise, the place of life, fears the presence of God.  Adam in Hades, in the place of the dead, 

rejoices in God’s presence.  Christ comes not to slay Adam but to save him. 

For His part, Christ seeks Adam, first in Paradise after the Fall, but then on earth through the 

incarnation.  The Good Shepherd doesn’t stop on earth, but knowing humanity is in the place of the 

dead, Christ allows Himself to be slain in order to go to Hades to free Adam and all those who have died. 

“You descended to earth so that you might save Adam; not finding him on 

earth, O Master, you descended as far as Hades in search of him.”    (CHRIST 

THE CONQUERER OF HELL, pp 189-190) 

The graceful God does not wait for Adam to come to his senses and beg 

mercy from God like the Prodigal did.  Rather, it is God who seeks out Adam, 

going into the pigsty of Hades to rescue Adam from sin and death.  God does 

not keep Himself a distant potentate enthroned in heaven allowing beggars 

to pick up the crumbs off the dirt at His portcullised gate.  God is a good 

shepherd who goes in search of His sheep and brings them into His 

Kingdom.   God is the One who prepares a banquet and then who goes out 

and compels beggars, the unwanted, the lame, the blind, the maimed the 

destitute and brokenhearted to come in to His feast (see Luke 14:21).  Or, as we read in Matthew’s 

version of the parable (22:9-10), the king commands: 

Go therefore to the thoroughfares, and invite to the marriage feast as many as you find.’  
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And those servants went out into the streets and 

gathered all whom they found, both bad and 

good; so the wedding hall was filled with guests. 

The Lord’s servants command both bad and 

good to come into the king’s banquet for their 

Lord’s will is that His banquet hall be full, rather 

be populated by a few chosen invitees.   

 

Orthodoxy and Iconography   ON MARCH 8, 2020   

On the 1st Sunday of Great Lent, Orthodoxy commemorates the restoration 

of icons in the Church.  For a couple of centuries, the role of icons in the 

Church had been seriously contested and debated.  In the 8th Century at 

the 7th Ecumenical Council, the Church declared iconography was an 

essential part of the Church’s proclamation of the incarnation of God.   The 

theological debate continued for another hundred years after that Council, 

but eventually the proper place for icons in the Church was established. 

The victory of the icons in the Church didn’t however “restore” icons in the 

Church.  It actually caused the numbers and styles of icons in the Church to 

proliferate.  After the Triumph of Orthodoxy, icons adorned not just the 

ceilings and high walls of churches, but were placed everywhere in the church building – on all the walls 

and on stands in the churches.  It is only after the victory of Orthodoxy that the iconostasis will become 

a main feature in the Orthodox Church.  So the victory of icons in the Church didn’t simply restore the 

use of icons, it caused their numbers to spread exponentially in the church.  Small stands for icons to be 

venerated became common as icons multiplied.  Roman Catholic liturgical scholar Robert Taft comments 

that before the Triumph of Orthodoxy, the Byzantine style of church architecture  was very open with no 

columns or walls to create separate spaces in the church building.  There was only one space – and that 

was the one of heaven on earth.   Taft comments on the Orthodox Church:  “The sanctuary chancel 

barrier was of open design: all was visible within.  Indeed, as if to assure this, the altar stood in front of 

the apse, not inside it, for the apse was taken up by the throne and synthronon, raised on several steps 

so that the presiding clergy could easily be seen.”  (THE BYZANTINE RITE: A SHORT HISTORY, p 61)  The 

openness of the earlier Orthodox churches is slowly changed after the Triumph of Orthodoxy, with the 

churches developing the iconostatsis which separated 

the clergy from the laity and changed the nature of 

Orthodox worship. 

Daniel Hinshaw in his book, TOUCH AND THE HEALING 

OF THE WORLD, pp 14-15 describes the theology 

underlying icons in the Church, a theology firmly based 

in materialism: 

“It is this sanctification of the material through the 

incarnation of Christ that has made the veneration of 
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icons possible, not as objects of worship in and of themselves, but as representations that make present 

the person or event portrayed.  Ultimately, all icons must point to Christ.  St John of Damascus, the great 

eighth-century defender of icons, said, ‘I do not venerate matter, 

I venerate the fashioner of matter, who became matter for my 

sake, and in matter made his abode, and through matter worked 

my salvation … I reverence therefore matter and I hold in respect 

and venerate through which my salvation has come about, I 

reverence it not as God, but as filled with divine energy and 

grace.’ 

Thus, with discernment one can truly see the icon (image) of God 

in each human person and can encounter the energies of God in those elements that have been touched 

by the divine.  The ultimate destiny for every Christian is to become by grace what God is by nature, to 

participate in the divine life to the fullest extent possible for creatures.  This is true healing, real 

health.  At the heart of the process of what is known as theosis in the Eastern Church is the relationship 

between God, who is pure spirit, and his material creature.  The incarnation has materialized the spiritual 

so that the material can be spiritualized.  This could not happen without touch. 

By his very nature, God desires an intimacy with his 

creation that could only be achieved by becoming 

material, by uniting himself to his creation, even 

his fallen creation.  In this act he made it possible 

for the ordinary to become extraordinary.  This 

transformation occurs through the senses.  In the 

Church’s liturgical worship, words become 

transfigured into healing sounds  from the Spirit of 

God, touching the faithful like the fiery tongues of 

Pentecost.  The smell of incense becomes the 

wordless prayer of the body of Christ ascending 

back in thanksgiving and glory to God.  The taste of 

the bread and wine becomes the intimate kiss of peace between wounded creature and loving 

Healer.  All of these physical and sensual experiences establish a continuity of contact, a  healing 

relationship between Creator and creature.” 

 

Giving Humans Garments of Skin   ON MARCH 9, 2020   

Also for Adam and his wife the Lord God made 

garments of skin, and clothed them.  (Genesis 3:21) 

When God makes the “garments of skin” for Adam 

and Eve, it is generally assumed by modern readers 

that God is simply covering the nakedness of the first 

humans.  They had only become aware of their nudity 

after their sinning and tried to cover themselves with 

leaves.  Early Church commentators were not as 
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convinced that the “garments of sin” were simply clothes made from animal skins.  For both Jewish and 

Christian commentators of the early centuries of Christianity tended to believe in their life with God in 

Paradise, God provided garments of glory for Eve and Adam.  They wouldn’t appear naked before God as 

that would have been disrespectful to the Lord.  They had glorious garments that enabled them to stand 

in God’s presence – but they lost those garments when they chose to sin. 

These early commentators tended to see the human predictament as the humans 

coming to realize how exposed they were to the risks and dangers in the 

world.  They were naked in the sense that they now had nothing to cover them or 

protect them.  Thus what God makes – creates for them – is far more than furs for 

them to wear.  Some have speculated that prior to this the humans were 

completely spiritual beings lacking any physicality, and that only at this point in 

history – after the Fall – does God provide Eve and Adam with bodily existence as 

God prepares to put them into the material world.  This idea was rejected by 

Orthodox Tradition.  In a footnote to  GREGORY OF NYSSA: THE LIFE OF MOSES, the 

translators comment: 

“From these passages it is clear that the ‘garments of skin‘ are not bodily existence per se, for man had a 

body in Paradise, but animality or biological existence.  The garments include the passions, sexuality, and 

especially mortality, which are added to the human nature made in the image of God.  (p 160) 

Thus what the first humans experience in the “garments of skin” is not physical bodies as such, but 

bodies that are just like the other animals – mere biological existence as the humans have cut themselves 

off from the Divine life.  The Patristic writers tend to see the humans as moving from spiritual beings to 

making our existence more merely biological and away from participation in the Divine life.  As such we 

needed much more to help us live in the world – including society, family life, politics and 

economics.  These helps are more than other animals enjoy, yet they are still limited in their 

benefits.  Only after the Fall do these things become a necessary part of our human existence. 

“Panayiotis Nellas, one of the principal twentieth-century writers on Orthodox anthropology, expresses 

the point made above in terms of the ‘garments of skin‘ of Genesis 3:21.  According to St Gregory of 

Nyssa’s interpretation, these ‘garments’ stand for mortality and all that goes with it, and that includes 

law, family life, political and economic life. All these things belong to the world of the Fall; but they are 

given within that world as a blessings and means of salvation, provided that God is the ultimate goal of 

our endeavors within these areas.  If, however, these ‘garments’ are treated as autonomous, they work 

to our harm. This provides Nellas with a clear framework for both affirming human engagement in ‘the 

world’ and keeping such activity in perspectiive.”  (Nonna Verna Harrison, ORTHODOX CHRISTIAN 

THEOLOGY, p 88) 

Thus society and social structures are a gift from God, 

albeit a gift given to us because of human sin.  They can 

help us in our relationship with God, but if we turn them 

into nothing more than a means of coping with the Fallen 

world, they lose their true purpose by not reconnecting us 

to God and in fact can work to trap us further in the fallen 

world, separated away from God. 
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Cain’s Fratricide   ON MARCH 10, 2020 BY FR. TEDIN UNCATEGORIZEDEDIT 

In Genesis 4 we encounter the story of the the first sons of Adam and Eve – 

Cain and Abel.  In this story we encounter fratricide – the first murder 

recorded in the Bible is done by Abel’s own brother.   In the 

book, TREASURE-HOUSE OF MYSTERIES, we find a poem from the Syrian 

Christian tradition exploring Abel’s murder.  The unknown author of the 

poem reports a dialogue between the two sons of Eve and Adam: 

Says Cain: Since the Lord has taken delight 

In your sacrifice, but rejected mine, 

I will kill you: because He has preferred you 

I will get my own back on this His ‘friend.’ 

Abel replies: What wrong have I done 

If the Lord has been pleased with me? 

He searches out hearts and so has the right 

To choose or reject as He likes. 

We encounter the warped or fallen thinking of Cain who seems to imagine that if he kills the one whom 

the Lord favors, God will have no one left to favor, so will be forced by circumstances to bless Cain.  Cain 

doesn’t seem to think that God has any free will, but simply must react to circumstances which God can’t 

control.  Cain doesn’t think about doing something to please God to win God’s favor.  All he imagines is 

that Abel is his competition and if he eliminates Abel, God is left with no choices but to bless Cain. 

Abel actually seems to accept that punishment or death might be deserved, but 

he points out to Cain that he (Abel) has done nothing wrong or deserving of 

punishment.  Abel understands God has free will and accepts or rejects based 

on His own righteousness. 

Cain: I am the eldest, and so it is right 

That He should accept me, rather than you, 

But He has preferred yours, and mine He has abhorred: 

He has rejected my offering and chosen yours. 

Cain’s distorted logic is on full display.  Cain is demanding his rights based not 

on his behavior or merit but completely on the fact that he is the eldest, as if that is a morally chosen 

position.  Cain imagines again that God has no free will and must conform to the laws of the universe 

(Karma!). 

Abel: In all offerings that are made 

It is love that He wants to see, 

And if good intention is not mingled in, 

Then the sacrifice is ugly and so gets rejected. 

Abel understands God – God wishes us to love Him and each other.  God looks beyond our deeds into our 

hearts and intentions. 
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Cain: I will deprive you of your Friend, 

For the earth will not hold us both; 

Then He will have to accept sacrifice from me, 

When there is no one else beside me. 

Cain repeats his fallen logic: if I murder the person God favors, God will 

have no other sacrifice to accept and therefore of necessity He will 

accept my sacrifice even if it is polluted or wrong. 

Abel: Grant me as a favor some small corner 

In the world, and do not kill me. 

The whole world shall be yours, 

Then you can offer up your sacrifice just as you like. 

Cain: Tears and weeping will not sway me, 

Nor will your groans, however plentiful. 

The moment He accepted your sacrifice 

I thought of you as already dead and hidden away. 

Abel begs for mercy: you don’t need to kill me just exile me as I will accept my fate and go and live far 

away from you so that you will never have to see me again.  Cain, however, is heartless.  Since God 

showed favor to his brother, he already considers his brother dead. 

Abel: You may have this world to yourself, 

But grant me the favor of remaining in it; 

Lay the yoke of your rule on my neck, 

But let me have my fill of the life to which I have come. 

Cain: From this moment on your mother Eve 

Will be deprived of your truth; 

Adam will look for you, but to no avail. 

They will come to consider you as though you had never existed. 

Abel: Adam will question you about me, 

What answer will you give him? 

His first injury has not yet healed, 

And you will be hitting his wound with thorns. 

Abel shows concern for his father, Adam.  Adam has not yet recovered 

from his self-inflicted wound/sin.  By killing me, you will be flogging his 

with thorns. 

Cain: If God has sent to accept your offering, 

Honoring you greatly with the flames, 

Then I will kill you because He has favored you, 

Accepting your sacrifice and rejecting mine. 

Abel: Alas for my youth, what is become of it, 

Seeing that I shall die without having done wrong. 



Show some sorrow, brother, and pity me: 

Do not shed my blood, filled with hate. 

Cain: Fury has overcome me, and I am filled with anger 

As I go down carrying my offering. 

(pp 54-55) 

For Cain the logic is clear: Abel has to die because God has favored 

Abel.  Abel again appeals to the fact that he has done nothing wrong.  If 

Cain has a problem with God, he should take his complaint to God.  Abel is not afraid to die if he has 

done wrong, but he sees Cain’s mind is warped.  Even if Abel has to die at Cain’s hands, he pleads with 

Cain not be be filled with hate.  Cain acknowledges that he has lost his own humanity and become filled 

with anger and fury which have driven out the image of God in himself: namely, love. 

In some early Jewish commentaries, it is interesting that they record the first true 

sin as being Cain’s murder of Abel, not Eve and Adam’s disobedience of God.  Eve 

and Adam’s behavior led to their own death but Cain uses death not to stop sin but 

to commit sin.  Cain inflicts death on another, his own brother.  God had warned 

Adam not to sin in order to prevent Adam’s death.  Numerous Church Fathers 

thought death was the means God used to stop a person from committing even 

more sins.   Cain uses death to commit sin.  It is how far the world has fallen. 

 

Christ the Iconographer   ON MARCH 11, 2020   

“… let the ‘heavenly image’ shine forth in you . . .  The Son of God is the 

painter of this image.  And because He is so great a painter, his image can be 

obscured by lack of care, but it can never be 

wiped out by evil.  For the image of God always 

remains even if you yourself paint over it an 

‘image of earthly things.’  That is a picture which 

you paint yourself.  For when concupiscence has darkened you, you have 

added an earthly color; if you are seething with greed, you have mixed in 

another color. 

And when anger makes you bloody you have added still a third color.  Pride 

adds yet another dark color, and godlessness another.  And thus with each 

and every type of evil, collected so to speak in the different colors you paint 

on yourself an ‘earthly image’ which God did not make in you.” 

(Origen, SPIRIT AND FIRE, p 31) 

 

Made in God’s Image 

ON MARCH 12, 2020   
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This is the book of the genealogy of Adam. In the day that God 

created man, He made him in the likeness of God.  He created 

them male and female, and blessed them and called them 

Mankind in the day they were created.   (Genesis 5:1-2) 

When God created humans, God bestowed upon us the 

additional gift of being made in God’s image.  What exactly this 

means was discussed a great deal in the early church and there 

was no agreement on exactly what it could mean.  Many ideas 

were put forth and many of these ideas did get incorporated 

into Orthodox tradition among the various Orthodox authors. 

St Symeon the New Theologian (d. 1022AD) advises us that the best way to learn to live 

the godly life is not by learning the commandments but rather by coming to understand 

what it means to be created in God’s image and then putting all one’s effort into 

preserving the image of God within us.   Training ourselves to be Godlike, not just 

obedient to God.   The difference is manifest in our striving not to “get to heaven” but 

to be heaven:  be the dwelling place for God on earth.  That is the goal of the Christian 

life.  Our purpose is not to get to heaven but to be on earth the dwelling place for God 

in creation.   St Symeon writes: 

“The only thing God requires of us is that we do not sin. But this is achieved, not by acting according to 

the law, but by carefully guarding the divine image in us and our supernal dignity. When we thus live in 

our natural state, wearing the resplendent robe of the Spirit, we dwell in God and God dwells in us. Then 

we are called gods by adoption and sons of God, sealed by the light of the knowledge of God (cf. Ps. 4:6. 

LXX).”   (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 35314-18) 

Writing about 3 centuries after Symeon the New Theologian, St Gregory Palamas (d. 

1359AD) expresses his belief that the image of God in each human is our intellect.  He 

believes the intellect is the height of humanity and thus our intellect is the image of God in 

us.  However, Gregory reminds us our intellect still is part of the created order, and so 

despite the divine gift in us, we still are not God but always remain God’s creatures.   God’s 

image in us is thus not some physical feature which can be seen with the eyes but rather is 

part of our existence which is not physical.  Just as God is spirit and not material, so too we 

humans have this divine dimension  which God has gifted in us.  It helps orient us towards God while 

reminding us that we are created. 

“To know that we have been created in God’s image prevents us from deifying even the noetic world. 

‘Image’ here refers not to the body but to the nature of the intellect. Nothing in nature is superior to the 

intellect, for if there were then it would constitute the divine image. Since, therefore, the intellect is what 

is best in us and this, even though it is in the divine image, is none the less created by God…”    (THE 

PHILOKALIA, Kindle Location 47281-47285) 

 

Last Judgment or Lasting Judgment? 

ON MARCH 13, 2020   
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When you listen to certain Christians, including some Orthodox, it is hard 

to tell what the Good News of Christ is.  Some Christians embrace the 

“sinners in the hands of an angry God” framework for interpreting the 

New Testament.  Christ comes to inaugurate the great judgment of all 

people.  These folk seem to embrace a hymn which says, “Christ is risen 

from the dead, trampling all sinners in hell, and upon those in the tombs 

bestowing eternal punishment.”   And yet, God Himself says He takes no 

pleasure in the death of sinners and wishes damnation for no one (Ezekiel 

18:23-32, 33:11-20). 

In the 3rd Century, Origen, the great biblical scholar, pointed out that there is no double indemnity for 

sinners.  Sinners are not punished in this world and then sent to hell for eternity.  In fact, Origen says 

Scripture speaks against such an idea of being judged in this world and in the world to come.  Those who 

suffer in this world because of their sins are already being purged of sin and will not be judged again 

by  God in the afterlife as well. 

“‘In judgment he will not punish twice for the same thing’ (cf Nah 1:9 LXX).  He 

punished once in judgment by the flood (cf Gen 7-8), he punished once in a judgment 

over Sodom and Gomorrah (cf Gen 18:20-19:28).  He punished once in judgment over 

Egypt and the six hundred thousand Israelites (cf Exod 12:37).  You are not to think 

that this is only the punishment in this world for their sins, and that after this 

suffering and death they are to be subjected to new punishment.  They are punished 

in the present life so as not to be punished in the same way in the future. 

[Origen’s logic is interesting.  Although Origen doesn’t apply his thinking to Adam 

and Eve, one has to consider what he says about suffering in this world versus suffering eternal 

punishment.  In Genesis God never mentions hell to Adam and Eve and doesn’t threaten them with any 

kind of eternal punishment.  They are told that if they sin they will die.  They are expelled from 

Paradise.  If we follow the no double indemnity rule, then we can imagine that Eve and Adam suffered 

punishment for the sin in this world in that they were expelled from Paradise and they died.  They already 

suffered two punishments.  If Origen is correct, then they wouldn’t be sent to hell.  Scripture never says 

they are.] 

Look at the story of the poor man in the gospel: he suffers squalor and poverty, 

and afterwards rests ‘in Abraham’s bosom.  He received bad things in his 

lifetime‘ (cf Lk 16:19-31).  How do you know that they who were killed in the 

flood might not have already received in this life the bad things due them?  How 

do you know that Sodom and Gomorrah might not have already paid in this life 

their debt of suffering?  Listen to the testimony of scripture.  Do you want to hear 

what the Old Testament says?  ‘Sodom shall return to its former estate‘ (Ezek 

16:55); and you still have doubts whether the Lord is good in punishing the 

Sodomites?  ‘It shall be more tolerable on the day of judgment for the land of 

Sodom and Gomorrah,’ says the Lord, having mercy on the Sodomites (Mt 10:15). 

[Here we see Origen using all of Scripture to understand the historic and symbolic meaning of 

Sodom.  Ezekiel prophesies that Sodom will return to its former glory, and that Sodom will fare better on 

the day of Judgment than will some of the towns of Israel who heard the Gospel.  The punishment for 
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Sodom and Gomorrah is neither eternal nor the worst punishment imaginable.  The Lord even shows 

mercy to Sodom.] 

For the Lord is full of goodness and mercy: ‘He makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good’ (Mt 5:45)’ . 

. . not just this sun which we see with our eyes but also that sun which is seen with the eyes of the 

spirit.”  (SPIRIT AND FIRE, p 333) 

Origen endeavors to use all of Scripture in understanding God and in 

interpreting other biblical passages.  He makes use even of difficult and 

obscure passages as he assumes they all as God’s Word are important and one 

should not pick and choose certain passages and ignore otters.   Nor can 

Scripture be interpreted only adding up how many passages support one idea 

against another.  All Scripture has to be taken into account, even a passage 

which seems to go against the rest of Scripture.  Every passage in Scripture 

serves a purpose and our task is to understand its insight.  The New Testament 

is Good News for people, including sinners.  Christ didn’t come into the world 

because of the righteous – Abraham, Isaac, Moses, or Noah.  Christ came into the world to seek out and 

save sinners.  Christ offers hope, forgiveness, and eternal rest for those who know they do not deserve it 

but who submit themselves to God’s mercy.  (see also my post The Prayer of Manasseh). 

 

The Command to Forgive   ON MARCH 14, 2020  

“By giving and accepting forgiveness from each other, Christians prepare 

themselves to receive God’s forgiveness.  Truly to forgive is one of the most 

difficult ways of expressing Christian love; and accepting forgiveness is one of 

the hardest forms of Christian humility.”  (Hugh Wybrew, ORTHODOX LENT, 

HOLY WEEK AND EASTER, p 38) 

 

And we can read about a Christian who was put to the test about forgiveness: 

“In 1979 Bahram, the son of Bishop Dehqani-Fafti, of the Anglican 

Church in Iran, was shot and killed.  This is part of his father’s prayer: 

O God, 

We remember not only Bahram but also his murderers. 

O God, 

Bahram’s blood has multiplied the fruit of the Spirit in the soil of our 

souls; 

So when his murderers stand before thee on the day of judgment 

Remember the fruit of the Spirit by which they have enriched our lives, 

And forgive.”  (THE TIME OF THE SPIRIT, p117) 
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Overcoming the World One Passion at a Time   
ON MARCH 15, 2020  

“Those who are held fast by love for their body are unaware 

that the world by its very nature is a source of suffering as well 

as delight.  . . . being ignorant, like people fighting in the dark, 

of the cause of their misfortune, they blame one another each 

time difficulties arise.  Hence, another unpleasant string of 

passions is invented by the wretched human race, giving rise to 

abusiveness, slander, false accusations, anger, hatred, strife, 

envy, and all kinds of bitterness filled with malicious desires.  Because of such evils there are wars and 

murders all over the world, especially in our generation, because 

love has grown cold and sin has abounded (cf Matt 24:12). 

Let us continue in oneness of mind, bound together by peace one 

towards the other, and abstaining from that rage which delivers 

bodies and souls unto destruction.  I beseech you brethren, if 

anyone has a complaint against another, let us forgive one 

another as Christ forgave us, that we may be always peaceful, not only in God’s churches but at home 

and in the market place, and with one mind and one mouth glorify our Father in heaven.”  (St Gregory 

Palamas, THE HOMILIES, p 264) 

 

Open Your Heart to Understand the Scriptures   ON MARCH 16, 2020   

“So let us open up our hearts so as to understand 

the Scriptures which are filled with spiritual life 

and wisdom.  In them there speaks the Spirit of 

God who gives life and knowledge.  The blessed 

Apostle [Paul], who was well aware of the great 

power to be found in the reading of them, exhorts 

his disciples concerning them in no small way, 

emphatically bidding him: ‘Until I come, be eager 

in reading them‘ (1 Tim 4:13), and again: ‘Exercise 

yourself in religious teaching, for it is beneficial in every way’ (1 Tim 4:7-8); and praising him for his 

study, he says ‘From your youth up you have been instructed in the holy books: they are able to endow 

you with wisdom for life.  Every Scripture which has been written in 

the Spirit is beneficial for instruction, for admonishing, for 

correction and for education in righteousness, so that the man of 

God may become perfect, performing everything well and fully’ (2 

Tim 3:15-17). 

For all the wisdom of Life is hidden in the Scriptures.  In them we 

are able to gain knowledge of God and of his creative activity, of his 

wonderful governance and providence; likewise of his goodness 

and, at the same time, of his righteousness, and in sum, of his great 
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and mighty power (Eph 1:19).  . . .  Again, it is from the Scriptures that we learn how to travel on the road 

of virtuous conduct, for in them all the fine deeds of the just life are delineated.  Just as one cannot see 

anything without light, for it is light that enables us to see, as it is written: ‘By your light we see light‘ (Ps 

36:9), similarly, without the light of the Scriptures we are unable to see God, who is Light (1 Jn 1:5), or his 

justice, which is filled with light (Ps 37:6). 

. . .  Truly great and mighty is the power of God’s word.  For the word of 

God has changed the offspring of vipers into children of God (Mt 3:7).  So 

let us constantly sow it within the hard soil of our heart (Mt 13:5), waiting 

for it to soften it so that the wheat-ear of life may sprout up in it.  For the 

word of God is at the same time the seed and the water; and even though 

we have a heart like stone (Ez 11:19, 36:26), it will be softened and spit up 

by the water of the Spirit, so that it can bring forth  holy fruit that is pleasing to 

God. 

Therefore let no one neglect meditation of the divine words or the labor of 

reading the appointed measure. … Furthermore, we please God by this 

occupation, and our mouths are cleansed of both abuse and of shameful and 

frivolous talk, seeing that we are constantly meditating on the holy words  We 

also become objects of fear for the demons as we arm our tongues with these words.  Above all, we bring 

close to ourselves the grace of the Spirit, and the eye of our soul is made to shine by the understanding 

we receive from him.  This is why God gave us eyes, mouth and hearing, so that 

all our limbs might be filled with service of him, as we recount his words, carry 

out his wishes, continuously sing his praises and ceaselessly offer up to him 

thanksgiving.  By these means we shall purify our minds. 

Just as the body that benefits from clean air will acquire good health and will 

be kept pure, so too the soul that enjoys the divine words – as it were, God’s 

wind – will be restored to health and rejuvenated in purity, and made holy.   It’s 

eye will be illumined so that it can gaze all the time on God.”   (Martyrius, THE 

SYRIAC FATHERS ON PRAYER AND THE SPIRITUAL LIFE, pp 221-225) 

 

The Great Flood: The Mystery of the World’s Salvation at Work   ON MARCH 17, 2020   

This week as the Orthodox Church continues its sojourn 

through Great Lent, the liturgical scripture readings include 

sections from the Great Flood reported in Genesis 6-9. 

“The philosopher Justin, arguably the greatest of Greek 

Christian apologists, was beheaded in Rome around 165.  . 

. .  Justin’s use of typology is particularly interesting in his 

elucidation of the story of Noah and the Flood.  He sees 

this catastrophic event in Israel’s prehistory as 

foreshadowing both the final judgment and the person of 

Christ, who constitutes a ‘new Noah.’ 
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At the flood, the mystery of the world’s salvation was at 

work.  The just man Noah, together with the other flood 

personages, namely, his wife, his three sons and their wives, 

made eight in number thereby symbolizing the eighth day on 

which our Christ is raised from the dead, that day being 

always implicitly the first.  

[Note Justin’s use of numbers.  There are 8 humans on Noah’s 

ark, which Justin says is significant because Christ rose from 

the dead on the 8th day.  Now you might object, wait, I thought he rose on the 3rd day according to the 

Scriptures, which is correct.  Justin is referencing another theological idea which was common in ancient 

Judaism and Christianity – the theology of the 8th day, or the day of the new creation.  This number 8 

comes about because in Genesis 1, the first creation narrative, the cosmos is created in 6 days (Sunday – 

Friday) with God resting on the 7th day (the Sabbath, Saturday).  We then tend to think of Sunday as the 

1st day of the new week (Scripture does too), but Sunday in the creation account is also the 8th 

day.  Theologically ancient Jews and Christians saw Sunday as being both.  Sunday marks the 1st of 

creation but also the 8th day of the old creation or the first day of the New Creation.  Justin assumes 

every detail in Scripture is there for a purpose.  He sees the number of people on the ark being significant 

because it references the idea of a complete week or the fullness of God’s week which includes Sundays 

as being both the first day of creation and the first day of the new creation.] 

Christ, the first-born of all creation, has become in a new sense the head of another race, regenerated by 

Him, through water, through faith, and through the wood which contained the mystery of the cross, just 

as Noah was saved through the wood of the Ark, carried by the waters of the flood…  And I mean here 

that those who receive preparation through water, faith, and wood escape the judgment of God that is 

to come. 

. . .  Hebrews and First Peter had already drawn a parallel between the flood and 

baptism, the latter fulfilling the former by granting salvation ‘through water’ (1 Pet 

3:18-22).  Justin elaborates on this theme by linking to the story of Noah the three 

events that determine our salvation.  (1) The incarnation of Jesus Christ into a fallen 

human world enables the Son of God himself to bear punishment for our sin.  Yet like 

Noah, he is saved (by virtue of his resurrection) to become the author of a new 

humanity.  As the New or Last Adam, he fathers the new creation of the children of 

God.  (2)  Corresponding to the destruction of evil through the flood is its final destruction at the 

eschatological Last Judgment, when only a remnant will be saved.  (3) Finally, 

Christian baptism serves as a sacramental figure of the final Judgment, as it does 

of the New Creation made possible through Christ’s resurrection.  In Dial. 88, 

Justin states, ‘At the flood the mystery of the world’s salvation was at 

work.'” (John Breck, SCRIPTURE IN TRADITION, pp 47-48) 

For Christ also died[a] 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; 19 in which he went and preached to the spirits in prison, 20 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 
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water. 21 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, 22 who has gone into 

heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers subject to him.  (1 Peter 

3:18-22) 

 

The Narrative of the Flood as Sacrament   ON MARCH 18, 2020   

The narrative of the Deluge is a sacrament (mysterion) and its details are 

a figure (typos) of things to come.  The ark is the Church; Noe, Christ; the 

dove, the Holy Spirit; the olive branch, the divine goodness.   As in the 

midst of the sea, the ark protected  those who were inside it, so the 

Church saves those who are spared.  But the ark only protected, the 

Church does more.  For example, the ark took in animals without reason 

and kept them safe, the Church takes in men without logos and does not 

merely protect them, she transforms them (St John 

Chrysostom).   .  .  .   For the Christians of the time, the narrative of the 

Deluge was their [the primitive Christian’s] own history prefigured ahead 

of time: ‘By the Deluge was accomplished the mystery of the salvation of men,’ so writes St 

Justin.”    ( THE BIBLE AND THE LITURGY, p 85) 

One of the things that amazes me is that so many of the early Church teachers read the narrative of the 

flood not so much as history but as prophecy and promise about the future.  They saw Noah and the 

flood prefiguring Christ, salvation and the Church.  So they read the 

narrative of the ark as having to do with Jesus and with themselves.  They 

saw the story of the flood as pointing to the end of creation, the 

eschaton.  Today, people want to argue about the literalism of the 

Genesis flood story whereas many in the early church did not.  They read 

through and past any ancient historical value the story may have had and 

instead found Christ in the narrative of the flood, and understood the 

story to be about their own salvation.  They read Genesis not to learn 

ancient history, but to understand Christ, salvation and life in the world 

to come. 

Noah’s Ark and the Sign of the Cross   ON MARCH 19, 2020   

“Noah extended his ministry either side of the Flood… 

He buried the generation grown old, 

and nurtured the youthful one.  . . . 

Over the Flood the ship of the Lord of all flew, 

it left the east, rested in the west, 

flew off to the south, 
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and measured out the north .  .  . 

 

The Ark marked out by its course the sign of its Preserver, 

the cross of its Steersman, and the wood of its Sailor 

who has come to fashion for us 

the Church in the waters of baptism: 

with the threefold name 

He rescues those who reside in her, 

and in the place of the dove, 

the Spirit administers her anointing 

and the mystery of her salvation. 

Praises to her Savior.’ 

(St Ephrem the Syrian) 

‘Noah, like Christ himself, provides the transition between 

the old order and the new.  .  .  .   The Ark, which saves him, sails cross-

like over the water and serves as a type for the Church, where the 

water of baptism is the source of salvation for those who take refuge 

in her.'” (Sebastian Brock, TREASURE-HOUSE OF MYSTERIES: POETRY 

IN THE SYRIAC TRADITION,  pp 60-62) 

St Ephrem like so many of the early church fathers saw in the Genesis 

story of the Great Flood, Christ.  The actual historical details of that 

Flood are significant only in that they help us recognize Jesus Christ 

and how He saves the world.  The Patristic writers read the Old 

Testament not just as a prophecy and promise of the Christ but as a 

revelation of the Messiah.  This is why we Orthodox read Genesis 

during Great Lent.  Even before the events of Holy Week, God was revealing His Christ through the 

Scriptures for the salvation of the world. 

 

Sin and Disease   ON MARCH 20, 2020   

The outbreak of the coronavirus brings into focus that disease is an 

ever-present factor in this world as we know it.  Despite all the 

advances made in modern medicine, pandemics happen.  One can 

wonder what good purpose viruses can possibly play on earth.  Of 

course, in HG Well’s WAR OF THE WORLDS, it is germs which save the 

planet by killing off the invading aliens.  It probably is of little comfort 

https://orthodoxwiki.org/Cross
https://orthodoxwiki.org/Cross
https://orthodoxwiki.org/Ephrem_the_Syrian
https://svspress.com/treasure-house-of-mysteries-exploration-of-the-sacred-text-through-poetry-in-the-syriac-tradition/
https://svspress.com/treasure-house-of-mysteries-exploration-of-the-sacred-text-through-poetry-in-the-syriac-tradition/
https://frted.wordpress.com/2020/03/20/sin-and-disease/
https://smile.amazon.com/War-Worlds-H-G-Wells/dp/1505260795/ref=sr_1_1_sspa?crid=1YVSH8TCHOB80&keywords=the+war+of+the+worlds+by+h.g.+wells&qid=1584533434&sprefix=Wells+War+of+the+%2Caps%2C176&sr=8-1-spons&psc=1&spLa=ZW5jcnlwdGVkUXVhbGlmaWVyPUEyQkVUUFRYTEdLSlhDJmVuY3J5cHRlZElkPUEwMzc3MTMyMjdBOUc0TDYzNVRaMCZlbmNyeXB0ZWRBZElkPUEwNDQ2NjE3MjVZQlhPNEk1UlYwViZ3aWRnZXROYW1lPXNwX2F0ZiZhY3Rpb249Y2xpY2tSZWRpcmVjdCZkb05vdExvZ0NsaWNrPXRydWU=


to our daily lives to realize virus may have played a role in the appearance of life on earth and have 

played a role in some of the mutations which have occurred in species through the generations.  Life as 

we know it depends upon such things as viruses, bacteria, phytoplankton and zooplankton.   God is active 

in the world even in the smallest of things.   Jesus taught: “The kingdom of heaven is like a grain of 

mustard seed which a man took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all seeds, but when it has 

grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in 

its branches”  (Matthew 13:31-32) 

But the spread of disease today also can be contrasted to our understanding 

of sin.  Disease spreads person to person through the air, through touch or 

even from surfaces on which the various germs are living.  Sin on the other 

hand is a behavior, it isn’t contracted through touch or breathing.  Sin 

emerges from the will and is not something which we inherit or becomes part 

of our being.  Sin is more like a parasite which lives on us but has no life apart 

from us.  As we see in Psalm 51, sin can be washed away because it is not 

part of our being.  It is like an ink which can washed out of a cloth (see my 

blog Repentance: Being Washed by God) which is why we are able to repent 

and to ask God to cleanse us.  Sin is not indelible.  However, the image of God 

in each of us is. 

As we watch the spread of the coronavirus, we see how the medical model 

doesn’t totally apply to our understanding of the spiritual.  There are parallels – neither sin nor disease 

defines who we are.  Neither sin nor disease is permanent or eternal.  There are good practices which can 

curtail the spread of disease, and there are good practices which expel sin from our lives.  Disease can 

cause suffering and effect the lives of millions, as can sin. 

Christ who takes upon Himself our sins and disease (Isaiah 

53:4), heals us so that we can be fully human and live both in 

this world and in the world to come.  It is we who have to 

decide whether we will let the Word of God be planted in our 

hearts.  We have to decide that we will cultivate God’s seed in 

the garden at the center of our being – our hearts.  We have to 

choose to cooperate with God to bring His seed to fruition. 

The Cross – God’s Revelation   ON MARCH 21, 2020   

“The cross is not only the source of life with and in 

God/Christ/the Spirit, but also the shape of that 

life.  Moreover – and this will be surprising to some – for 

Paul the cross is not just an act of Jesus Christ; it is a 

revelation of God.   In fact, it is the definitive divine self-

revelation.”   (Michael Gorman, READING PAUL, pp 78-79) 

In the middle of Great Lent, we commemorate the Cross of 

Christ.  We do recognize that through the Cross, joy has 

come into all the world – we see the Cross is the source of 

eternal life.  It is only through the Cross of Christ that we enter into eternal life. 
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Christ told us to take up our cross and follow Him.  The Cross is not 

something to avoid but reveals to us  God and God’s love for us.  So many 

“Christians” try to get people to worry about the God who is angry at 

sinners.   The Good News is that God is love and sent His Son into the world 

to save sinners.  In the middle of Great Lent, in the middle of our time of 

repentance and confessing our sins, we hold up the Cross to show us why we 

should repent – because God is love and wants to unite Himself to us and 

wants us all to enter into eternal life. 

“Do not become attracted by inner sweetness: without the 

Cross it is unstable and dangerous. 

Consider every one to be better than yourself.  Without this thought even a worker of 

miracles is far from God.”   (St Theophan the Recluse, The Art of Prayer, pp 128-129) 

The love which Christ modeled and taught requires us to deny ourselves and look to 

the good of others.  Love is not just a feeling, it is a way of life and is a choice.  Love is 

not self-serving.  Love is not selfish or self-centered.  Love is taking up the cross and 

imitating Christ even as we act toward strangers and enemies. 

“Love is patient and kind; love is not jealous or boastful; it is not arrogant or rude. 

Love does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrong, but 

rejoices in the right. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.  Love 

never ends…”  1 Corinthians 13:4-9) 

 

Jesus: “Follow Me”   ON MARCH 22, 2020   

And he called to him the multitude with his disciples, and said to them, “If any 

man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and 

follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his 

life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it. For what does it profit a man, to 

gain the whole world and forfeit his life? For what can a man give in return for his life? For whoever is 

ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him will the Son of man also 

be ashamed, when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.”  And he said to them, “Truly, 

I say to you, there are some standing here who will not taste death before 

they see that the kingdom of God has come with power.”  (Mark 8:34-9:1) 

The Gospel insists on it as the essential condition for the union of the soul 

with God that we die to ourselves. God demanded that already from 

mankind in the Old Testament: “Man shall not see me and live” (Ex 33:20). 

With an insistence and imperative no less austere and uncompromising, 

Jesus declares: “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and 

take up his cross and follow me” (Mt 16:24).  (A Carthusian, Life in God’s 

Presence: A Simple Approach to Prayer, Kindle Location 478-481) 
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Noah and the Unexpected Wine   ON MARCH 23, 2020   

Noah was the first tiller of the soil. He planted a vineyard; and he drank of the wine, and became drunk, 

and lay uncovered in his tent.  (Genesis 9:20-21) 

Noah was a righteous man, blameless in his generation; Noah walked with God.   (Genesis 6:9) 

St Basil the Great comments: 

“But it is Noah who provides proof 

that here was not experience of wine, 

for he did not know how to consume 

it.  After all, the consumption of wine 

had still not been introduced to the human lifestyle, nor had it become the custom of people.  So then, 

because Noah had neither seen another consuming wine, nor experienced it himself, he drank of it 

without due precaution and succumbed to the harm it inflicted.  ‘For Noah planted a vineyard, and drank 

of the wine, and became drunk‘  – not because he was a drunkard, but because he did not know how to 

partake of it moderately.  And so, the invention of drinking wine is more recent than paradise, and thus 

the dignity of fasting is ancient.” (ON FASTING AND FEASTS, p 59) 

At least for St Basil, fasting, abstinence and self-denial were part of 

the life in Paradise and so are older practices than the self-indulgent 

and excessive behaviors we see in this world.  Adam practiced 

sobriety in Paradise but became intoxicated in and by the Fallen 

world.  Like several Patristic writers, Basil does not think Noah was a 

drunkard – he did not knowingly get himself drunk.  Noah’s problem is innocence – he does not know the 

effects of alcohol when he first drinks and the result is a drunken stupor.  Basil doesn’t fault Noah for this 

since Noah could not have known what the results of alcohol could be.  He learned by experience.  He 

also shows our behavior has consequences whether they are intended or not.  That is why spiritual 

vigilance is required of us all. 

 

Babel: An Evil Peace?   ON MARCH 26, 2020   

Now the whole earth had one language and few words. And as men 

migrated from the east, they found a plain in the land of Shinar and 

settled there. And they said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks, 

and burn them thoroughly.” And they had brick for stone, and bitumen 

for mortar. Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a 

tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves, 

lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.” 

And the LORD came down to see the city and the tower, which the sons 

of men had built. And the LORD said, “Behold, they are one people, and they have all one language; and 

this is only the beginning of what they will do; and nothing that they propose to do will now be 

impossible for them. Come, let us go down, and there confuse their language, that they may not 

understand one another’s speech.” So the LORD scattered them abroad from there over the face of all 
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the earth, and they left off building the city. Therefore its name was called Babel, because there the 

LORD confused the language of all the earth; and from there the LORD scattered them abroad over the 

face of all the earth.  (Genesis 11:1-9) 

“Man out of his need for unity sought to ‘make a name‘ for himself, 

lest he be ‘scattered abroad.’  This false unity from below sought to 

build its tower, sought to find its place in heaven as its own 

god.  Therefore God divides this false unity!  In the words of John 

Chrysostom, God made an end to ‘their evil peace’ by creating among 

them ‘good dispute.’  If the people ‘meant to reach the heights of 

heaven,’ then God was forced to divide their language so that this 

false unity would not destroy man altogether.  For as this fallen unity 

no longer found its moving principle in  God and became a ‘god-in-

itself,’ it did not in fact bring unity, it brought division, and with it death.”  (Daniel Fanous, TAUGHT BY 

GOD, p 127) 

Chrysostom like many of the Patristic writers tended to think the one non-negotiable 

truth about God is that God is love.  They tended to read the Scriptures through the 

lens that God is love.  Contrast that with the common idea today among many 

Christians that God is is an angry judge eager to condemn sinners to hell.  For 

Chrysostom, the narrative of the Tower of Babel is God once again saving people 

from themselves.  The people of earth at the time of Babel no longer recognized God 

as Lord and thought of themselves as being God.   God prevents the people from 

taking their atheistic idea to the extreme.  God sends the  many languages on 

humans to prevent them from cooperating in sin.   So though God sees the people of Babel as being in 

unity (of one mind) and being at peace with one another, they are using this peace to attempt to 

overthrow God as Lord.  God prevents this from being accomplished in order to prevent humanity from 

totally rejecting God.  God is always lovingly nudging us back into His flock.  For Chrysostom, the Babel 

story is another tale about God’s love for humanity and effort to guide us to His Kingdom. 

 

Abraham: A Model Human Believer ON MARCH 27, 2020   

‘I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He is 

not God of the dead, but of the living.”   (Matthew 22:32) 

Thus Abraham “believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.” So 

you see that it is men of faith who are the sons of Abraham.  (Galatians 3:6-7) 

 For surely it is not with angels that he is concerned but with the descendants of Abraham.  (Hebrews 

2:16) 

During Great Lent, in the Orthodox Church, part of the assigned Scripture readings are taken from the 

book of Genesis.  In the Lenten lectionary we are now beginning to read about the Patriarch Abraham, 

who is considered to be the father of all believers. 
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“For Jews in Paul’s day, Abraham filled a variety of roles.  He is seen as the founder of monotheism, as 

well as the paradigm of virtue and meritorious obedience, especially in the offering of Isaac… He was the 

father of all Jews, the first to be circumcised and thus the first member of the covenant people.  Some 

believed he obeyed the Law even before Moses gave it.  And some saw him not only as the father of the 

Jewish people but as the paradigmatic proselyte (convert). . . .    

For Paul Abraham is a hybrid.  He is still ‘our’ [Jewish] ancestor 

according to the flesh’ (Romans 4:1), but he is clearly not restricted 

to that role.  Paul claims Abraham is ‘the father of all of us’ (4:16), 

meaning Jewish and Gentile believers in Christ.  Abraham is a 

paradigmatic justified Gentile (like a proselyte) inasmuch as he was 

justified without either the Law or circumcision, but he is also a 

paradigmatic justified Jew inasmuch as he was justified not by the 

Law but by faith (4:9-17a).  Paul even implied that Abraham was 

ungodly, since God justifies the ungodly (4:5; cf 1:18).  Thus Paul 

reads Abraham’s story as the story of a sinner, a Gentile, a Jew, and 

a ‘Christian’ – a justified believer.  Abraham is Paul’s everyman.   . . .    

The next part of the chapter (4:9-15) establishes 

Abraham’s justification prior to his circumcision and 

without the Law of Moses.  Circumcision was not a 

prerequisite for justification but a sequel to it, serving as a 

seal (4:10-11).  The promise to Abraham came, moreover, 

before the Law (4:13-15).  All of this means, Paul claims, 

that Abraham was intended all along to be the father of 

both Jewish and Gentile believers (4:11, 13).  . . .   for Paul, 

looking to Abraham, faith is trust in God and the promises of God, particularly in God as the one who 

‘gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist’ (4:17b).  Thus faith is forward-

looking – eschatological in orientation, centered on resurrection – and therefore virtually synonymous 

with hope.  . . .  What Abraham found (NRSV ‘gained’, 4:1), then, was in essence the reality revealed in 

Paul’s gospel: race, faith, and justification apart from circumcision and Law; he encountered the God 

who raises the dead.  Without ever denying Abraham’s Jewishness, Paul universalizes him.  That is why 

the justified are defined as those who ‘share the faith of Abraham‘ (4:16).  But Paul claims that this 

universalizing is not original to him: according to Genesis, he reminds us, the covenant with Abraham 

was for him to be the ‘father of many nations‘ (4:17)”   (Michael Gorman, APOSTLE OF THE CRUCIFIED 

LORD, pp 360-362) 

“…Paul regards Abraham as a representative figure whose destiny ‘contains’ the 

destiny of others; the blessing pronounced upon him applies not only to him but 

to his ‘seed’ as well (Rom 4:13).  Therefore, the fact that Abraham was ‘reckoned 

righteous‘ while still uncircumcised has symbolic significance: he can thereby be 

the ‘father’ of Gentiles as well as Jews.  .  .  . . Even more important than 

Abraham’s faith is God’s faithfulness. .   .  .  .  Paul has developed this 

interpretation of Abraham in Rom 4:1-22 directly through exegesis of Scripture, 

without any appeal to the language of Christian confession; this rendering of 
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Abraham intends to be and is a Jewish theological interpretation of the significance of 

Abraham.”      (Richard Hays, THE CONVERSION OF THE IMAGINATION, pp 76, 78) 

 

Climbing the Ladder of Divine Ascent   ON MARCH 29, 2020   

A ladder stretching from earth to heaven – a ladder of divine ascent – is a 

popular image and metaphor in Orthodox spiritual writings.  Monks in 

particular liked the image as describing their own struggles on the way to the 

Kingdom of Heaven.  One has to exert one’s self to make it up the ladder, and 

climbing the ladder presents us with many risks for falling off the ladder back 

down to the depth.  St John Climacus wrote an entire book describing the 

spiritual life as ascending the ladder, and we remember that book each Great 

Lent as we consider our own spiritual sojourn as ascending this ladder to 

heaven. 

The idea of such a ladder was popular even among pagan religions at the time of Jesus.  The ladder was 

seen as a fair model of how the spiritual life worked.  Even Jesus dealt with this ladder in the incarnation 

in which He participated in the same reality we all find on earth. 

Roman Catholic theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar describes the paradigm of the ladder as a way to 

connect heaven and earth needed because for many there was no connection or path between them.  He 

says the ladder imagery is an … 

“… attempt to bridge the gap between God and world by means of ’emenations,’ ‘spheres,’ stages and 

rungs on which the soul in need o salvation tries to climb up to heaven.  –  Belonging consequently to this 

group is also the idea that the Logos incarnated himself on all these stages and rungs so that he, just as 

he was human to humans, was also angel to angels; and consequently, the soul which climbs on these 

rungs to the Father becomes a living ladder to heaven, a cosmic ‘true way.’ (SPIRIT AND FIRE, p 7) 

As Balthasar describes the idea, each person who successfully makes the 

sojourn to the top of the ladder becomes himself or herself a living ladder to 

heaven which others can imitate or even take.  This brings the spiritual life 

into the realm of being our personal effort – asceticism. 

Jesus describes Himself as:  “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one 

comes to the Father, but by me”  (John 14:6).   Jesus is our way to the 

Kingdom; He alone is our ladder to heaven.  As Jesus said:  “Truly, truly, I say 

to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and 

descending upon the Son of man” (John 1:51).  Jesus opened Paradise to us 

all.  We still have to decide to make the climb – to work out our salvation.   

We begin this uphill sojourn when we are baptized into Christ – we become one with Christ in 

baptism.  We are united to Jesus the Ladder.  We don’t have to use all of our energies to climb this 

ladder.  We only have to humbly submit ourselves to Christ and we become one with Him.  We become 

the ladder in Christ and reach far into our heavenly homeland. 
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Listen to the words of our Savior: 

“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 

Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in 

heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my 

burden is light.”  (Matthew 11:28-30) 

Christ does not set before us Mt. Everest and say, “Good luck in getting to 

the top – not many will make it.”  He doesn’t place as a roadblock some 

impossible challenge so that He can enjoy watching us fail.  In Him, 

we find rest – the way to the Kingdom is found by uniting our self to 

Him.  He takes on our burdens, carrying them on the cross, so that in 

Him we can enter the Kingdom.  Each of us does not need to worry 

that “I don’t have the strength, purity, will, energy” to get up the 

ladder into the Kingdom of Heaven.  You don’t need it.  Humble 

yourself and unite yourself to Christ – for He opens the door to 

Paradise for you.   It turns out that the ladder is not the way to Christ, 

for Christ is the ladder.  United to Him, we are instantly brought from 

death to life and from earth to heaven.  Following Christ is not the 

beginning of our spiritual problems and struggles.  Rather, in Christ 

we attain “the hopes and fears of all the years.” 

 

Faith and Unbelief  ON MARCH 30, 2020   

In the Gospel lesson found in Mark 9:17-31, we find the following 

exchange between a distraught dad whose hopes had been crushed by the 

Twelve Apostles’ inability to heal his epileptic son and with the Lord Jesus 

who sees the dad’s hope and heart falling: 

And Jesus said to him, “If you can! All things are possible to him who 

believes.” 

Immediately the father of the child cried out and said, “I believe; help my 

unbelief!”  

The dialogue touches on the issue of faith and how for humans it is often difficult to maintain one’s 

beliefs.  Sometimes one’s heart or mind falls out of belief.  David Bentley Hart reflecting on our lapses in 

faith says he thinks it is rare that someone totally rejects God.  More likely, Hart argues, we always have 

only an imperfect knowledge of God.  Often what we disbelieve in is this ‘God’ of whom at best we know 

only imperfectly.  Since God is not only immanent but also transcendent, there is always more to God 

than we can ever know.  Thus, argues Hart, we can never fully and perfectly disbelieve in God because 

most often the ‘God’ we reject is an imperfect understanding of God to begin with.  We often are 

rejecting ideas about God which in fact are not correct.  Hart writes: 

“You can reject a glass of wine absolutely; you can even reject evil in its (insubstantial) totality without 

any remainder of intentionality. Neither of these things possesses more than a finite allure in itself. But 
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you cannot reject God except defectively, by having failed to recognize him as the primordial object of all 

your deepest longings, the very source of their activity. We cannot choose 

between him and some other end in an absolute sense; we can choose only 

between better or worse approaches to his transcendence.”  (David Bentley 

Hart, That All Shall Be Saved.  Kindle Location 2562-2565) 

God’s transcendence means there is always some mystery to God which we 

cannot grasp.  What we choose between is ways to approach God, some of 

which are better than others.  But this means even when we come to a point 

of unbelief, this is still because we ourselves are limited beings and cannot 

fully comprehend the divine.  So we end up rejecting 

aspects of divinity but never do we fully understand God, 

so we can never completely reject God. 

The dad whose faith was imperfect, was not experiencing totally failure in faith, but 

rather was coming to terms with those aspects of God which are beyond his 

knowledge and wisdom.  He is coming to terms with his own imperfection, not with 

the failure of God.  And, whatever were the shortcomings in this dad’s understanding 

of God, Christ heals his son anyway.  Christ opens the Kingdom not to those who have 

perfect faith, but to all who love even if their faith is imperfect. 

 

Fasting Reveals Priorities  ON MARCH 31, 2020   

They used to talk about a certain old man who fasted for seventy weeks [nearly 

a year and a half!], and who only ate each Saturday.  He asked God that a word 

from the Bible might be given to him, but it was not.  Then he said within 

himself, “Behold, I have labored in all these things, and have omitted 

nothing.  Now I will arise and go to my brother and question him about it.”   He 

no sooner left his cell and shut the door, then an angel of the Lord appeared to him and said: “The 

seventy weeks in which you fasted have not come near God, but inasmuch as you humbled yourself to 

seek help from your brother, I have been sent to make known to you a word, and to give your soul rest. 

”  Immediately, the angel made known the word to him which gave him rest, and then the angel 

departed.   (adapted from THE PARADISE OF THE HOLY FATHERS Vol II, p 110) 

 

Folly is Sin  ON APRIL 1, 2020   

While many people would agree that sin is folly, the Scriptures tells us, 

“The devising of folly is sin…” (Proverbs 24:9).  Folly is not the silly things 

we do to be funny, nor the mistakes we make.  Foolishness is choosing to 

do the wrong even though we know better.  We refuse to listen to reason 

or experience or caution and do what we want to do.  Folly is following 

our ever changing, voracious and insatiable appetites – our wants, 

demands and desires.   Jesus Himself listed foolishness as one of the evils 

of the human heart, right up there with murder and adultery! 
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“For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, fornication, theft, murder, adultery, 

coveting, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come 

from within, and they defile a man.” (Mark 7:21-23; emphasis not in the original text) 

St Paul numbers folly among the most hateful sins for which people deserve to die! 

“They were filled with all manner of wickedness, evil, covetousness, malice. Full of envy, murder, strife, 

deceit, malignity, they are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of 

evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless. Though they know God’s decree that 

those who do such things deserve to die, they not only do them but approve those who practice them.” 

(Romans 1:29-32; emphasis not in the original text) 

Archimandrite Aimilianos commenting on the notion of folly as sin writes: 

“Sin and transgression are folly, indeed sin is the most foolish thing there 

is.  The fool said in his heart: ‘there is no God’ (Ps 14:1).  To commit sin is 

the act of a foolish man, a man lacking in true knowledge and intelligence. 

Compare St Athanasios of Alexandria, On Psalm 38:  ‘If the soul had not 

previously fallen into folly, it would never have sinned, and from this you 

can learn something about the nature of sin’ (PG 27:184); St John 

Chrysostom, On the Gospel of John:  ‘The source and root of all virtue is 

sober thinking, just as the origin of all wickedness is mindlessness.  Thus the 

arrogant and the wrathful are swept away by passion owing to a deficiency 

of sober thinking.  And this is why the prophet says: there is no healing in 

my flesh, and my sores fester in the face of my folly (Ps 38:6), teaching us that all sin has its origin in 

folly.’ (PG 59:238)”  (PSALMS AND THE LIFE OF FAITH, p 209) 

For Chrysostom sobriety is the opposite of folly.  Sober thinking allows us 

to properly analyze situations and make good, moral decisions.  When we 

fail to maintain sobriety – when we allow ourselves to be swept along by 

our own passions rather than choosing right mindfulness – we choose to 

let sin and passions determine our thoughts, words and deeds.  Lent is 

basically a season to learn to be sober in our thinking.  This sobriety doesn’t refer just to abusing alcohol 

or drugs.  If we allow our desires, emotions and passions to control us, then we have surrendered our 

mind, heart and will to them.   Lent is a season to gain awareness of our passions in order to be in control 

of them.  This is the sobriety to which Chrysostom refers.  Sin occurs when we abandon sober thinking 

and allow our passions to control us.  Thus sin originates in folly.  Lent is a time and a tool to practice 

wisdom, self control, sober thinking.  It is the time for us to exhibit our God-given kingship – and rule over 

our passions, temptations and desires. 

Fasting Gladdens My Hope  ON APRIL 2, 2020   

With fasting I gladden my hope in You, my Lord, Who are to come again. 

Fasting hastens my preparation for Your coming, the sole expectation of my days and nights. 
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Fasting makes my body thinner, so that what remains can more easily 

shine with the spirit. 

While waiting for You, I wish neither to nourish myself with blood nor to 

take life — so that the animals may sense the joy of my expectation. 

But truly, abstaining from food will not save me.  Even if I were to eat only 

the sand from the lake, You would not come to me, unless the fasting penetrated deeper into my soul. 

I have come to know through my prayer, that bodily fasting is more a 

symbol of true fasting, very beneficial for someone who has only just 

begun to hope in You, and nevertheless very difficult for someone 

who merely practices it. 

. . .  And I have brought fasting into my heart, so that by means of it 

my heart might quell all passions and worldly selfishness. 

. . .  I prescribe fasting for my tongue, to break itself of the habit of idle chatter and to speak reservedly 

only those words that clear the way for You to come. 

 

And I have imposed fasting on my worries so that it 

may blow them all away before itself like the wind 

that blows away the mist, lest they stand like dense 

fog between me and You, and lest they turn my gaze 

back to the world.  (St Nikolai Velmirovich, PRAYERS 

BY THE LAKE, pp 72-73) 

 

Christ is of Abraham’s Seed  ON APRIL 3, 2020   

In Genesis 22, we read the troubling narrative of 

the Patriarch Abraham being told to offer his son in 

sacrifice.  The sacrifice of children is an evil according 

to the Jewish scriptures (see for example 

Leviticus18:21, 20:3 and Deuteronomy 12:30-

31, 18:10, and Psalm 106:36-39). 

Abraham is portrayed as the man of sorrows – 

absolutely committed to obeying God, but then God 

asked an ultimate sacrifice from him.  Abraham’s greatest joy in the world is his son – who is ‘miraculous’ 

because Abraham longed desired to have a son and only in his old age was his wish granted.  Now, in the 

scripture lesson, Abraham realizes he has to sacrifice his own son, and certainly his crushed heart had to 

wrestling with how this could possibly fulfill God’s promises and plans.  Yet, Abraham plods along in the 

narrative, virtually speechless and with heavy heart.  He knows he owes God everything, yet he never 

imagined God would require of him such an ultimate sacrifice as it went against all he knew about the 

Lord. 
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St Gregory Palamas comments: 

“Notice the consequence of these events.  The fact that Abraham agreed to offer 

Isaac for slaughter was not just powerful evidence and proof of his 

faith.  Because of it Christ, through whom all the tribes of the earth were blessed 

and the promise was fulfilled (Gen 12:3; 18:18; 22:18; 26:4-5), was born of 

Abraham’s seed (Matt 1:1-16).  It was as if God was under an obligation to the 

man who gave his only-begotten true son for His sake, to give him in return His 

only-begotten True Son for his sake and the sake of the promise made to him. 

It is exactly the same in our case.  If because of God’s commandments we are 

chaste, righteous, humble, patiently submit to every kind of evildoing and share 

out our possessions, if we submit our bodies to hardship through fasts and vigils, 

if, in a word, we crucify ourselves together with our passions and desires (cf Gal 

5:24), this is not just proof that we truly believe Christ’s promises, but it also, as 

it were, obliges God to give us in return eternal and incorruptible life and 

pleasure, glory and the kingdom.”  (THE HOMILIES, p 55) 

 

YHWH  ON APRIL 4, 2020   

Then Moses said to God, “If I come to the people of Israel and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has 

sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to them?” God said to Moses, “I 

AM WHO I AM.” And he said, “Say this to the people of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to you.'” God also said 

to Moses, “Say this to the people of Israel, ‘The LORD, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the 

God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you’: this is my name for ever, and thus I am to be 

remembered throughout all generations.  (Exodus 3:13-15) 

“Although the axiom of the impassibility of God did not require conventional 

biblical proof, one passage from the Old Testament served as the proof text 

for Christian discussion of ontology: ‘I am who I am‘ –  the word from the 

burning bush.  To Clement of Alexandria it meant that ‘God is one, and 

beyond the one and above the monad itself’; to Origen, that ‘all things, 

whatever they are, participate in him who truly is’; to Hilary it was ‘an 

indication concerning God so exact that it expressed in the terms best 

adapted to human understanding an unattainable insight into the mystery 

of the divine nature’; to Gregory of Nazianzus is proved that ‘he who is’ was 

the most appropriate designation for God; 

to Theodore of Mopsuestia it was the mark of 

distinction  between the Creator and all his creatures; to Philoxenus of 

Mabbug it was the divine way of ‘expelling the tradition of polytheism’; 

to Augustine it proved that ‘essence’ could be used of God with strict 

propriety, while ‘substance’ could not.”   (Jaroslav Pelikan, THE EMERGENCE 

OF THE CATHOLIC TRADITION 100-600, p 54) 
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Now Jesus and His disciples went out to the towns of Caesarea Philippi; and on the road He asked His 

disciples, saying to them, “Who do men say that I am?”  So they answered, “John the Baptist; but some 

say, Elijah; and others, one of the prophets.” 

He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter answered and said to Him, “You are the 

Christ.”  (Mark 8:27-29) 

 

Traversing the Tragic Road to the Cross  ON APRIL 5, 2020   

(Mark 10:32-45) 

And they were on the road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was walking ahead of them; and they were 

amazed, and those who followed were afraid. And taking the twelve again, he began to tell them what 

was to happen to him, saying, “Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem; and the Son of man will be 

delivered to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death, and deliver him to the 

Gentiles; and they will mock him, and spit upon him, and scourge him, and kill him; and after three days 

he will rise.” 

And James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward to him, and said to 

him, “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.” And he said 

to them, “What do you want me to do for you?” And they said to him, “Grant 

us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory.” But Jesus 

said to them, “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the 

cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized?” 

And they said to him, “We are able.” And Jesus said to them, “The cup that I 

drink you will drink; and with the baptism with which I am baptized, you will 

be baptized; but to sit at my right hand or at my left is not 

mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared.” 

And when the ten heard it, they began to be indignant at James and John. And Jesus 

called them to him and said to them, “You know that those who are supposed to rule 

over the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men exercise authority over them. 

But it shall not be so among you; but whoever would be great among you must be your 

servant, and whoever would be first among you must be slave of all. For the Son of 

man also came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 

many.” 

Metropolitan Anthony Bloom comments: 

“You remember how, on the way from Caesarea Philippi to Jerusalem, the Lord spoke 

to his disciples, foretelling his passion; and at the end he said, ‘and on the third day 

the Son of God shall arise.’  And James and John came up to him, asking whether on 

the day of his victory they could sit on his right and left hand – as though they had 

been completely deaf to the announcement of his passion, as though that was 

irrelevant, as though his role was to die so that they may live and they could reap the 

fruits of his Passion.  All that he had said about the horror of Passion Week seemed 

to have been unheard.  The only word that reached them was that he would rise again on the third day: 
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then victory would be won, tragedy would be over – they would 

be safe.  And Christ turned to them without a word of rebuke, 

but with a question: ‘Are you prepared to drink my cup? 

Are you ready to be merged into my ordeal?’  He took them 

back to Passion Week, because one does not enter into the 

glory of the resurrection otherwise than by the way of the cross 

and through Calvary. 

We can enter it in Christ if we grow to such a measure of 

saintliness that gradually we identify with him; but we may also 

enter this tragic road and reach its goal – the crucifixion, death that frees us from our sins – like the good 

thief, the thief that recognized that he was justly crucified while Christ was crucified against all justice, 

and at the hour of death asked the Lord to receive him in his kingdom.”    (CHURCHIANITY VS 

CHRISTIANITY, p 69) 

 

4th Century Prayer for Catechumens  ON APRIL 6, 2020   

Historically, the liturgical season of  Great Lent was used as a time to 

prepare catechumens for baptism and reception into the Church.  In a late 4th Century 

document, THE TESTAMENT OF THE LORD (p 147), we find the following prayer to be said 

by the parish clergy for the catechumens preparing to be baptized.  Baptisms then 

frequently occurred on Pascha.  I find it interesting the things prayed for which one doesn’t 

normally associate with catechumens or baptisms, 

but puts the reception of converts into the church within the 

context of creation and the world. 

“God, you send thunder and prepare lightning, 

you fixed the heavens and founded the earth, 

you enlighten the faithful and turn back those who are 

wandering, 

you have given life to those who were dead, and given hope to those who were 

hopeless, 

and you have freed  the world from error through the descent of your only 

begotten Son Jesus Christ: 

Answer us, Lord, and grant to these souls understanding, perfection, 

undoubting faith, knowledge of the truth, so that they may advance to a 

degree higher than this, 
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through your holy name, and through that of your beloved Son, Jesus, our Lord, 

through whom be glory and power to you, with the Holy Spirit, 

now and always and through all the ages of the ages. Amen.” 

 

 

 

The Humble Joseph of the Multi-colored Coat   ON APRIL 8, 2020   

And Joseph said to his brothers, “Please come near to me.” So they came near. 

Then he said: “I am Joseph your brother, whom you sold into Egypt.  “But now, 

do not therefore be grieved or angry with yourselves because you sold me here; 

for God sent me before you to preserve life.  “For these two years the famine 

has been in the land, and there are still five years in which there will be neither 

plowing nor harvesting.  “And God sent me before you to preserve a posterity 

for you in the earth, and to save your lives by a great deliverance.  “So now it 

was not you who sent me here, but God; and He has made me a father to 

Pharaoh, and lord of all his house, and a ruler throughout all the land of Egypt. (Genesis 45:4-8) 

Throughout the weekdays of Great Lent, we Orthodox read the book of 

Genesis.  Liturgically on Lenten weekdays, there are no Divine Liturgies celebrated 

and the New Testament is not read.  We are in the world before the coming of the 

Christ – there is no Gospel publicly proclaimed yet.  We read scripture lessons from 

the Old Testament – we are led back to think about what life would be before the 

incarnation – in the world and how it was before and without the incarnate 

Christ.  But we also read the Old Testament in order to see the signs of Christ.  In 

the lesson about Joseph and his eleven brothers, we encounter a man who humbly 

accepts ‘his fate.’  Yet, the very thing being upheld about Joseph’s righteousness is 

that he is not a victim of fate.  Rather, Joseph is portrayed in the tradition as humbly and voluntarily 

being sold into slavery.  He is not the victim of anything, but is fulfilling God’s plan.  Like Jesus, Joseph’s 

life and arrest and sufferings are all part of God’s plan to save His chosen people.  Joseph is innocent and 

righteous, and yet suffers for the salvation of the very people who betray him.  We see in his story the 

outline and shadows of Christ’s own life.  We recognize the path of holiness and love goes through the 

suffering of this world.  The fact that life is being tumultuous or threatening doesn’t mean that God has 

abandoned us.  Sometimes the path to holiness takes us through sickness and suffering – as the means 

to keep us on God’s path and in God’s presence.  It is a good lesson for all of us in this coronavirus age. 

In the desert fathers, John Colobos says: 

 ‘Who sold Joseph?’ and some brother replied, ‘It was his brothers (Gen 37:36).  The elder said to him: 

‘No; it was his humility that sold him.  He could have said: ‘I am their brother’ and contradicted them, but 
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he kept quiet – and sold himself by humility.  And humility made him as a commander in Egypt.”     (GIVE 

ME A WORD, pp 136-137) 

In life, many events happen which are beyond our personal 

control.  Some things happen as the consequence of human choice and 

behavior.  And though we may not control these events – such as the 

Covid-19 pandemic – we can control our reaction to them.  We can 

choose to approach them with faith, humility, hope and love.  We can 

choose to look for our God not only despite the suffering, but even in the 

suffering.  We can choose to put the interests and welfare of others 

ahead of our own – we are capable of choosing altruism.   This is hard 

for us and we often want it to be that we can have good things without 

any suffering or cost.  Yet, this world is fallen and suffering and sorrow and death are part of our lives.  It 

is possible to see beyond or above the events unfolding, to understand that the historical events are not 

themselves permanent or eternal.  They too will pass away.  We can enjoy blessings on earth, but we 

also are always being reminded that this world is only a temporary place and it represents only a small 

portion of reality.  In faith, we can see God not only beyond this world but in it, in our daily lives.  In this 

world we are given plenty of opportunities to practice Christian love – to deny ourselves and serve the 

needs of others.  This of course is not me first or America first thinking.  It is Christian – love God and love 

neighbor. 

Cleansed of Sin   ON APRIL 9, 2020   

Have mercy on me, O God, according to thy steadfast love; according to thy abundant mercy blot out my 

transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin! .  .  .  Purge me with 

hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.  (Psalm 51:1-7) 

In a previous series of posts which began with Repentance: Being Washed by 

God, I commented on Psalm 51’s approach to sin and sinners.  Repentance, it 

turns out is not so much something I do, but more turning to God and asking 

God to cleanse me of my sin.  In repentance, I ask God to thoroughly scrub me 

clean of sin.  The imagery is more like doing laundry than it is like washing 

hands, but in this Covid-19 age, we are familiar with how soap and water 

washing away a virus by literally dissolving the virus.  Psalm 51 suggests God 

can wash us clean of our sins in the same way ancient scribes washed out old 

text from parchment in order to reuse the parchment and put new and correct 

text on them.  And when washed by God, we are given a totally clean heart – 

no more stains of any kind. 

St Gregory of Nyssa describes this idea perfectly: 

“And it altogether follows the order [of the argument] for him who is 

mingled in our nature to accept all of its properties in [this] 

commingling with us.  For just as those who wash out garments’ filth do 

not leave some spots while they wash away the others, but from the 

beginning to the end they clean out the entire fabric from stains so that 

the garment, made bright by washing, might thus be of the same worth 
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equally throughout all of itself; thus, when human life was stained by sin both in [its] beginning and end 

and all that is in the middle, it was necessary for the cleansing power to be through all, and not to heal 

one thing by purification while overlooking the unhealed one.”   (CATECHETICAL DISCOURSE, p 121) 

This notion of being perfectly cleansed of sin that one is pure is reflected in 

the Gospel accounts of the Transfiguration.   “And after six days Jesus took 

with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a high mountain apart 

by themselves; and he was transfigured before them, and his garments 

became glistening, intensely white, as no fuller on earth could bleach 

them”  (Mark 9:2-3).   Christ’s garments become perfectly white, pure and 

clean simply by being in touch with the Lord.  In baptism, we ask Christ to 

wash us from our sin and to restore that perfect purity of heart to us.  During 

Great Lent, we pray Psalm 51 frequently.   Great Lent is a time of repentance 

– a time to be washed of our iniquities and to be made new, clean, pure and 

fresh.  The cleansing is not just of our garments or our skin.  As Jesus warned 

in Luke 11:39 – “Now you Pharisees cleanse the outside of the cup and of the 

dish, but inside you are full of extortion and wickedness.” 

The cleansing which Christ offers purifies the heart, soul and mind of all 

manner of darkness, evil and sin.  In Great Lent, we don’t have to cleanse 

ourselves – we do have to humble ourselves and ask Christ our Lord to wash – 

not just our feet – but our entire self – soul, heart, mind, body.  Sin, it turns 

out, is not permanent and indelible.  Sin does not belong to us, but is readily 

washed away by the love of our God. 

 

Old Testament: Historical or Figurative?   ON APRIL 10, 2020   

St Paul in line with both Christ and other New Testament 

authors saw in the Old Testament a rich treasury of stories 

which were written not so much to record history but 

rather were given to help everyone recognize the Messiah 

as well as to instruct us how to live in this world as we wait 

for the Kingdom of God to come in power.  In 1 Corinthians 

10, Paul tells us: 

I want you to know, brethren, that our fathers were all 

under the cloud, and all passed through the sea, and all 

were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea, and all ate the same supernatural food and all 

drank the same supernatural drink. For they drank from the supernatural Rock which followed them, and 

the Rock was Christ. Nevertheless with most of them God was not pleased; for they were overthrown in 

the wilderness. 
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For St Paul, the Exodus narrative really shows us how ancient Israel had the 

same spiritual experiences as we have had.    They were baptized in the Red Sea 

and were given communion with the same supernatural food and drink that we 

receive today as Christ’s disciples.  The exact historical details become less 

important than the spiritual meaning of the events.  In the Exodus, the Jews 

were already experiencing Christ, whether they understood it or not.  What they 

experienced was being done for our benefit.  We don’t read the Old Testament 

to find our what happened to them (we don’t read it for history, in other words).  We read the Jewish 

Scriptures to understand what God is doing for us and for the coming eschaton.   St Paul continues: 

Now these things are warnings (Greek: typos) for us, not to desire evil as they did. Do not be idolaters as 

some of them were; as it is written, “The people sat down to eat and drink and rose up to dance.” We 

must not indulge in immorality as some of them did, and twenty-three thousand fell in a single day. We 

must not put the Lord to the test, as some of them did and were destroyed by serpents; nor grumble, as 

some of them did and were destroyed by the Destroyer. Now these things happened to them as a 

warning (figuratively;  Greek: Typikos), but they were written down for our instruction, upon whom the 

end of the ages has come.   (1 Corinthians 10:1-11) 

For St Paul the events of the Old Testament were recorded, not 

just to report history, but as a warning to us today.  The Greek 

word that Paul uses is typos – the events of the Old Testament 

were types of the things to come.  In those events described in 

scripture we come to understand both Christ and our own 

lives.  Whatever happened to the ancient Jews in Exodus and in 

the Passover were recorded for us, to prepare us for what God is 

doing for our salvation.  The events recorded are not significant 

because they are historical, but because they are prophetic, promises, types and shadows of what God is 

doing for all the people of His creation.  The events of the Old Testament are important because they 

deal with the future, not the past.   Those events are not the reality – they only prepare us for our 

baptisms, for receiving communion, for our salvation – life in the world to come.  We don’t read the 

Scriptures to learn past history, but rather to prepare ourselves for the coming Kingdom of Heaven. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://live.staticflickr.com/65535/49517137376_6e13eb2eef_w.jpg
https://live.staticflickr.com/612/31637005432_59ec504215_w.jpg

