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Editor’s Introduction

This volume gathers 85 readings by St. John of Kronstadt (1829-1908), rector of St. Andrew’s Cathedral in Kronstadt and, since 1990, glorified by the Russian Orthodox Church. It follows the plan on the title page of the 1902 St. Petersburg edition: plain gospel words for the Russian people, arranged for reading on the Sundays and feast days of the whole year. The sequence begins with a homily for the New Year, passes through the preaching of the Forerunner, the Baptism of the Lord and the Meeting of the Lord, keeps the Sundays of Great Lent and the days of Holy Week, and then follows the long run of Sundays after Pentecost.

Each reading takes a Gospel or Epistle passage as its text and lets it speak to an ordinary hearer. The titles show the range: Eternity, Blindness of the Soul, The Penitent Zacchaeus, Pride and Humility, The Last Judgment, Mutual Love. Father John writes the way he preached, in short sentences, direct address and frequent questions, and he quotes Scripture constantly; the 453 endnotes give the chapter and verse of these citations. The closing readings turn to the life of the parish and the nation, with pieces on autocracy, on the houses of industry that served the poor of Kronstadt, and on the question of why life is given to a person at all.

The English here is a modern rendering of the Russian text of the 1902 edition as it appears on azbyka.ru. Scripture references use the standard English book abbreviations and Arabic numerals for chapter and verse. The readings can be taken in the order of the church year, one per Sunday or feast, or dipped into by subject; each stands complete on its own.
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Articles for reading on the Sundays and feast days of the whole year.
Eternity

A homily for the New Year

Make a pure heart in me, O God, and renew an upright spirit within my inward parts (Ps 50:12)

The Creator of the times has deemed us worthy, dear brothers and sisters, to see yet another year in the count, which, on account of our deeds and our old habits, will again be old and worn out. Only a holy, virtuous life, joined with constant repentance, renews a person every day. And this is because in every person there is the seed and embryo of corruption—sin, inherited from sinful forefathers—which unceasingly, though sometimes imperceptibly, corrupts a person’s whole being. With this seed of corruption and of the gravest diseases a person is born into the world, and gradually decays, and little by little, at times, dies while still alive!

In the words of the Lord, who searches our hearts and our inward parts: from within, out of the human heart, come evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders, thefts, covetousness, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, an envious eye, blasphemy, pride, foolishness. All this evil comes from within and defiles a person[1].

So what, after this, does the New Year mean for us? It is the mercy and longsuffering of God still continuing toward us, awaiting our amendment, bringing about the salvation of our souls. The New Year is a strong impetus to our repentance and good works. Let us recall the parable of the barren fig tree, which, for bearing no fruit, the Master of the garden wanted to cut down, while the gardener pleaded with Him to leave it another year, to enrich the soil beneath it and to bring forth fruit.

But the last day will come, after which there will be no time, as it is said in the Revelation of St John the Theologian: The angel whom I saw standing on the sea and on the earth raised his hand to heaven and swore by Him who lives forever and ever, who created heaven and all that is on it, the earth and all that is on it, and the sea and all that is in it, that there would be no more time. So there will come a moment when time altogether ceases—and there begins an eternity immeasurable, endless, inconceivable; the alternations of day and night will cease forever, and the dawning of morning and of evening and of the seasons; there will be no more of these gradual successions of winter, spring, summer, and autumn; there will be no more of this beautiful adornment of the earth with greenery, flowers, leaves, and fruits; there will be no births of any kind, neither human nor animal—and the very earth itself, by the word of Divine Scripture, will burn up—and there will be a new heaven and a new earth, an incorruptible heaven and an incorruptible earth, suited to the spiritual works of the future risen people[2]; the sun will go out and vanish—and the Sun that shines upon all, enlightens everything, and gives life to everything will be Christ the Lord Himself, the Sun of Righteousness; there will be no moon and no stars: for all this is temporary, elemental, composite, and therefore not eternal, but subject to corruption.

The kingdom of vanity, and of sin and of all unrighteousness, will at last come to an end; in the new homeland all sorrows, sicknesses, griefs and sighings will flee away, and not even a memory of them will remain; there will come the kingdom of love, righteousness, unshakable peace, joy and eternal gladness; there will be no more of this medley of peoples, tribes and tongues; there will be one people of God with one wondrous spiritual language, intelligible to all—angelic or human; all will be as one people, as children of a single family, which will have one Father, God. And this eternity, foreordained by the Creator from the beginning, before heaven and earth came to be, will come soon, by the unfailing word of the Creator Himself: See, I am coming quickly, and My reward is with Me, to render to each according to his works[3]. For this eternity, for this future endless life and blessedness, the all-good Lord created man and the human race—and if we hoped in Christ only for this age and had no thought of the future endless life, in which everlasting righteousness and holiness take up their dwelling, we would be still more wretched, more ill-fated than all other people, enduring here countless sicknesses and sorrows and a thousand kinds of death of every sort, and having no recompense for all that we suffer for the sake of righteousness, for the sake of Christ.

So then, there will be a blessed and eternal recompense for all the good deeds and struggles of this present life, performed in faith and hope in our Leader of the Faith and Perfecter, Jesus Christ; and He will wipe away every tear from the eyes of those who wept here for the sake of His righteousness, and the wretched and the righteous will find comfort on God’s knees, as the Prophet says, and their joy will have no end[4], while unrepentant sinners will be in eternal torment; every human unrighteousness that is not wiped away and not set right by repentance and virtue will receive its righteous recompense. Do not deceive yourselves: God is not to be mocked[5]; for what a man sows here, he will also reap there, in eternity, says the unfailing Word of God.

So then, brothers and sisters, prepare yourselves without delay for eternity—by repentance and good deeds. Soon there will be no more time, and the time for amendment and for the struggles of faith and virtue will be taken away.

Let us then repent, amend ourselves, and bring to the Lord the fruits of good deeds. Then the year that has come will truly be a new year, because it will bring us the renewal of our whole being—soul and body. Then, though our outward man wastes away in sicknesses and sorrows, the inward man, the hidden man of the heart, will be renewed day by day, as was the case with the apostle Paul. Amen.


[1] Mk 7:21-23.

[2] 2Pet 3:10,13.

[3] Apok 22:12.

[4] Is 35:10; Is 66:14.

[5] Gal 6:7.

The Preaching of the Forerunner

A Sermon for the Sunday before Theophany

And (John) preached, saying: There comes One mightier than I, One coming after me, the strap of Whose sandal I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I baptized you with water, but He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit (Mk 1:7-8)

With a new year of the Lord’s goodness I greet you all, and I wish everyone, from a sincere heart, renewal in spirit, in faith, in hope, in love, and in your whole way of life, so that all may be a new creation, according to the apostle: if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation[1]. The bright feast of the Nativity of Christ has passed; another bright feast is drawing near—Theophany, the Baptism of Christ, which took place thirty years after the Nativity of Christ. From that time it was fitting for Jesus Christ to enter upon His open, glorious ministry for the salvation of the human race.

To prepare people to receive so glorious a King of heaven and earth, the Creator of the ages, the Only-begotten, co-eternal with the Father and the Holy Spirit—the Son of God—there was sent the great herald and prophet, the Forerunner of the Lord and Baptist John, a man whose life was strict, righteous, and holy in the highest degree. God commanded him, from the wilderness in which he lived, to go to the banks of the Jordan and there preach to the people who came flocking to him the baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. Of this great Forerunner and angel in the flesh it was foretold by the prophet Malachi, whose memory was commemorated the day before yesterday: See, I send My angel before Your face, who will prepare Your way before You. And John appeared, baptizing in the wilderness and preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And the whole land of Judea and the people of Jerusalem went out to him, and all were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins[2]. It was sinful people, like ourselves, who were baptized by John; but why, you may ask, was the sinless, most holy Lord baptized by John?—For this reason, my brothers: to sanctify the waters for us by His own baptism, and to establish and ordain for us the Mystery of holy baptism, through which we are all cleansed from the defilement of sin and born anew into a new spiritual, grace-filled life—are sanctified and made children of God, a holy people, a royal priesthood, heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ. Do you see of how many and what great gifts we become partakers through baptism! Remember this, and treasure—treasure firmly—the fact that you are a baptized people, a people of God and of Christ, and conduct yourselves worthily of the high calling of Christians, living in virtue and turning away from every sin.

So, then, this is why the sinless Christ Jesus was baptized by John; this is what a gift, and how great a gift, has been bestowed upon us all by God in baptism, and how we ought to treasure it, and how worthy of it we ought to be! John the Baptist preached to the people who came to him a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, and the people confessed their sins to him. From this, brethren, our own confession of repentance takes its beginning. It was commanded by God that John receive the confession of sinners. Priests as well have been given authority by the Lord Jesus Christ to hear the confession and absolve repentant sinners, or to bind them. St. Luke the Evangelist relates that John the Forerunner spoke to the people who came to be baptized by him sternly, with forceful denunciation and sharply: You offspring of vipers! Who put it into your minds to flee from the wrath that is coming? Bear, then, fruit worthy of repentance; and do not think of saying within yourselves: our father is Abraham; for I tell you that God is able to raise up children for Abraham out of these stones. Even now the axe,that is, the deadly axe,lies at the root of the trees(by the root of the tree is understood the life of a person):every tree that produces no good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire[3]. Why did John the Forerunner rebuke the people so sternly and sharply, though with great love, and press them toward repentance? First, because he himself was the greatest of righteous men; he firmly loved God and God’s truth and hated unrighteousness, being zealous for righteousness; and second, because the people, in their deep moral corruption and their extreme unrighteousness and lawlessness, had need of a stern and sharp word, just as those afflicted with St. Anthony’s fire require cauterization and cutting, or even slashing.

Here we should note as well that John was a man of spiritual insight and saw the depths of the hearts of the people who came to him, all their loathsome unrighteousness and cunning; and therefore he could not speak with the unrighteous in any way but sternly, so as to frighten them and correct them through fear. That is why he made nothing of their descent from Abraham, saying that God Almighty could raise up children for Abraham even from stones; and he brought before their memory the deadly axe, ready to strike down the days of their life even as barren trees are cut down. Now I put a question to myself and to those who are like me: why is it that we, the preachers of repentance, are so weak and indulgent, to the point of extremity, toward sinners who repent—almost to the point of indulging every kind of sin? It is because we ourselves are sinners, because we have not loved righteousness with all our heart and have not hated unrighteousness, and we do not possess a divine zeal for righteousness. We are quick to lay our hands, bearing the grace of absolution and forgiveness, on the heads of sinners, and we often become partakers of others’ sins, contrary to the apostolic instruction: lay hands hastily on no one[4]. My brothers, be strict with yourselves, with your own weaknesses and sins; examine yourselves more strictly and more precisely, and demand of yourselves a strict confession, so that you may be set right the sooner, and so that we may not, for the weakness of our confession, be condemned by God as careless about repentance. – And how did the preaching of the sublime preacher John the Baptist act upon the people? It acted most savingly: the people came to their senses, roused themselves out of their sinful slumber, and asked him: what, then, are we to do? John pointed them to works of love and mercy, which serve as the finest fruit of repentance: whoever has two coats, – he says, – let him give to the one who has none; and whoever has food, let him do the same[5]. To the tax collectors, the extortioners, and the soldiers, who also demanded of him directions concerning the works of repentance, he replied – to the first: demand nothing more than what is appointed you – and to the second: oppress no one, do not slander anyone, and be content with your wages[6]. Thus John required fruits of repentance of everyone, and, calling those who truly repent the wheat of God, and the unrepentant the straw or the chaff upon God’s worldwide threshing floor, he threatened the latter with unquenchable fire, while of the former he said that the Lord would gather them into His eternal granary after His worldwide Dread Judgment, which he calls, by way of similitude, the winnowing of the grain with the shovel at the threshing floor. In this way John prepared the people to receive the Deliverer of the whole world, Jesus Christ. For us Jesus Christ came long ago, and we only commemorate each year His wondrous, saving appearance and the miraculous, saving events of His life. But, brothers, of us who have tasted the ineffable blessings of Christ, who have been baptized in the holy font and have become children of God, fruits of repentance are required all the more—fruits of love and mercy for one another. The Spirit of the grace of Christ is mutual love: This I command you, that you love one another. Amen.


[1] 2Cor 5:17.

[2] Mk 1:2,4,5; Mal 3:1.

[3] Mt 3:7-10.

[4] 1Tim 5:22.

[5] Lk 3:11.

[6] Lk 3:13-14.

The Baptism of the Lord

And it came to pass in those days that Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And as He was coming out of the water, John immediately saw the heavens opening and the Spirit, like a dove, descending upon Him. And there was a voice from the heavens: You are My beloved Son, in Whom I am well pleased (Mk 1:9-11)

What humility of the God-Man! What unquestioning obedience to the will of the heavenly Father! When John the Forerunner, knowing the greatness of the One Who was coming to his baptism and his own nothingness before Him, would not allow Him to be baptized—the Lord said to him: Let it be now; for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness[1]. But does not all righteousness always dwell in God? God is called the God of Righteousness, and He is the righteous Judge of all.[2] The Lord speaks these words to the Forerunner as a man: we need to fulfill all righteousness. Therefore, in our stead and for our sake He fulfilled all righteousness;—and He teaches us to fulfill God’s righteousness precisely; for us He received baptism from John, so that, not needing baptism Himself, He might show us our need of it, sanctify the waters and give them the power of consecration forever; to give us the bath of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit,[3] and to sanctify us; to drown human sin in the waters and open to us the heaven that had been shut up by Adam’s fall, and to bring down to earth the Holy Spirit, who had no place on earth where He might lay His head because of the extreme carnality and corruption of the human race; to cleanse Adam from defilement and raise him up to heaven justified.

The Church, theologizing in her hymns about such fruits of the Lord’s Baptism, proclaims: «That You might fill all things (heaven and earth) with Your glory, You emptied Your very self even to the form of a slave; now You bow Your head, servantly, into the hands of a slave (the Forerunner), mercifully cleansing my created being (sins) and granting a new regeneration. When You appeared in the body, the earth was sanctified, the waters received blessing, the heavens were made bright; the race of mankind was delivered from the bitter tyranny of the enemy. You make the earthborn anew, having become a new Adam—the Creator Himself—accomplishing by fire and Spirit and water a strange regeneration and a wondrous renewal, creating anew through God-wrought baptism without breaking and furnace;—with the Holy Spirit You give life to souls, and with water You sanctify the composite body, setting right the rational living being—man. Christ is coming to grant deliverance to all the faithful through baptism: for thereby He cleanses Adam, raises up the fallen one, puts to shame the tyrant (the devil), who laid him low, opens the heavens, brings down the Divine Spirit, and grants participation in incorruption» (December, Menaion, the 4th and 5th days)

From these sung utterances of the Holy Fathers you may discern for yourselves what a wondrous grace and power are imparted to us through the Baptism of Christ, namely: cleansing, sanctification, renewal, reconciliation with God, and adoption as His children. Glory to the Lord Jesus, who was baptized in the Jordan for the sake of our salvation, and who granted us rebirth, restoration, adoption as sons, and eternal life, and who broke down the former middle wall of enmity and of the curse and of righteous banishment from God. – Shall we be indifferent and unfeeling toward such blessings of rebirth and renewal, granted to us in baptism? Let us strive to understand and to make clear to ourselves these gifts of God, so that we may use them for our own renewal and salvation.

But I hear it from the Tolstoyans, the Pashkovites, the Stundists, and our old schismatics: we have no need of your baptism, your Chrismation, your Communion – we have no need of the Church with its Mysteries and rites: we will be saved without the Church. To this I will say to all of them: It is impossible to mock God[4]. The Lord will not come again to bring the insolent freethinkers to their senses; He will not again be baptized and crucified for them, nor will He build a new Church, but He will come to judge the living and the dead[5]. Dreadful will that judgment be for the adversaries and for the freethinkers. If we, having received the knowledge of the truth, – says the Apostle, – sin of our own accord, then no longer does any sacrifice for sins exist, but a certain dreadful expectation of judgment, and the fury of a fire ready to devour the adversaries. If the one who set aside the Law of Moses, on the testimony of two or three witnesses, is punished with death without mercy: then how much heavier a punishment, do you think, will be incurred by the one who tramples the Son of God, does not keep sacred the Blood of the Covenant with which he was sanctified, and insults the Spirit of grace? We know the One who said: Vengeance belongs to Me, I will repay, says the Lord.And again:The Lord will judge His people[6]. How dreadful it is to fall into the hands of the Living God[7]! These words apply both to the schismatics and the sectarians, and to all who bear the name of Orthodox Christians but do not live according to the faith, do not receive the Mysteries, and live without repentance.

But what does the cross procession to the Jordan mean? It is not a simple act, however splendid a ceremony. The Church entertains no one and does not busy itself with idle spectacles; it performs a holy, commemorative rite, called forth by the need of nature itself, or of the substance of the elements—water and air, which are defiled and corrupted unceasingly by human sins—and by the need of people themselves, who dwell in the airy expanse upon earth defiled by sins and have constant need of sound water. All nature and all the elements, I repeat, are constantly defiled by human sins and by the evil spirits dwelling in the air and producing in it every sort of pestilential current and disease. And so there arises an urgent need for the Church’s consecration and healing of these infected elements—and blessedly so, for in this the Church has authority and power from God. Do you not notice that especially in this present year something amiss is taking place in the world beneath the moon, that is, here on our earth? Now there is a complete lack of winter, and rains fall when they ought not to fall, or harmful fogs spread out, or deep snow comes down and winter seems to set in, when suddenly a southern wind begins to blow and melts all the snow. Again and again the phenomena of nature change in ways unsuited to the season. And from this, how many acute illnesses, how many who die suddenly or in a very short time! Weak bodily constitutions, and even strong ones, often fall in their struggle with such harmful inconstancy in nature. Of course it mirrors our own inconstancy, our unfaithfulness to God, our unsteadiness in this worldly life, and punishes us for it. Come, then, come, O Holy Church of God, which sanctifies everyone and everything, to the waters—and consecrate them together with the air by the grace given you from God, and cleanse them and restore them to health; grant us in the sprinkling and the drinking of the consecrated water purification and sanctification for ourselves and our dwellings, and health for our souls and bodies. O all-gracious and all-powerful Sanctifier and Maker of the world, O Holy Spirit, who proceeds from the Father and rests in the Son, cleanse us all, sanctify us, enlighten us, strengthen us, renew us, and comfort us with Your wondrous, life-giving, holy, and most sweet overshadowing. Amen.


[1] Mt 3:15.

[2] Ps 49:6; Ps 74:8; Act 10:42; Hebr 12:23.

[3] Tit 3:5.

[4] Gal 6:7.

[5] Act 10:42.

[6] Deut 32:35-36.

[7] Hebr 10:26-31.

Light in the Darkness

A Word for the Sunday after Theophany

The people sitting in darkness saw a great light, and for those sitting in the land and the shadow of death, a light has dawned (Mt 4:16; Is 9:2)

Thus once proclaimed the prophet Isaiah, foreseeing by the Spirit of God the coming into the world of the never-setting Light—Christ. Seven hundred years after this prophetic vision, the people sitting in darkness did indeed see a great light, and for those sitting in the land and the shadow, or shade, of death a great light shone forth in very fact. But what is this darkness, and what is this light, of which the prophet speaks here?—The darkness mentioned in this prophecy is a spiritual darkness, far worse than ordinary darkness: the darkness of ignorance of the true God, the deep gloom of superstition and idolatry. Such spiritual darkness enveloped all idolaters, and once even our own ancestors, the Russians—all people except the people of God, the chosen people, the Jewish people—until the appearance on earth of the light-bearing Sun of Righteousness. It was these very people sitting in darkness who, with the coming into the world of the Son of God, saw that great light which shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it[1], and they saw that life-giving source of all light, which is Christ the Lord, who by His coming to earth dispersed everywhere the deep gloom of ignorance of the true God and called people out of darkness into the wondrous light of the true knowledge of God. And what dreadful consequences for the human race, my brethren, came from this gloomy night of ignorance, which so long covered the ancient world! Running our minds over the time before the birth of the Savior, we encounter there people guided in life and faith by their own darkened mind and corrupted heart, by their own passions, immersed in ungodliness and depravity. At the same time, in the words of the prophet, they joined themselves to senseless beasts and became like them, among them there was none doing good, there was not even one[2]. Faith in the one true God—an all-holy Being—had no place, apart from the Hebrew people, among the people of those times. The glory of the incorruptible God was changed into the likeness of an image of corruptible man and of birds and four-footed creatures and reptiles[3]. People did not know their Creator, and gave the honor that was due Him to various creatures, which themselves ought to serve their Maker. Instead of worshiping and serving with fear and trembling the Master and Judge of the world, man bowed down to the creature; he said to the tree: you are my father, and to the stone: you gave me birth[4].

Having strayed so grossly in their faith in God, people erred no less concerning themselves as well, setting the goal of their life in enjoyment—as many do even now—in corruptible and swiftly passing goods alone, not knowing for what they were called to live in the world, and unaware of the dignity and high destiny of their own soul. And so they had an ungodly and depraved life, like that of the senseless beasts. The devil, that primordial enemy of man’s salvation, exhausted all his hellish cunning, all his malicious efforts, in order to pave the way from his dark realm for every vice into the poor race of mankind, which loved darkness more than light[5]. By the word of the apostle, people at that time walked in impurities, in lusts, in drunkenness, in wanton singing, in greed and in idolatries abominable to God[6]. And this ungodliness, this depravity made them sons of perdition, the prey of hell. There was no deliverer; He had not yet appeared. The best people of that time, it is true, at times rose considerably above their contemporaries through a certain purity of their thoughts and feelings, through a certain knowledge of the true God, of the purpose and destiny of the human soul, and therefore even strove according to their powers to please Him. But even they were not strangers to delusions and vices of another kind, inseparable from the universal darkness of idolatry. And above all, they could never attain by their own efforts to a proper knowledge of the true God; they did not have faith in the coming Redeemer of men, which alone justified a man before the judgment of God’s righteousness; there was not that light which enlightens every man who comes into the world[7], and therefore there was no possibility of salvation for them either.

Such, my brothers, are the truly terrible and lamentable consequences of that dreadful night of ignorance! But now the appointed end of the age draws near. The corruption of mankind has reached its uttermost extreme. Man himself feels his complete powerlessness and exhaustion in the struggle with sin, and deeply desires and awaits help from above—and the merciful God sends His only-begotten Son to the earth to give almighty aid to a humanity utterly exhausted and in need, to scatter the thick darkness that covered mankind and to enlighten those sitting in darkness and the shadow of death with the light of His divine understanding. Here He comes, coming to undo the condemnation of first-created Adam, whose transgression cast down into this darkness all his descendants; and He Himself, as God, having no need of cleansing, cleanses fallen man in the Jordan, in which, having slain the enmity that divided man from God by an impassable abyss, He grants to men the peace that surpasses every understanding. They are enlightened by holy Baptism and begin already to taste that spiritual, paradisal rest which the Savior promises to all who labor and are burdened in this world. People cease to be led by their own passions in their life, and, like straying sheep that have received again a good Shepherd, they follow His voice and walk after Him. In place of the former likeness to senseless cattle there now appears in them the lost likeness of God in all its purity and power; in place of the disfigured image of God there appears an image renewed in all its majesty, so that people are made a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people of renewal[8] — and become capable of manifesting the virtues in their own life.

Faith in the one, true God is being established in cities, in whole kingdoms, throughout the whole world. Already the apostle to the Gentiles gives thanks to the Lord God that the faith of the Roman Christians is proclaimed throughout the whole world[9]; already the other apostles greet their numerous churches with joy for their knowledge of the light of truth. All peoples strive to worship the one, incorruptible, invisible God worthily, and having come to know His boundless majesty and holiness, they no longer change His glory into the likeness of the image of corruptible man and of birds and four-footed beasts and creeping things[3]. People now know even themselves well, their soul, its heavenly origin and its lofty destiny in the age to come; they know that God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son[10]; that there have been granted to us great and precious promises, so that we through them might become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped from the corruption that prevails in the world through lust[11]. The world that lies in evil, with the coming to earth of the Source of all good, begins gradually to emerge from the depths of evil. The darkness is passing away, and the true light already shines[12]; people hasten with joy to be illumined by it and seek to partake of its saving fruits. The works of the devil have been destroyed; the times of his dark dominion over the world have passed away; heaven has been reconciled with earth; the kingdom of God has drawn near to mankind; instead of children of wrath, men have been named sons of God. To man there have been granted all the divine powers, everything pertaining to life and piety[13], and it depended, and still depends, solely upon his own will whether he would be a member of the heavenly kingdom or the prey of hell. Such are indeed the most saving and consoling effects of this supracelestial Light, which shone upon those sitting in darkness and the shadow of death!

My brothers! At the very moment of our entry into the world we were illumined by holy baptism; from our very birth we bear upon us the sacred name of Christians and are called children of light. It seems that not one of us wants to count himself among those poor souls who once sat in darkness, and among whom some are still sitting there even to this day; no one thinks of himself that he, despite his lofty title of Christian, remains in darkness—least of all the so-called enlightened people, with the modern polish of their education. But, brothers, the word of God points out such people even among us: people who, even while they are Christians, nevertheless remain in darkness. And who are these unfortunates? They are those of us who hate their brother! Yes, brothers, it is a truly bitter truth, and it seems hard to believe that we, amid the light of the knowledge of God, could remain in darkness. Nevertheless, all the same, this is an unquestionable truth. Leaving aside the question of whether we receive with our mind and heart and with all our soul all the dogmas of our holy faith, whether we strive to increase by our good deeds the grace given us in the Mysteries of the Church, or criminally abuse these Mysteries and thereby doom ourselves to remaining in darkness, because we do not do the works of faith—leaving all this aside, let us hear what John, the beloved companion of Christ’s bosom, says this time, and whom does he place in darkness? He who says that he is in the light, says the apostle of God, and hates his brother, is in darkness even to this day[14]. We are all brothers to one another in Christ. And who would not agree that the sin of hatred for one’s neighbor is almost the most common of all, the one that recurs among us very often, far more often than the other sins? And how many different forms this sin takes! Envy, reviling, slander, murder, and many others—do they not all proceed from one main root, hatred? Yes, these sins reign above all in the human race. If to this we add that love for one’s neighbor is closely bound up with love for God, so that whoever, according to the apostle, does not love his brother cannot love God either, then we will agree that all those who hate their neighbors remain in darkness to this day. A dreadful truth! What, then, are we to do, brothers, so that we may rightfully belong to the flock of Christ, to the people who walk in the light? What remedy shall we choose for this? Diseases of the soul, just like diseases of the body, are for the most part cured by remedies directly opposite to them. Therefore the present sickness—hatred—can and must be treated in the same way. If hatred for one’s neighbor is the cause of our remaining in darkness, then love—the virtue directly opposite to hatred—is what can set us in the light. Love is the beginning and the soul of all the virtues, and therefore whoever has it will do everything necessary to abide in the light and will fulfill the whole law, because love, as the apostle Paul says, is what fulfills the law[15]. And whoever fulfills the law of Christ is a grateful son of God, and consequently a son of the grace-filled Light.

O Christ the King, O Holy Light, You who turn out of dark ignorance those who sing hymns to You in faith! Enlighten us with Your commandments and with the light of Your countenance, and grant us Your peace—we who cry out to You out of the darkness of sin. Amen.
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Blindness of the Soul

Homily for the Thirty-First Sunday after Pentecost

Jesus asked the blind man, saying: what do you want me to do for you? And he said: Lord, that I may regain my sight. And Jesus said to him: regain your sight; your faith has saved you (Lk 18:40-42)

In today’s Gospel, beloved brethren, we heard of the miraculous healing by Jesus Christ of a blind man in the city of Jericho. This blind man had strong faith that the Son of David—for so he called Jesus Christ—would certainly heal him of his blindness, and when, upon his cry of Son of David, have mercy on me! those passing by said to him: Be silent, he cried out all the louder: Son of David, have mercy on me! And he cried out so loudly because the Lord was not close by him, but stood at quite a distance. The Lord stopped and commanded that the blind man be brought to Him; and when he came near, He asked him: What do you want from Me? He said: Lord, I want to see. Jesus said to him: See, your faith has saved you. And at once he could see, and he followed after Him, glorifying God. And all the people, seeing this, offered praise to God. The greatest of miracles! With the single word see, the Lord delivered a man from blindness, making his eyes perfectly clear.—Happy is the blind man; blessed is he who did not see, yet believed: for faith saved him.

But here is what is strange: why did people who could see—such as the scribes, the Pharisees, and the priests, that is, what would be called the intelligentsia in modern parlance—why did these learned and prominent men of the Jewish people not believe in Jesus Christ as the Messiah, as the God-Man, as the Savior of mankind? After all, they saw His miracles with their own eyes; did they not hear His divine word with their own ears, and not with the ears of others? These questions of themselves lead us to this: that besides bodily blindness there is, in many and many a person, a spiritual blindness—a blindness that is unnatural, self-chosen, which might more simply be called willfulness and self-darkening. Such voluntary blindness reigns also in our highly enlightened age, the age of civilization and progress of every kind—that is, of striding forward and forward. This spiritual blindness afflicts the common people as well, who are plunged into the darkness and abyss of the schism, who have closed their eyes so as not to see, and their ears so as not to hear, the truth; and especially learned people, even highly learned in the opinion of the world, and rich people, carried away by learned ravings and blinded by their own vicious inclinations. They, these learned men, have set human reason in the place of faith and of the Church—a reason so nearsighted and darkened by passions that it barely grasps what is on the earth and with difficulty finds what is at hand[1], while of the spiritual kingdom of God it has not even a concept. They believe in the omniscience and the power of human reason; they believe unquestioningly in its investigations, although these investigations are very often erroneous; they do not believe the word of God, and speak contrary to it; they reject evident truths proclaimed in the word of God (for example, the six-day creation of the world by the word of almighty God, and the creation of man in the image of God; the immortality of the human soul, the life beyond the grave; they consider unnecessary the Church with her divine teaching, her divine services, her mysteries, her sacred hierarchy—and, who knows what else besides, of which it is not fitting to speak at this point). And what more? Sometimes an evident historical truth, accepted even by the holy Church, they turn inside out and speak contrary to the Church and to history itself; they call black white and white black, bitter sweet, and sweet bitter. May God deliver every Christian from such blindness! There is often not even a healing for such blindness: because learned blind men are infected with an incurable pride, which does not allow anyone to speak more correctly than they about what they affirm. Such, too, were the scribes, Pharisees, and chief priests who were contemporaries of Jesus Christ. O, if only these learned men would come to the humble conviction to which one ancient sage came, who said to himself: «I know this: that I know nothing.» For what are all our scientific attainments worth in comparison with what we do not yet know—what the eye has not yet seen and the ear has not heard, and what has not entered into the heart of man? Nothing. And what we have learned with our own mind is knowledge far from essential to us, and most often we do not possess the most essential of all knowledges, possessing, so to speak, only fragments of knowledge, and even those only seeming to be such; and what we have learned, we learned in the light of the Christian faith, which has widened the horizon of all human knowledge. But here is yet another blindness besides the blindness of proud learning: it is lack of love and hatred toward one’s neighbor. The holy Apostle John the Theologian says: he who hates his brother is in darkness, and walks in darkness, and does not know where he is going, because darkness has blinded his eyes[2].

This blindness is found among people of every calling and station in life. This, too, is a terrible blindness! A man hates one who is like himself—his own nature, his brother, his fellow member, his fellow citizen, a member of Christ and of the Church—one subject, as he himself is, to infirmities and sins. My brethren! Sin alone must be hated; but your brother, who is of one nature with you, a fellow member of yours and of Christ’s, must be loved and cherished as yourself; you must share with him the good things of the earth, which the good God has given to all, and not to us alone; in a word—bear one another’s burdens, for in this way the law of Christ will be fulfilled.[3]

O Christ, true Light, enlighten us all with the light of the understanding of Your holy Gospel, and dispel the darkness that lies upon our minds and hearts; with faith we pray to You. Amen.
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The Penitent Zacchaeus

A Word for the Thirty-Second Sunday after Pentecost

Today’s Gospel, beloved brothers, teaches us, by the example of Zacchaeus the chief of the tax collectors, the good discipline of giving alms to the poor, of repenting by deed, and not by word only, and of making amends to our neighbors for the wrongs we have committed against them[1]. It teaches everyone, the rich and those who are not rich alike, the discipline of active repentance, the discipline of acquiring, through generous and proportionate alms to the poor and through restitution to those who have been wronged, the great and abundant mercy and favor of the Lord and the eternal salvation of the soul. Zacchaeus was a tax collector, a farmer or gatherer of taxes from his fellow citizens; and such tax farmers often collected the taxes not without sin—and not without great sin—they wrung the taxes out of the people, so to speak, often by every kind of oppression and injustice, just so that they might take in twice or three times more than they themselves paid to the Roman officials appointed from Rome to make the collection, and enrich themselves as far as possible at the cost of the people’s need. And for this reason Zacchaeus was very rich and was disliked by the people, who even nicknamed him a sinner. But this sinner—wonderful are You, O Lord, in all!—when the Lord came into Jericho and into the house of unrighteousness, came to his senses, recognized the ugliness and the ruinousness of the love of silver, of gain, of injustice joined with hard-heartedness, and sincerely repented to the Lord of all his wrongs and became a righteous man. Lord!, he said, half of my property I will give to the poor, and if I have wronged anyone of anything, I will repay it fourfold.

O the blessed voice of the repenting publican, who felt all his blessedness from the visit to his house by the First Goodness and the Source of blessedness of rational creatures! How suddenly the publican was reborn! He who before this knew only the art of amassing and growing rich – now all at once he learned the good science of giving and distributing, and of diligently unwinding that ball of yarn which before he had so diligently wound up. May this serve as an example for us and for you, brethren and sisters! Even now, my brethren, among us Russians – though not precisely among us – there are many cruel publicans, counting on easy gain and unrighteous enrichment; only it is a great pity that they are not like the publican of the Gospel. Zacchaeus distributed all that he had gained unrighteously to the poor – of whom there were evidently a good many even in that time, not only in ours – and to whomever he had wronged he returned fourfold; but our publicans, who in short order amass far more than Zacchaeus, enrich only themselves and do not think of distributing what they have gained unrighteously to the poor, or even – what audacity and pride – laugh at those who give alms or distribute to the poor who, in their opinion, do not deserve a piece of bread; – do you see – all these beggars are idlers and drunkards, supposedly every last one of them; true enough – condemning is the easiest thing of all – for it takes long to sort things out – to tell a genuine beggar from a false one. Let us grant that even among the poor it is not without sin: all people are sinful, and among them there are actual drunkards and idlers. But I will say a word to these strict judges – not mine, but the Lord’s: what will they say to it? By what judgment you judge, you will be judged, and with what measure you measure, it will be measured to you[2]. Are you pure and righteous before God, you who so strictly judge the lesser brethren? And as for you – I would say to them – eternal conscientious toilers, men of self-restraint, chaste, incorrupt to the depths of the heart, not lovers of money – is your wealth earned by righteous labor, does your conscience not convict you of lies, untruths, bribes, idleness, idle games that feed the love of gain, envy, vainglory, rivalry, mutual enmity and ill will, banquets, every kind of luxury, and so on? And yet you dare to raise an eyebrow and condemn the lesser brethren to famine and almost to death by starvation? Is the nature of the poor really iron, cast of steel, and not subject to the same passions and weakness as all of ours is – so that they may not drink, or eat, or warm themselves in a warm corner after growing stiff with cold in the frost for several hours? No, our publicans are cruel, even though they were both born and raised in the Christian, heavenly, love-filled faith, and live in it and enjoy its countless blessings. And yet – do they truly enjoy them? The publican of the Gospel shines as a bright star of active repentance and mercy: we ought to imitate him.

May the all-good and almighty Lord soften our hearts and the hearts of all people of property and means. It has become the custom only to revile the poor, to despise them, to call them idlers, while no one takes the trouble to give them work and something to do, and no one will even give them clothing so that they could work out in the frost. But can reviling and contempt help such misery? Come to these poor people with practical help: clothe them, feed them, give them something to do—and you will see that they will work gladly. Or—without any further trouble—give material assistance to the parish trusteeship for the establishment of a House of Diligence, so that it can build one and set up constant work in it, so that our idlers and your idlers would not be eating their bread for nothing; and take care, all of you, to keep giving them work within their strength—and there will be no more idlers. All of them, among other things, are the fruit also of our hardheartedness, of our inattentiveness, of our pride and self-indulgence—it is not they alone who are guilty of their idleness, but society as well. Tell me: what would you do if you found yourself in their midst, standing in their place? God deliver everyone from their lot, and let the fortunate ones of this world give thanks to God that they, with all the multitude of their sins voluntary and involuntary, live in plenty and luxury, and that all good things pour down on them like a river—and let them repent of their vain life, of their games and amusements; but let them not forget that while they are very warm and bright and well fed and merry, many, many are very cold and hungry and utterly without joy. Amen.


[1] Lk 19:1-10.
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The Meeting of the Lord

Now You dismiss Your servant, O Master, according to Your word, in peace (Lk 2:29,30)

When the time came for the incarnate Word of God, through whom all things were made, to appear upon the earth, then, by the Providence of God, certain chosen ones from among men had been prepared to meet His wondrous, all-saving appearing and to proclaim it to the world—first, the Bethlehem shepherds of the speechless flocks, who were informed of it by the Angels of heaven, who had borne loud witness to the Divinity and the humanity of the newborn Christ; and then the venerable elder Simeon, filled with the Holy Spirit, to whom God had given the promise that he would not die until he had seen Christ the Lord. It is this meeting by Simeon that the holy Orthodox Church celebrates every year, and she repeats his welcoming song to the Savior of the world every day at the evening service. You all know it—it begins with the words: Now You dismiss Your servant, O Master, according to Your word, in peace, for my eyes have seen Your salvation.

The righteous elder blessed the divine Infant and His Mother, and said to Her: This Child is set for the falling and for the rising of many in Israel, and as a sign that will be spoken against; and a sword will pass through Your own soul as well, so that the thoughts of many hearts may be brought to light[1]. Such is the event that the holy Church commemorates and celebrates every year for our edification and salvation.

What does the feast of the Meeting of the Lord teach us? – First of all, this truth: that God is faithful in all His words and promises. He promised already to Adam and Eve, our forebears who fell in paradise together with all their posterity, that He would send to the earth a Savior for them and for all mankind, namely the blessed Seed of the Woman, who would crush the head of the murderous serpent; and this was fulfilled, is fulfilled daily, and will be fulfilled until the very end of the world, so long as there are born and live on the earth people faithful to and believing in God and in His Christ, for through them He, Christ, tramples underfoot and crushes the head of the serpent. Such were the patriarchs, forefathers, prophets, apostles, hierarchs, martyrs, ascetics and righteous ones, and all the saints; such there are even now among the true-believing, who conquer the ancient serpent, who leads the whole world astray[2].

Second, the feast of the Meeting teaches us that the Lord Himself comes to meet only those who work righteousness, or who hunger and thirst after righteousness – like the Elder Simeon; for He came to earth in order to fulfill all the righteousness[3] of God, and to teach us to do righteousness, and to deliver us from all unrighteousness, from all lawlessness, and to grant us repentance with its saving fruits.

The Lord gave Himself over and rested in the arms of the righteous Simeon, but He would not have given Himself over into the arms of a sinful man, nor been carried in them: for what communion has righteousness with lawlessness, light with darkness – Christ with Belial[4]? So even now Christ cannot dwell in a heart and body that are guilty of sin and the passions; and if we wish to have Christ in our hearts, we must repent and come to hate sin, loving righteousness and virtue.

Besides the meeting by Simeon, there were several other solemn meetings of Christ God during His life on earth. Thus He was met by the magi, wise men from the East, with their gifts – gold, frankincense, and myrrh; and John the Forerunner met Him and proclaimed Him with a loud voice at the river Jordan, baptizing the sinless Master of creation, who sanctified the waters for us by His baptism; Him the Jewish people met solemnly at His entrance into Jerusalem with palms and branches of trees, singing: Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord[5]. We also meet Him every day during the Liturgy, when at its end the Holy Mysteries of the Body and Blood of Christ appear at the open royal doors, and the choir sings: Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord; God is the Lord, and He has revealed Himself to us.

Besides this, every day, among believing Christians who live devoutly, there take place inner secret meetings, that is, encounters with the Lord in their souls during prayer, secret or public, and in earnest repentance, when Christ comes in secret to the repentant soul and consoles it, embraces it like a father, is reconciled to it, and dwells within it, especially in sincere Communion of the Holy Mysteries of the Body and Blood of Christ. But there is also a pitiful, grievous separation of man from Christ, when the Christian soul falls into voluntary or involuntary sins, for example, into foul, faithless, wicked, and blasphemous thoughts, or into pride, self-love, and disbelief of the Gospel truth, when in unbelief it rejects God and falls away from Him altogether and blasphemes Him, as happened with the blasphemer Count Tolstoy and the numerous followers of his, of Tolstoy himself. On them the prophecy of Simeon the God-receiver, who uttered to the Most Holy Virgin those memorable words, was fulfilled: See, this One is destined for the fall and for the rising of many in Israel. – This was said both of the scribes, Pharisees, and Sadducees of that time and of today’s falsely learned men who style themselves Christians. Christ became for Tolstoy a stumbling block.

Furthermore, every time there happens our pitiful, senseless separation from God, when we fall into various sins – fornication, adultery, malice, envy, intemperance, drunkenness, disobedience, self-will, riotous conduct, reviling and foul language; covetousness and love of money, and various other sins; – and if a man dies unrepentant in his sins, – he is separated forever from Christ and joined to the devil, to whom he likened himself during his life and finally became fully like, – and he inherits one and the same lot with him – eternal torment.

The last Meeting of the Lord will be at His second and dread coming, when He will come in His own dread glory and in the dread glory of the heavenly Father, with all the angelic powers and every eye will see Him, and those who pierced Him, and all the tribes of the earth will lament before Him[6].

The Apostle Paul wrote to the Thessalonians: The Lord Himself, at the shout, at the voice of the Archangel and the trumpet of God, will come down from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first; then we who are left alive will, together with them, be caught up on the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we will always be with the Lord[7].

Let us, then, meet the Lord here on earth while we live, in repentance and virtue, with souls clean and undefiled, abiding in mutual love and the doing of every righteousness, so that we may also meet His second coming in joy and dwell forever in His kingdom. Amen.
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Pride and Humility

A Sermon for the Sunday of the Publican and the Pharisee

The Pharisee, standing, prayed thus within himself: «God, I give praise to You that I am not like the other men—extortioners, unrighteous men, adulterers—or even like this tax collector» (Lk 18:11)

While being teachers of the faith among the Jewish people, the Pharisees boasted of their knowledge of the law, and yet they dishonored God more than anyone by transgressing the law and by their extreme hypocrisy. The Savior gave them a perfect assessment, saying that they love the chief seats in the synagogues and kisses of greeting in the marketplaces[1]. This wretched passion of haughtiness arose in them from a false overestimation of their own merits, since, being public teachers of the faith, they knew the law of Moses well, which many of the Jews did not know. The tax collectors, for their part, were collectors of taxes and, by virtue of their office, very often resorted to unlawful means in their exactions. In the Gospel we see an astonishing example of humility and self-denial in a tax collector, in Zacchaeus, the chief of the tax collectors. When the Savior came to his house, Zacchaeus, in a deep feeling of repentance, said to the Lord: Here, half of my property, Lord, I will give to the poor, and if I have wronged anyone of anything, I will pay it back four times over[2].

Pharisees and tax collectors exist today as well, not in name only but by their deeds. The passion of self-exaltation and self-praise still holds sway in the sons of fallen Adam. Let us converse, at the summons of our mother the Church, on how ruinous this passion is, and on the motives for humility. Where do we get the passion of self-exaltation and self-praise? From the very source from which all our sins came: from the first ancestral sin. Man was created with this purpose: that he should love God, the Author of his being, above all things; that he should gaze upon God’s perfections and imitate them, holily fulfilling His will. But he loved himself rather than God; he wanted to appropriate God’s perfections to himself; he desired to be, in his own person, as great as God; he wanted to be his own lawgiver; he yielded to self-love and pride—and fell. Thus pride is enmity against God and contempt for one’s neighbor. Could God look with favor on a creature that puffs itself up with certain perfections of its own and finds nothing equal to itself in them, as if we had anything that was our own? As a passion, pride is by nature a disease of our soul, one that infected it at the moment of the fall of the first human beings. As a false opinion of our own perfections, as a lawless movement of the will, it is at the same time the fruit of the inward evil spirit, who, having himself fallen through pride and envy, drew man down to the fall by those same sins. We know that human beings did not fall of themselves, but through the temptation of the devil. Need we dwell at length on the fact that pride, or self-praise joined with the humiliation of others, is a disease of our soul? To be convinced of this, one need only look at a proud man with the eye of holy faith. What is man in his present condition? A fallen man, beaten, covered all over with wounds. Does this comparison seem exaggerated to you? Recall the parable of the Samaritan and the man who fell among robbers.[3] Whom does this man depict, the one who fell among robbers, who was beaten and wounded? Whom, if not us, tormented by passions, by the world, and by the devil? If such a man were to insist that he was perfectly well and felt no pain at all, what would we say of him? Would we not say that he was gravely ill and near death, because his body no longer had any sensibility to reveal in him the presence of the powers of life? And this very thing—precisely this—we must also say of the proud man.

Pride, furthermore, is the fruit of the suggestions of the evil spirit. Is it hard to be convinced of this? Pride is a false, exaggerated opinion of one’s own perfections, real or imaginary, joined with an offensive humiliation of others. A false opinion; – but where does falsehood in the world come from? God is truth. Holy Scripture points out to us one source, one father of lies: You are of your father the devil, the Savior says to the Jews, and you desire to do the lusts of your father. He was a murderer from the beginning, and he does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him; when he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own: for he is a liar and the father of lies[4]. It is he who whispers to a man occupied with himself, with his own good deeds, that he is the most perfect of beings, at whom all others ought to marvel, that many people are contemptible creatures who live in the world in vain. But how false this is, judge for yourselves. Is this insolent self-praiser in actual fact the most perfect of beings, and is the neighbor whom he condemns really what he takes him to be? Perhaps at the very moment when he was condemned he repented, wept tears over his sins before God, who tries the hearts[5] of all, and – received forgiveness. Meanwhile, the perfections of the man who exalts himself are suspect on that very account, because he goes about proclaiming and trumpeting them abroad.

True perfection, true virtue, is modest: it loves to hide in secret, and it by no means dares to ascribe its perfections to itself, much less to humiliate others. You say of yourself that you are good, merciful to all, zealous for the faith and for holy Church, and that you exhaust your flesh with fasting. Excellent. But who proclaimed you good, merciful, zealous for the Church and her holy ordinances? God? An angel? Or did you yourself appraise your own virtue? And how can we appraise our own deeds? How shall we weigh them? What measure shall we take in doing so? Do we know well our impure heart, which always, or at least for the most part, takes a great share in the performing of good deeds? Do not the calculations of self-love, or other unseemly motives, enter into our virtues? How easily at times does an unkind motive, which was the cause of our good deed, hide from our own consciousness. The poison of sin penetrates deep into our soul, and, without our noticing it ourselves, it poisons almost all our virtues. True perfection, true virtue, is modest: it loves to hide in secret, and it by no means dares to ascribe its perfections to itself, much less to humiliate others. We ought not to exalt ourselves before others, but to humble ourselves. And how many incentives to humility there are for each of us! Man has nothing of his own: everything he has is God’s – his soul, his body, and all that he has, except sin. Every good deed, too, is from God. What, then, can he boast of? What do you have, man,that you have not received? And if you have received it, why do you boast as though you had not received it?[6]? If, however, he boasts of his virtues, then he sacrilegiously appropriates to himself the glory that belongs to God alone.

Further, every human being is more or less in a state of sinful weakness, and at the very least, very many are in a state of sinful insensibility. How intolerable in them is that sick, false assurance that they are in perfect health and have no need of a doctor. What an incentive this likewise gives us not to hold our good deeds in high esteem, since they may be nothing other than the delirium of our soul. The heavenly, all-knowing Judge has taken upon Himself to appraise our deeds and to render to each his recompense for them in His own time. How necessary it is, therefore, to perform each of our good deeds in the eyes of God and to leave the judgment of it to Him alone, not daring to touch it with our own fallible judgment. But it must be observed that we have very few good deeds, and incomparably more bad ones. A new and most powerful incentive to humility. I am sinful, and God is just: how can we fail to keep before our thoughts the judgment of God, which perhaps stands ready to be executed upon us this very day, and fail to forget the most insignificant good deeds, which in comparison with a multitude of sins mean nothing: because we inevitably sin every day, every hour, in word and in deed, in thought and in feeling. O God, grant us to have constantly before our eyes our total dependence on You, our weakness, our sinfulness, so that we may constantly humble ourselves before You and before our neighbors.

Brethren and sisters! It cannot fail to please you, without any doubt, the example of humble-mindedness presented in today’s Gospel, that of the publican, since it depicts us sinful, repentant ones; and we easily recognize and love our own image, traced for us in Holy Scripture; it cannot fail to please you especially because you saw how he was shown mercy by God for his humility: though he was a great sinner—for publicans in general lived by oppression and bribe-taking—yet he went down to his own house justified[7]. Let us strive, then, to imitate this example of humble-mindedness. No one, of course, will claim to be a person without sin, one who has no need, like the publican, to be brokenhearted over his sins, to strike his breast, and to humbly ask forgiveness: O God, be merciful to me, a sinner[8].

All of us, all of us, are sinners and have need of the mercy of God. If the blood of the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world, did not intercede for us, then every day and hour the blows of heavenly justice would thunder over us; we would be in distress day after day, our sinful soul would be dying, and neither peace nor joy would we ever taste, to all eternity. But the Son of God intercedes for us; our sins do not cry out so loudly for vengeance upon us; for the sake of His merits God forgives them, provided only that we acknowledge them ourselves and repent of them. Yes, God forgives us our sins. It is only necessary to grieve over them and to ask the Lord Jesus from the whole heart for forgiveness, and He, by the grace and the tender mercies of His love for mankind, will forgive us through His servant all the sins that burden our conscience. Let us imitate the tax collector’s humble-mindedness, and keep ourselves in every way far from the self-exaltation of the Pharisee.

With what unattractive features the Pharisee mentioned in the Gospel is portrayed, the one who took delight in the sight of his own virtues. I, says such a man, am not like other people or like this tax collector. I thank You, he says, for this. You do well to thank God for good deeds; they are not from us but from God; but why do you boast and exalt yourself by them before the face of God Himself, as though He did not know their worth? Why do you demean your fellow man? Are you not the same condemned and sinful man as the tax collector? Have your virtues suddenly made you a pure and sinless angel? Did you yourself fulfill them by your own strength? How is it that you have suddenly forgotten your weaknesses and see only perfections, giving not the least thought to the humility that is necessary for you! Why do you think that you are such an outstanding, virtuous man? Why, even with your virtues, would you not think that you have done only what was due and remain that same useless servant, according to the Savior’s commandment: When you have done all that was commanded you, say: We are useless servants, for what we ought to have done, we have done[9].

Lord! Without You we can do nothing whatsoever[10]. Do You Yourself grant us this humble-mindedness of the tax collector, and drive out of us every thought of Pharisaic pride. May we always remember that we are all Yours, with everything we have and everything we see around us, and that we have nothing, absolutely nothing, to boast of. Amen.
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Turn Back

A Homily for the Sunday of the Prodigal Son

And he went off and joined himself to one of the inhabitants of that land; and this man sent him into his fields to feed the pigs. And he desired to fill his belly with the husks that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him anything (Lk 15:15-16)

Here is what the younger prodigal son, mentioned in the Gospel parable, finally came to: he did not wish, out of an inexplicable willfulness, to remain in his father’s house—in the house where, as he himself later confessed, even the hired servants have plenty of bread[1]. Instead of the dear and truly kindred communion with his older brother, a man of intelligence and good character, he now attaches himself to one of the heartless residents of that unhappy land into which he had gone away from his father and in which he had squandered his substance, living in profligacy. The cruel resident sends him into his fields to feed the pigs. Instead of the full contentment and abundance that he had formerly found in his father’s house, he now suddenly endures the most extreme and shameful poverty, the fruit of a dissolute life, so that he desires to fill his belly with the husks, that is, the acorns, that the pigs were eating. How disastrous it was, brethren, for the prodigal son to depart from his parental home, with the property that fell to him in the division, into a country far away and foreign!

Does it need to be said that the prodigal son spoken of in the holy Gospel depicts us sinners? Indeed—our faculties: mind, will and heart; our body, with its health and with its supremely wise, beautiful structure; our stations in life, whatever each of us has been called to; our wealth, all our well-being, even the little patch of land on which we live—all this is the property of our heavenly Father that has fallen to our share in the division. He, solely out of His goodness, undeserved on our part, set apart for each of us a portion of good things from His rich treasury and gave us the freedom to go off in all four directions. It is rare for any of us to remain with his portion under the paternal roof; many, having taken their share, as it were go away from the all-good Father to a far country—into the sinful world—and live there in wantonness, held captive by the passions, until at last the cruelty and evident destructiveness of these convince them to return to their Father. Yes, our passions and our sins are utter tyrants to us. Let us talk about this.

The Lord our God is a being most perfect, so much so that our thought can never rise even to a full conception of His perfections. Since He is all-perfect, by that very fact He is all-sufficient and all-blessed. The all-perfect and eternally blessed God created us too, not so that anyone might torment and tyrannize us, but so that it might be eternally well with us, so that we might be blessed forever; but since only the one who strives to be perfect and holy, like God, can be blessed, the Creator therefore endowed us with free will and commanded us to be holy, as He is holy: be holy, for I am holy, the Lord your God[2]. Strive to imitate Him in holiness with your mind, your will, and your feeling; come to know His perfections, love Him and in Him all people, do the works of God: and you will be blessed. If you do not strive to know Him, to love Him, and to do what He has commanded, you will be a wretched sinner, a perpetual captive, a martyr to the passions; for blessedness is in God and from God; apart from Him there can be no blessedness: there the passions hold only a tyrannical dominion. What, it would seem, is the difficulty for a man in knowing and loving God with all his soul and with all his heart! Suppose his soul were merely some alien creation from God—but in fact it is His creation, the breath of His mouth, His image; how can it fail to love its Creator, its constant and eternal Benefactor, wholly and undividedly! Our body is the work of His all-wise mind, of His creating hands; our calling, our wealth, everything we have, except sin, is His property. How can we fail to know and love with all our soul such a Benefactor, who gives us life and breath and all things, in whom we live and move and have our being[3]! And how can we fail to love, together with Him, our neighbors as our brothers, as the children of one and the same Father! It would seem, indeed, that by all justice we ought to marvel instead at how we know and love anything other than Him! How can we withdraw from Him, the wellspring of life and blessedness; how can we contend against His law and statutes, do anything displeasing to Him! Yet we love many other things besides Him, we fail to do what is pleasing to Him, and we withdraw from Him. But then just look at what becomes of us, at whom we sometimes come to resemble.

Here is the daring freethinker, who does not say it in his heart but already proclaims it aloud: there is no God[4] or: there is no God-man Redeemer; there is no Church, and no heavenly gifts bestowed upon us in the Mysteries for our spiritual life, for our perfection, and for our salvation! What then? You have rejected all that is spiritual, sacred, and heavenly? Then you are flesh, earth; there is no soul in you; heaven is not for you to know; hell is your eternal lot. Where is your soul, tell me? Every soul is from God and knows Him, strives toward Him—but for your soul there is no God, it does not know Him; it is easier, then, to believe that your soul does not exist than that God, the Creator of all that exists, does not exist. O, I see how pitiable in you is what you call your soul. In the unknowable distance from the Father of spirits and of all flesh, it languishes, poor thing, in the region of flesh, darkness, and perdition, with an irrepressible longing for some loss, for something kindred to it; what emptiness and darkness it feels within itself, how cheerless it finds its condition! To be a spirit, to have spiritual needs and strivings, and to find no satisfaction for them—what torment to its soul! To see how others hasten to the churches of God with fervent prayers to God, how they receive from there the gifts of heavenly grace, and at the same time to feel within itself the struggle between a proud intellect that refuses to submit to holy truth and the natural strivings of its own soul—how deadly this is for the soul. Turn back home, prodigal son: where have you strayed? Why do you squander the estate of your heavenly Father far from Him, living in debauchery? Your mind is not your own: it is a gift of God; why do you put it to evil use? God endowed you with it so that you might come to know Him and strive to become like Him; and meanwhile you make of it a ruinous means—to go farther from Him, to forget Him and not know Him. Return to your Father, wretched man; you have gone too far; in that distance there is nothing but eternal death.

Here is the ambitious man, for whom earthly honors are the goal of life. Instead of striving for the eternal honor of the high calling in Christ Jesus, he wears out all his efforts to win, as much as he possibly can, honor from men. But on the way to his goal he meets a multitude of rivals who snatch away the dignities he believes belong to him! What vexation it is, how hard, not to receive what you strive for so earnestly and sometimes already count as your own! How many nights the ambitious man sometimes passes in sleepless torment! Turn back, even you: do you not notice that you are going into a far country, farther and farther from your heavenly Father? Love of this world, love of its honors and distinctions, is enmity against God[5]. Why do you want to be above others? Do you not know that the glory of man is as the flower of grass: the grass has withered, and its flower has fallen[6], while eternal glory in heaven with Christ is set before us? A heart has been given you in which, among other things, the love of good repute burns – not so that you would forever strive after honors that quickly pass away, but so that you would love the spiritual ascent from glory to glory, turning away with all your might from sin as the strongest obstacle to your spiritual perfection. Turn back, then, to your Father’s house, and cast away petty ambition.

Here is the money-lover, into whose hands many bright little gleams of earth have already passed, and who wants to gather up as many of them as he can. Silver and gold are his idol. And he has gone from God into a far country: wearisome cares about acquiring and safeguarding his treasure pursue him day and night; he sometimes hears the word of God, but the thought of riches overwhelms it; he has no time to think of God, of his own soul, of its fate beyond the grave. How many means, and what a variety of them, he sometimes employs to gather for himself as much of the beautiful, glittering earth as his boundless desires could hold! What business have you with so much silver and gold? What is it for? For a dark day, to provide for your family? But in the life of a true Christian there should be no dark days—that is, days that are unhappy by worldly reckoning—unless we are to call those days dark when we gravely sin and provoke the all-good Master of our life to anger. We live in the kingdom of our loving and solicitous Father, of the eternal Intercessor, the Son of God, and of the Comforter, the Holy Spirit—our God, the consubstantial Trinity. What dark days could there be in such a kingdom? To provide for your family? Very well. But a family needs incomparably less than what you have gathered. And you want to provide for your family for the future all by yourself! Why, then, do you not leave it to God to arrange the good of your children in the future, instead of entrusting them almost exclusively to soulless metal? And what if that glittering metal falls into the hands of spendthrift and dissolute children, what if it corrupts them? Then a double misfortune awaits you: one because you gathered your wealth and did not use it as you ought, and another because you ruined your children. Return, you too, to your Father’s house. It seems to you that you are increasing the estate that came to you from your heavenly Father: no, you are squandering it. To increase an estate means to multiply it by means of the use of it that accords with God’s intention. How? To multiply it by means of use? When you use it, you say, you are not multiplying it but squandering it. In the world that is indeed how it happens, but with God it is not so. But you are not using it as you ought, and so you are squandering it—squandering it beyond any doubt, willingly or unwillingly, sometimes perhaps without even noticing it yourself. Return, then, you too, to the house of your heavenly Father; learn here that all earthly wealth is His estate, and that we are stewards and dispensers of this estate; convince yourself that when we share our wealth, so far as we are able, with the poor, we are not squandering it but acquiring it.

But here also is the servant of sensual delight and lust. What of this one? Does he think of turning back to his heavenly Father? Or have the torments of his soul and the sufferings of his body not yet reached their final limit in him? But why wait for that time when the soul will already have utterly lost its strength from the shameful deeds of lust, and the body will have wasted away under the constant strains that are destroying it. You have forgotten, dear brother, that the soul and the body are not yours, but God’s: for we, belonging to God wholly as the work of His hands, have moreover been redeemed from our sins by the price of the Blood of the Son of God; you have forgotten that we must glorify God in our bodies and in our souls, which are God’s[7]. You have gone far from God; you rarely come into the church, for you are ashamed to appear with your impurities before the all-holy God. Cleanse yourself and turn back to your heavenly Father: it goes ill with you in the far country, under a cruel master – your shameful passion. Come to Me, says to you the heavenly Father and His Son the Beloved: with Me it is well. Come to Me, all who labor and are burdened, and I will give you rest … for My yoke is good, and My burden is light[8]. Surely your passion gives you nothing for food but the carob pods that the swine eat; your pleasure is sickly, an illusion; come to Me: with Me there is enough of everything, with Me even My hired servants have bread enough and to spare[1].

And here is a pitiable sacrifice to the insatiable belly: a man who, from excessive love of inflaming drinks and tasty foods consumed to excess, is perpetually sick both in soul and in body. You, too—go. The heavenly Father has long been seeking you. He does not want you to perish beyond recall, but to be saved, to come to sobriety, and to become, instead of a fleshly man opposed to God, a spiritual man pleasing to God. Come to hate the service of the belly, and come to love the golden moderation; be spiritual, and do not squander the estate of your heavenly Father—your strength of soul and of body—by living dissolutely. Look at yourself: you do almost nothing but eat and drink, constantly drowning in the pleasures of sensuality; yet your heavenly Father still bears with you on His earth; still His sun keeps shining upon you; still He does not take His blessings away from you entirely. Like a barren fig tree, you ought long since to have been cut down and thrown into the fire; yet you are still standing. Return: the holy Church, too, is waiting for you. Long ago you forgot her, your mother. And meanwhile she aches over you as over her own child, concerned with how she is to save you, disobedient as you are.

The Lord now calls all of us through the voice of His holy Church into the embrace of His fatherly love; He desires to save everyone. Soon the days of fasting and repentance will arrive; let us all hasten to cleanse ourselves from our sins and passions, so as to become new and spiritual people. Almost all of us live in profligacy—in a far country—on sinful earth, utterly forgetting our longed-for and true homeland in heaven. O holy faith! Come to the aid of us who have gone astray; say that there is undoubtedly another life for us beyond the grave, a life without end, blessed or tormenting—depending on how each one lives here: whether like the faithful son of the heavenly Father, in constant communion with God, in purity, holiness, and love, or like the prodigal son, far from God, in lusts and impurity? Say that flesh and blood cannot inherit the Kingdom of God[9]. Brethren, reckon yourselves dead indeed to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus our Lord. Do not let sin therefore reign in your mortal body, that you should obey it in its lusts; neither present your members to sin as weapons of unrighteousness, but present yourselves to God as alive from the dead, and your members to God as weapons of righteousness. For sin must not lord it over you, for you are not under the law, but under grace. Do you not know that to whomever you present yourselves as slaves in obedience, you are the slaves of the one you obey, whether of sin, which leads to death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness?[10]. Let us then cast off the works of darkness, and put on the weapons of light. As in the day, let us walk decently, not in carousing and drunkenness, not in fornication and shameful indecency, not in strife and envy: but put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh in its lusts[11]. Amen.
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The Last Judgment

A sermon for the Sunday of the Dread Judgment

His winnowing shovel is in His hand, and He will thoroughly cleanse His threshing floor, and gather His wheat into the barn, but the chaff He will burn up with unquenchable fire (Mt 3:12)

On this Sunday the Church calls to mind with the greatest reverence and compunction the Dread Judgment of Christ that is to come at the end of the age. The picture of that judgment has always filled with trembling, and still fills with trembling, not only sincere Christians and the saints, who finished the course of their life in a worthy manner, but all the Angels, the witnesses of our life. Before the eyes of all there will be revealed the unparalleled, awesome majesty of the very Creator and Lord and Savior of the human race, before whom the sun is as darkness, and the never-before-seen majesty and glory of the angels of heaven, who will be moved to come with their Lord to the universal judgment; all humanity will appear naked and exposed both before itself and before the eyes of all; each will see himself as he was and as he is; and each will stand there with the written book of his conscience, in which not a single iota will be concealed. Every thought, word, and deed will be laid bare as in the light of day; there will be no room left for contradiction or excuse. The final sentence of the righteous Judge will be pronounced for all eternity – for some full of every joy, for others terrifying and casting them into hopeless despair.

This judgment, spoken of clearly in many places of the Old and New Testaments, especially the New, in the unfailing words of the Lord Himself, of the prophets, of the Forerunner, and of the Apostles, is also demanded by the laws of human reason itself, to which there is an innate capacity to discuss everything, to weigh everything, to evaluate everything, to pass judgment on everything; it is demanded by our conscience, which has been given the delicate, innate capacity to distinguish good from evil, and the prompting to follow everything good, true, honorable, lofty, and holy, and to turn away from evil, from falsehood, from dishonesty, from what is low and sinful. The Dread Judgment is the last, final, dread manifestation, on the one hand, of the justice and mercy of God toward the righteous and those who have repented, and on the other, of the righteous, fearsome, unbearable wrath of God toward unbelievers and unrepentant sinners, who have used to evil all the gifts of His goodness and mercy, all His long-suffering.

Enoch, the seventh from Adam, also prophesied about the dreadful Last Judgment over the ungodly, saying: See, the Lord is coming with myriads of His holy angels to execute judgment on all, and to convict all the ungodly of all their deeds of ungodliness in which they were ungodly, and of all the harsh words that ungodly sinners have spoken against Him[1]. The holy prophet and king David prophesies in many psalms about God’s last, righteous judgment: For He is coming to judge the earth: He will judge the world with righteousness, and the peoples with His truth[2]. The Christian peoples will be judged by the Gospel, according to how faithful and obedient or unfaithful and disobedient they were to it, while the unfaithful and the pagans will be judged by the law of conscience. For as many as sinned without the law will perish without the law: and as many as sinned in the law will be judged by the law[3]. Christians, and especially Orthodox Christians, who received all the means of grace for salvation and neglected them, will be subject to an especially dreadful punishment, greater than that of others who do not belong to the Orthodox faith and Church. For the time has come for judgment to begin at the house of God, says the Apostle, — and if it begins with us first, what will be the end of those who disobey the Gospel of God? And if the righteous man is scarcely saved, where will the ungodly and the sinner appear[4]? If with the green tree (Jesus Christ) God’s righteousness, the righteousness of the heavenly Father, acted so terribly, what will be done with the dry one[5]?

God’s righteousness will deal especially strictly with the founders of heresies, with schismatics, with sectarians, who distort the Gospel and teach contrary to Christ: If we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you other than what we preached to you, let him be anathema[6]. The Christian faith requires of us submission to its teaching, works of repentance, renewal, the wedding garment, purity and holiness, without which no one will see the Lord[7]; it requires the Spirit of Christ, a spirit of meekness, humility, simplicity, guilelessness, non-acquisitiveness, mercy.

Many Christians live like pagans, and worse than pagans: such are drunkards, adulterers, greedy grasping men, the rich who gather only for themselves and grow rich not toward God; proud despisers of their neighbors, possessed by envy, by a spirit of disobedience and self-will, who seem wise to themselves and prudent in their own sight[8]. All such, if they do not repent and amend, will be condemned to eternal torment. Thus the Dread Judgment will be the final manifestation of God’s righteousness and mercy toward the faithful and obedient, and—the manifestation of God’s terrible wrath toward the unfaithful, the adversaries of God and the scoffers at His righteous judgments: Or do you show no regard for the riches of His goodness and meekness and longsuffering, not knowing that the goodness of God leads you to repentance: But by your hardness and impenitent heart you are heaping up wrath for yourself in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God[9].

Let us hasten, then, brothers and sisters, to repentance, and let us diligently prepare for the day of the Dread Judgment of God, the final judgment that decides our fate for all eternity. Amen.
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On the Eve of the Fast

A sermon on Cheese-Fare Sunday

For if you forgive men their sins, your heavenly Father will also forgive you (Mt 6:14)

Among the Orthodox Russian people, the present Sunday is called Forgiveness Sunday, from the good and devout custom of taking leave of one another—that is, of asking one another’s forgiveness before Great Lent and our preparation for Holy Communion. And this custom derives its force from the command of the Savior, who in today’s Gospel bids us forgive one another’s sins if we wish the heavenly Father to forgive ours as well—the Father whom we grieve and anger beyond number every day and every hour.

Since Great Lent begins tomorrow, and since we all, according to Christian custom, are gathering to cast off from ourselves the heavy burden of sins; and since this casting off of the burden of sin requires on our part a certain self-denial and a certain skill in doing good, therefore the Lord teaches us precisely what is required of us ourselves in order that all our sins may be forgiven us, without remainder—or what we must give up on our side, since the Lord God, on His side, is always ready to have mercy on and save repentant sinners. Specifically—He says—what is required of us is simplicity and the refusal to remember wrongs, freedom from anger, the forgetting of offenses, friendliness, love for our enemies. Your salvation is in your own hands, in your own power, O man. If you will forgive others their offenses, their failings, their vexations, their begging, then your sins will be forgiven you, and you, with your vexations and your frequent petitions to God, will never depart from Him empty-handed, and you will be deemed worthy of His great and abundant mercies. You will forgive your neighbor few sins in comparison with your own sins before God, and God will forgive you transgressions beyond number; you will forgive a hundred denarii, while the Lord will forgive you ten thousand talents.

But how often does rancor take possession of people! While the Lord requires of us only a little—the forgiveness and forgetting of the wrongs done us by our neighbors, wrongs which in comparison with our sins before God are like drops in the sea—and He requires this for our own benefit, desiring to accustom us to meekness, guilelessness, patience, lowliness of wisdom, brotherly love, forbearance, and love of peace—we fly into a rage, assert our rights that our neighbors have violated, kindle the flame of enmity in ourselves and in them, and thus madly and presumptuously thrust away from ourselves the right hand of God that is saving us, adding sin to sin, and ourselves rush headlong into perdition. To bear no malice before God and men is a great good, a great virtue: it covers a multitude of sins.

In the Old Testament, Abel, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, David the ancestor of God, king and prophet, and many others were especially loved and glorified by God for this virtue; and in the New Testament, the countless righteous ones who imitated our meek and humble Lord God and Savior Jesus Christ, who says to us all in the Gospel: Learn from Me, for I am meek and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls[1]. So let us not listen to the devil, who teaches us to nourish evil against our neighbor, but let us forgive, in the simplicity of our hearts, the offenses inflicted on us by our neighbors, who act under the enemy’s prompting as well. Let no one think evil of another; let no one be carried away by malicious suspicions about his neighbor, for this is the spiritual delusion of the enemy of our salvation, who strains with all his might to destroy in us the bond of love and brotherhood and to plant within us demonic enmity and hostility; A new commandment I give you, that you love one another[2], and the words of the Apostle Paul: for he who loves his neighbor has fulfilled the law. So then, the fulfillment of the law is love[3].

Further on, the Lord teaches us unhypocritical fasting and says that we are to enter upon the arena of fasting not with dejected faces but with cheerful ones, like true and faithful soldiers of Christ entering upon the struggle with sin and their own many-passioned flesh, with the help and cooperation of the all-powerful grace of Christ, and before the face of the heavenly Father, who has a reward ready for all who are truly striving against the spiritual delusion of sin. Anoint your head, says the Savior, and wash your face; anoint your head, that is, anoint your soul with the oil of almsgiving, and wash the face of your soul with the oil of purity, and your Father, who sees what is hidden, will repay you publicly.

Further, the Lord teaches us to detach our hearts from earthly treasures and earthly attachments, and impels us to desire and seek heavenly treasures: first, because our souls are of heavenly origin and immortal, while earthly goods, being coarse, corruptible and passing, are unworthy of us, who were created and redeemed by the blood of the Son of God for the enjoyment of spiritual and eternal goods; and second, because by clinging in our hearts to earthly goods we make even them earthly, coarse, low and passionate, and make ourselves incapable of loving God and our neighbor, whereas love is the chief aim and duty of our life. Do not lay up treasures for yourselves on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal; but lay up treasures for yourselves in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal, for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also[4].

St John Chrysostom discourses on this as follows: it is a great harm to you if you cling to what is earthly, becoming a slave instead of a free man, falling away from what is heavenly, unable to think of anything above but only of money, of interest, of debts, of profits and of vile tavern-keeping. What could be more calamitous than this? Such a man falls into slavery, a slavery heavier than that of any slave, and—what is most fatal of all—voluntarily rejects the nobility and freedom that belong to man. Talk to him as much as you will, but with his mind nailed fast to riches he cannot hear anything useful and necessary for him… for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also…. But if you lay up your treasure by means of almsgiving—in heaven, then you will not only be made worthy of heavenly honors for this, but you will receive your reward even here, being borne up to heaven as you ponder and care for the things of heaven. For it is evident that you carry your mind to the very place where you lay your treasure; and, on the contrary, you will experience something altogether opposite when you lay your treasure on the earth.

So then, let us lay to heart the teaching of our Savior set before us in today’s Gospel concerning the forgiveness of wrongs, concerning fasting pleasing to God and the detachment of our heart from earthly treasures, and love for the blessings of heaven, the incorruptible ones. Let us strive—I will say it in Chrysostom’s words—to prepare ourselves for our departure from here. For although the day of death common to all has not yet come, the end of each one, old man and youth alike, is already at the doors…

So then, while we have time, let us prepare for ourselves boldness before God; let us store up oil in abundance, let us transfer everything to heaven, so that in its own time, and especially when we shall have need, we may enjoy all these things, by the grace and love for mankind of our Lord Jesus Christ, to whom be glory and dominion, now and ever, and to the ages of ages. (Chrysostom). Amen.
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On Repentance

If anyone sins, we have an Advocate to the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous One: and He is the cleansing for our sins (1Jn 2:1-2)

Today, beloved brethren, you will go to repent. As is my duty as a pastor, I want to impress upon you what is required of the one who draws near to confession—that his confession be genuine, pleasing to God, and saving for the soul.—Namely, of the penitent there is required contrition for his sins, the intention to amend his life, faith in Christ, and hope in His mercy.

So then, first of all, contrition for one’s own sins is required. But this very thing is what we confessors very often fail to see in our spiritual children.

Very many come to confession with complete indifference, and if nothing were asked of them, they would either say nothing at all, or say only something in general terms, such as: sinful, spiritual father, in all sins. And if only they said even this with heartfelt consciousness of their guilt—no; it is a grief that it is without consciousness of their sins, but simply so as to be done with confession the sooner. Beloved, let us not turn the work of God’s utmost mercy toward us sinners into a pretext for the wrath of God. What unfeeling creatures we are! As if we had nothing at all to grieve over at confession! Our sins are many indeed: if we were to weep over our sins our whole life long, even then we would be doing nothing superfluous, only what is due. Ah! If anyone of us said that he has no sin, he would be deceiving himself, and in that man anyone seeking for truth would seek it in vain.

Do you not see your sins? Pray to God that He would grant you to see them; surely it is not in vain that you have so often repeated after the priest in church: Lord! Grant me to see my transgressions!—Let us then strive, at least now, by our common efforts, to see our sins, so that later at confession we may acknowledge them with heartfelt contrition. And here is our first and very grave sin: that we, being great sinners, do not feel that we are sinners who deserve not mercy but God’s punishment! Let us condemn ourselves first of all for this insensibility, and say to the Lord from the depths of our soul: here I am, Lord and Master of my life—an insensible sinner; I am the greatest of sinners, yet I do not feel my sins; probably because my sins have multiplied beyond the number of the sands of the sea, and I am wholly in sins, as one sick with smallpox is covered with smallpox. I repent before You, my Lord God, from all my heart of my insensibility, and I implore You: do You Yourself grant me to feel with all my heart how greatly I have angered and still anger You.—O, this false, Pharisaic righteousness of ours, how many people it has destroyed, and is destroying still! And to our harm it strikes our heart precisely during our season of preparation for Communion, during the very Mystery of repentance and before the Mystery of Holy Communion.

But let us look further—with what sins have we most of all sinned against God? Now then: if we are people of little faith, and we live on earth not for heaven, not for God and the salvation of our soul, but for the earth and for all that is pleasant on the earth—in a word, we live for the flesh and its pleasures, and not for our immortal soul, not for its future life—is that not a great sin? What—have we, then, forgotten the sufferings of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, endured for us, His most pure blood shed for us on the cross—His glorious resurrection? Was it not for our sake—that is, to lift us up to heaven, we who have been banished from heaven by sin—that His descent to earth took place, His divine teaching, His miracles, His prophecies—for example, of the coming Dread Judgment, of the resurrection of the dead on the last day of the world, of the blessedness of the righteous and the eternal torments of sinners? And, finally, His sufferings, His resurrection from the dead and His ascension into heaven?—So then, if it is true that we must live here for the age to come, is it not a sin—not to live for that life, but to live on the earth and for the earth with all our thoughts and all our heart?

And how much sin comes from the fact that we want to live only for a pleasant life here on earth and do not believe with all our heart in the future blessed life? How much malice, hatred, love of money, envy, stinginess, and deceit come from it? From this come all the vices: all fleshly lusts, all the passions of the soul. So let us repent of this as well—that is, let us repent that we are of little faith, if not altogether without faith, and that for the sake of God and the salvation of our souls we either do not live here at all, or live very little; and likewise that there is little hope in our hearts—if indeed there is not none at all—in the future life. And besides, we suffer from the greatest sin of ingratitude toward God, and of lack of love for Him, despite His countless and unspeakable mercies. This, I think, everyone is conscious of in himself, at least at times.

Here you all are, moving about on your own legs, all healthy in body and soul, honored by God the Creator with reason and with free will—and what were you so recently? Nothing; yet the Lord has brought every one of you from non-being into being, and from that time He has lavished everything upon you: He presented you with a soul and its faculties; He gave you, and constantly gives you, food for the nourishment of your body and clothing for its covering; He gave you a little corner of His own earth, and shelter in a dwelling; He feeds you with the priceless, life-giving food of His Body and Blood, and makes it to you a sweetness and a rest; He gladdens you with the hearing of His word; He forgives your sins without number; He constantly guards your life, as a mother guards the life of her infant; He grants us His future kingdom—and how much else does He not do out of His love for us sinful and ungrateful ones? It is impossible to enumerate it all. And what then? How do we answer His love for us—a love for which there is no number and no measure? With nothing but lawless deeds, nothing but wickedness, nothing but ingratitude. So then, with tears let us repent before God of our ingratitude, of our lack of love for Him, and likewise with tears let us entreat Him to grant us the gift of love. Oh! Bless the Lord, my soul, and do not forget all His rewards[1].

What is also required of the penitent is the intention to amend his life; pay attention to this as well. As you go to confession, say to yourself: after confession I will strive with all my strength to correct myself of those sins of which I now wish to repent. I will no longer deceive myself; I will not lie to God; I will no longer insult the Mystery of repentance. Help me, O Lord; strengthen the powers of my soul, O Lord! What good is such repentance, after which one again gives himself over, without any scruple of conscience, to the very sins of which he repented? The proverb is fulfilled in such people: the dog returns to its own vomit, and the pig, once it has been washed—to its own puddle.[2]

Finally, faith in Christ and hope in His mercy are also required of the penitent. Everyone who comes to confession must believe that during the Mystery Christ Himself stands invisibly and receives his confession; that Christ alone can forgive sins, since through His sufferings, His precious Blood, and His death He obtained for Himself from the heavenly Father the right to forgive us all our transgressions without offending divine justice; and that He, in His mercy, is always ready to forgive us every sin, if only we acknowledge them with heartfelt contrition; if only there is within us the intention henceforth to live better; if only faith in Him is in our heart. Your faith has saved you: go in peace[3]. Thus He says inwardly to everyone who repents as he should, after the priest’s absolution.

Let us all repent sincerely; let us all take care to amend our lives; let us bring to God the fruits of repentance. Amen.


[1] Ps 102:2.

[2] Cf. 2Pet 2:22.

[3] Mk 5:34.

A Homily on Communion of the Holy Mysteries

Receive the Body of Christ; taste the Fountain of immortality (Communion verse)

Before you, O flock named after Christ, in this Chalice there is the divine Body and the divine Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, and you have prepared yourselves by fasting and confession to receive these holy, immortal and life-giving Mysteries.—In order to receive them worthily, what is required of each of you is, first, a childlike, wholehearted faith that under the form of bread and wine you are receiving the all-pure Body itself and the all-pure Blood of the Savior—that with your lips you are receiving the Savior Himself into your heart, becoming one flesh and one blood with Him, one spirit, as it is said: We are members of His Body, of His flesh, and of His bones[1]; He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him[2]; and — he who is joined to the Lord is one spirit with the Lord[3]; for in this particle of the Body and Blood of Christ God, which you receive, the whole of Jesus Christ is present, as the soul is present in the body.

What is required of you is, second, complete, unshakable trust in the mercy of the Savior, that He will, like divine fire, burn away and cleanse by His Blood all your sins; therefore, let each of you, conscious of your own unworthiness to receive the divine Mysteries, surrender yourself wholly to the mercy of the Lord, so that He Himself may make you, by His grace, worthy to receive His holy Mysteries; let each be full of good hope; let no one waver, lose heart, or fall into despondency at the thought of his own wretchedness and unfitness; from the Chalice the mercy of the Master is given to all, together with great forgiveness and the cleansing of sins. Only believe and trust.

What is required is, third, a great, ardent, angelic love on the part of the communicants for the Savior; every one of you must answer the Lord’s love with love: for tell me, what love of God toward us sinners was made manifest in this—that God Himself, having become incarnate for us, having suffered, died and risen again, gave us His own divine Body and Blood as food and drink, and through this united Himself to us in the closest of unions, mingled and blended Himself with us, making us partakers of His divine nature! What mother, what father ever loved their children as the Lord has loved us?—And why does the Lord unite Himself to us in the holy Mysteries?—In order to cleanse us from the defilement of sins, from a defilement than which there is nothing more revolting and more deadly;—in order to impart to us His holiness, His divine life, peace, refreshment, joy, lightness, sweetness, freedom, than which there is nothing more precious or more desirable in the world;—in order to take us, cleansed from sins, transformed and renewed, to Himself in the heavens, to eternal life, to eternal blessedness: for no one can be in paradise with sins and passions. He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, says the Lord, — and I will raise him up on the last day[4].

Those of you, then, who are about to receive Communion of the divine Mysteries, set your hearts aflame with love for the Savior. O Holy Spirit, Comforter, Treasury of good things, pour Your love into our hearts!

What is required of you, fourth, is a change of heart. Until now many of you have loved sin, and all of you—willingly or unwillingly—have given yourselves over to it; now strive with all your might to hate it: for sin is the offspring of the devil, opposition to God; strive, all of you, to be changed in the very depths of your souls. You are about to partake of the body and blood of the divine Lamb, the gentle and guileless Lord Jesus Christ: be yourselves, then, lambs—gentle, guileless, patient, obedient to the will of God, to the Church, to the will of parents and of elders and superiors. You will receive the body and blood of the Savior, and He is all love, and enmity and malice are repugnant to Him: let us, then, also strive to live in mutual love; forgive offenses, do not repay evil for evil, or vexation for vexation. You are drawing near to the Lord, the King of heaven, who leads all of us to heaven;—strive to set your minds on things above; labor to acquire heavenly ways; leave behind your attachment to earthly things, which are corruptible and enslave and corrupt the soul; love the heavenly homeland, the heavenly city of Jerusalem, where the Mother of God and all the saints dwell, and where we all must strive to reach; leave behind, every one of you, all impurities and sinful passions; let each show a change for the better, let each show amendment; let each bring some good fruit of good works to the Master; let each bring forth fruits worthy of repentance. Lord! Change us Yourself, renew us Yourself!

Finally, so that we may preserve this heavenly gift—the all-pure body and blood of Christ—what is required of us is, fifth, attentiveness to ourselves, to our thoughts, to our heart, to all its feelings and inclinations, the bridling of its sinful desires and impulses, and also temperance in food and drink; abstinence from idle talk, from foul language, from oaths and from every kind of falsehood; in a word: let each of you guard himself against everything that is contrary to Christ, the Savior of our souls; remember that through Communion the Lord deifies you, making you divine; strive, then, to live divinely, in all holiness, righteousness and truth. You are children of God and children of Christ: what manner of life, then, befits the children of God?

May the Lord grant all of you to receive the divine Mysteries worthily and with abundant fruit. Whoever eats and drinks the divine Body and divine Blood unworthily, eats and drinks condemnation to himself[5], says the holy apostle Paul. So then, with faith and love let us draw near, that we may be partakers of life eternal. Amen.


[1] Eph 5:30.

[2] Jn 6:56.

[3] 1Cor 6:17.

[4] Jn 6:54.

[5] 1Cor 11:29.

Are We Christians?

A Sermon for the Sunday of Orthodoxy

Here is truly an Israelite, in whom there is no deceit (Jn 1:47)

Our Lord Jesus Christ spoke these words, just quoted, about a certain Israelite, an inhabitant of the town of Cana in Galilee, Nathanael, when the latter, on the advice of his acquaintance Philip, was going to meet Jesus Christ in order to make certain whether it was indeed He who was the Messiah promised to Israel. Philip said to Nathanael: We have found Him of whom Moses in the Law and the prophets wrote—Jesus, the son of Joseph, from Nazareth. But Nathanael said to him: Can anything good possibly come out of Nazareth? Philip says to him: Go and see for yourself. Jesus, seeing Nathanael coming to Him, says of him: Here, truly, is an Israelite in whom there is no deceit. Nathanael says to Him: How do You know me? – Jesus said to him in reply: Before Philip called you, when you were under the fig tree, I saw you—that is, I knew all your thoughts, your faith, your expectations of the Messiah, your future ministry. The Lord, the Knower of hearts, evidently touched the most living chord of Nathanael’s heart, his most intimate thought, his cherished desire and longing, showing him before his very eyes His divine omniscience; and so Nathanael was caught into faith in Christ. He exclaims: Rabbi! You are the Son of God, You are the King of Israel – and afterwards he becomes His disciple under the name of Bartholomew—that is, one of the twelve[1].

But why is it this Sunday, called the Sunday of Orthodoxy, that the Church has appointed this Gospel to be read, in which the Lord’s conversation with Nathanael is recounted? – Because in the Lord’s words to Nathanael there is shown the character of the true, or Orthodox, Christian, and, in general, the character of the true Orthodox Church of Christ. Here, truly, is an Israelite – the Lord said of Nathanael, in whom there is no deceit; that is, here is a man who thinks, reasons, believes, hopes, speaks, and acts rightly and directly and firmly—since Nathanael straightforwardly, at once, came to believe in Jesus Christ as the Son of God, and afterwards never wavered in faith and hope, and never changed his thoughts concerning His divine Person. Should not the true Christian be just such a person; should not the whole God-established society of Orthodox Christians be just such; should not the Orthodox Church be just such, as indeed it is? What lofty praise for Nathanael from Him who searches hearts and inward parts, in the words: here, truly, is an Israelite in whom there is no deceit! What lofty praise for that Christian of whom the Lord said: here is a true Christian in whom there is no deceit; and for that Church of which the Lord says: here is a Church in which there is no deceit, or the vain imaginings of men—that is, one that is wholly true in all its teaching, in its Mysteries, in its divine services, in its governance, and in its whole order. And such, precisely, are all our holy saints; such is the whole Orthodox Church from its beginning to the present day, as the impartial history of the Church bears witness, and as God Himself bears witness by the various signs and wonders wrought in the Church. It is, according to the apostle, the pillar and mainstay of the truth[2]; it is the glorious Church, having no stain and no wrinkle and nothing of that sort[3].

And by what bloody struggles, by what warfare against the enemies of truth, by what deaths—and how many deaths—of the zealots for purity, for holiness, and for the Orthodoxy of the faith and of the Church, has the Orthodoxy of our faith, our guide to eternal life, been won for you and me, my brethren! Just as rivers of blood were shed by our forefathers—Russian warriors and commanders who fought against pagans, against Muslims, and against Christians alien to the Orthodox Church—for the preservation and integrity of our fatherland and of our Orthodox faith within it, so for the preservation of the Orthodox faith rivers of apostolic, prophetic, and martyric blood were shed; many sufferings were endured by the venerable fathers and by other champions of the faith.

But what about us, the children of the Orthodox Church? Do we keep this most precious inheritance—the Orthodox faith? Do we follow its teaching, its commandments, its canons, its statutes, its counsels? Do we love to offer worship to God, the fruit of lips confessing His name[4]? Do we renew ourselves by it, are we sanctified by it every day, do we correct ourselves, do we attain that perfection which the saints attained? Do we make progress in love for God and for our neighbor; do we treasure our faith; do we count it as the greatest mercy of God, as the greatest and foremost good of our life—that we have the happiness of belonging to the Orthodox Church, which is one, holy, catholic, and apostolic? What shall we answer to these questions, if we wish to answer according to our conscience? To our shame we must confess that in many, many Orthodox Christians there is not only no Orthodox faith in their heart and in their life—there is not even any on their lips, and it has altogether evaporated in them, or else has turned into complete indifference toward any faith whatsoever: Catholic, Lutheran, Jewish, Mohammedan, even pagan. We hear from many that one can please God in any faith—that is, as though every faith is pleasing to God, and as though falsehood and truth, right and wrong, are matters of indifference to God. This is how far the ignorance of their own faith has gone among many—the ignorance of the spirit and of the history of their Church, their estrangement from its life and from its divine services—this is how dimmed has become their understanding of Orthodoxy, of non-Orthodoxy, and of other confessions!

The chronicle of current events recounts a case in which somewhere in Russia, at an examination of students, an official called the story of the offering of Isaac as a sacrifice absurd. This is darkness, chaos, deadly ignorance! A Christian, as a member of the Church, ought to know his faith and strive to live according to his faith, to be saved by his own faith—because the enemies of our salvation do not slumber and seek our destruction at every hour—and he must not cast aside his faith as though it were some specialty of only certain people, or a useless toy suited only to childhood, or the possession of, supposedly, only the uneducated rabble. To those who dream in this way, it would not hurt to remember the venerable antiquity of our faith, contemporary with the beginning of the human race, and its direct origin from God, and the fact that in this faith people of every kind, rank, estate, and sex have lived and been saved: glorious kings and wise philosophers, lawgivers and the greatest orators, noble and simple, rich and poor, male and female, the beauty and glory of mankind.

It is also fitting to say this to the glory of the Orthodox faith: that no religion apart from the Orthodox faith can lead a person to moral perfection, or to holiness and complete well-pleasing to God—which the history of the Church shows, together with the incorrupt, wonderworking remains of the holy saints of God and the marvelous struggles of the saints of the Orthodox Church, by which they pleased God completely, being even during their lifetime clairvoyant and workers of wonders. So it must be by sound reason: only a perfect faith can lead to perfection, with all its divine powers, with all the spiritual armor of God against the passionate flesh, the world, and the devil. If now many, even Orthodox Christians, live worse than Muslims and pagans, so that the head of the Muslims in Russia publicly, for all to hear, recently proclaimed in Petersburg his praise of his coreligionists because among them there are no such impious men as there are among Christians, those who plot against the lives of tsars—then such a truly impious life of Christians must by no means, of course, be charged against the Orthodox faith, which is unshakable in its principles of truth and holiness, both by the promise of the Savior Himself and by the testimony of history. Such people, though they have gone out from us, were not ours in essence, but only in name.

Yes, my brethren, it is only the Orthodox faith that cleanses and sanctifies human nature defiled by sin and renews it when corrupted, especially through the Mysteries of Baptism, Repentance, and Communion; it enlightens what has been darkened; it heals what has been wounded by sins; it warms what has frozen over; it makes what reeks of the passions fragrant through the grace of the Holy Spirit; it brings what has grown dead back to life; it reunites with God those who have cast themselves off from Him and makes His own those alienated from Him; it strengthens the enfeebled; it recovers the image of the disfigured and adorns them; it restores the fallen; it makes the enslaved free; it fills the hostile with love, as with the apostle Paul and many others; it fills the blasphemous with unceasing praise of God; it fills the despairing with hope; it consoles the despondent; it delivers the guilty from condemnation and punishment in gehenna; it brings peace to the troubled; it strengthens the fainting; it expands the constricted; it enriches the unrighteous with righteousness; it makes the cunning guileless; the evil – good; it corrects the perverted; it makes the greedy self-controlled; the lustful chaste; the stingy generous; it grants wisdom to the foolish; it makes the earthbound heavenly; it refines the coarse; it makes the fleshly spiritual; it makes the lover of possessions a lover of God; the self-loving – selfless and a lover of all; the demon-like – God-like, and – O wonder! – divine!

These are the wonders that the Orthodox faith works in a human being! Do you want to be convinced of this? Read the history of the lives of the saints and the history of the Church – and you will see all these wonders with your own eyes in the lives of the saints. You will see wolves become lambs, and fornicators and harlots become the righteous and those equal to the angels; you will see money-lovers become merciful, pleasure-lovers become self-controlled, and people of power and of earthly grandeur and luxury you will see in the humble garb of a monk. There indeed were true Christians; there were angels in the flesh; citizens of heaven on earth and – at the same time – faithful servants of their earthly fatherland, as were the Forty Martyrs of Sebaste commemorated today! This is what our Orthodox faith can do with those people who keep it sincerely and follow its guidance! Why, then, does it not work such a saving change in us? – From our little faith or unbelief, from frivolity, from the corruption and impenitence of the heart; from the passions that have grown strong in us and taken hold of us, from withdrawing from the Church, from the fact that many are not at all imbued with the spirit and life of the Church, while many hold to it only weakly – and more formally, insincerely. From that same cause there have sprung up among us (or perhaps been reborn) all the social vices of our day: murders, suicides, assassinations of tsars, arson, theft of public property, immoderate luxury, licentiousness, profligacy, the pursuit of every kind of sensual pleasure.

For us to be true Orthodox Christians, we must first of all have a living, constant communion with the Orthodox Church – that is, participation in her prayers, teaching, and Mysteries; we must diligently study our faith and be imbued with its spirit and live by it, be guided by its rules, commandments, and statutes; and, chief of all, we must restore in ourselves, by true and deep repentance, the image of a true Orthodox Christian after the pattern of the saints of old and of modern times – or, better, after the image of our Lord Jesus Christ Himself, who says: I gave you an image, that just as I have done, you also should do[5], so that the Lord may say of us too, as He once said of Nathanael: See, truly a new Israelite, in whom there is no guile. Amen.


[1] Jn 1:45-50.

[2] 1Tim 3:15.

[3] Eph 5:27.

[4] Hebr 13:15.

[5] Jn 13:15.

The Lord Is With Us Even Now

A discourse on the second Sunday of Great Lent

Jesus came into Capernaum, and it was heard that He was in the house; and immediately many gathered, so that there was no longer room even at the doors, and He spoke the word to them. And they came to Him, bringing one paralyzed in his limbs, carried by four (Mk 2:1-3)

If an earthly king or a king’s son visits some city or village and stops at a certain house, then immense crowds of people gather around that house, because everyone longs to see the king’s clear eyes, turned with care upon his whole vast kingdom and upon all the peoples subject to him; everyone longs to hear the king’s merciful word. So exalted is the rank of a king, so weighty on earth is his service to God and to men, that everyone feels an involuntary reverence toward his person; and often his very appearance fills people with rapture. But there was a time when the King of heaven Himself, the King of the whole world, the beginningless God, the Creator of heaven and earth, the King of the kings of the earth, appeared on the earth and lived among men, journeying from city to city, from village to village. O, what happiness, what blessedness it was to see the King of heaven Himself—those most radiant, never-slumbering eyes that look down upon the whole universe, that gaze that gladdens the Angels and is dreadful to the demons—and to hear from His sweetest lips the words that grant life, peace, consolation, and gladness to every sincere and upright soul!

You envy those fortunate people who lived during the sojourn of Jesus Christ on earth. Do not envy them. He is with us even now, never departing, by His Divinity, by His grace, by His life-giving Mysteries, by His divine body and His all-pure Blood: we are in no way wronged in this respect in comparison with the contemporaries of Jesus Christ; we are deprived of nothing—we have even received more than they: because they did not have the blessedness of partaking of His life-giving Body and Blood, while we partake of them and are deified. The Liturgy, during which this Mystery is celebrated, paints before us the whole life of Jesus Christ from His cradle to His ascension into heaven; – and the holy Mysteries manifest His personal presence, the measureless love of the Lord for His rational creation; and the exalted appearance of God in the flesh and in the image of a man shows, my brothers, the dignity of human nature, created in the image of God but abased, disfigured, enfeebled, and put to death by sin. It assures us that if a man lives on earth righteously and holily, he will be equal to the Angels and will live with them forever and exult through endless ages; that after the Mother of God and the holy Angels, God holds nothing higher or more precious than man—man, to whom He made Himself like, for whom He suffered, died, and rose again; that all of heaven and the kingdom of heaven is the inheritance of man, and there are no more heirs besides him to whom it would be said: Come, blessed ones of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world[1].

But let us turn to what is said in the Gospel. There entered, it is said, Jesus into Capernaum, and it was heard that He was in the house, and immediately many gathered together, so that they could no longer find room even at the door. The Jewish city of Capernaum stood on the Lake of Gennesaret, not far from where the Jordan River flows into it, and was one of the flourishing and populous cities of Galilee in the time of Jesus Christ. During His three-year public ministry for the salvation of the human race, the Lord more than once had His dwelling in Capernaum, preached in the Jewish synagogues, and worked many miracles. Among others, here was healed the paralytic, who was unable to walk, of whom the Gospel was read today. Here were healed: the servant of a certain Roman centurion, the mother-in-law of the apostle Peter together with many others, the woman with an issue of blood, two blind men, a demoniac; and – the daughter of Jairus, the ruler of the synagogue, was raised to life. Happy, a hundred times happy, you will say, were the inhabitants of this city, in which Jesus Christ so often had His dwelling. – But I will not say this. No, I cannot call the inhabitants of Capernaum happy merely because the Son of God often stayed with them; I cannot, because the inhabitants of Capernaum, who many times saw His miracles, His benefits to their fellow citizens, remained ungrateful toward their Benefactor and Wonderworker – unfaithful, unrepentant sinners. The Lord Himself rebuked this city for not repenting, saying to it: And you, Capernaum, who were exalted to heaven, will be cast down to hades; for if there had been manifested in Sodom the powers, that is, the miracles, that had been manifested in you, it would have remained to this day, that is, it would have repented; but I say to you that it will be easier for the land of Sodom on the day of judgment than for you[2]. Now you see that the inhabitants of Capernaum are unfortunate people, because, though they often saw the Lord’s miracles and heard His teaching, they remained unrepentant sinners and are condemned to hades.

My brethren, let us consider ourselves: have we been less favored by the Lord than the inhabitants of Capernaum? We were born of water and the Holy Spirit in baptism and were adopted as children of God; in chrismation we were sanctified by the Holy Spirit; in Communion we are made worthy to partake of the all-pure Body itself and the all-pure Blood itself of the Lord; in repentance, after sincere and heartfelt contrition for our sins, we are granted their forgiveness; in the priesthood we have teachers of the faith and of the Christian life at all times, celebrants of the saving Mysteries, and guides to God and to eternal life; in the anointing with oil we have a remedy for bodily ailments through repentance for our sins. What, then, do we render to the Lord for all His mercies toward us, for all the wonders of His long-suffering toward us? – Ingratitude, malice, hard-heartedness, unbelief, distraction, sluggishness, and impenitence in our sins. But will it remain so, and always? Will the measure of God’s long-suffering toward us not soon be filled? Does not the sword of God already hang over our heads? Is not the deadly axe already laid to the root of the tree, to our very heart? Has not the outer darkness of hell already opened its jaws to swallow us? Let us come to ourselves, let us wake up, let us repent from the soul, while we still have time for repentance. Let us occupy ourselves with the word of God, zealously attending God’s temple, and let us devote ourselves to works of benefaction and almsgiving. It is true that among us too, during Great Lent, the church is sometimes filled with worshippers, like that house in which Jesus Christ was, and the people can scarcely fit inside it. Glory to God! O, would that it were filled with Christians more often! And yet the theater is filled far more often.

But let us continue the explanation of the Gospel. And He spoke the word to them. Everywhere the Lord appeared with the word, and this word was sweeter than honey from the comb; it healed souls and bodies; it bowed and transformed hearts, as it did Saul’s; it raised the dead, drove out demons, flung the presumptuous to the ground, and commanded all the elements, and they obeyed the voice of the Almighty; it transformed creation in an instant; this word sounds in the church even now. Why, then, do so few listen to it and carry it out? Because of our distraction, because of our love for the world, for vain goods and pleasures. You cannot, the Lord said once and for all, serve God and mammon[3], that is, the world. But remember: this word will judge us on the last day. Let us then give the more heed to what we have heard, lest at any time we drift away[4] inwardly from God. For this very reason the holy Church requires our attention when the Gospel is being read.

And they came to Him, bringing a man paralyzed in his limbs, carried by four men; and because they could not draw near to Him on account of the crowd, they uncovered the roof where He was, and digging through it, they let down the pallet on which the paralytic lay[5]. How pitiable a man is when, fully conscious, he cannot walk on his own because of extreme weakness and must constantly avail himself of the services of others: he is a burden both to himself and to others. Such was the paralytic mentioned in today’s Gospel; such among us are those stricken with paralysis and with certain other diseases. But there is also a spiritual paralysis, from sins, from passions, which is incomparably more dangerous and more worthy of pity than the paralysis of the body, because it often leads to eternal death. In this respect, every sinner is a paralytic. Paralysis of the soul accompanies every sin, as a consequence of falling away from God, in Whom is our life and our strength. And since we all sin, we are all paralytics. How can we be healed of this paralysis, of this first beginning of eternal death? – Through sincere, deep, complete repentance for our sins. This, of course, is why the Gospel reading about the paralytic is appointed for today: so that his condition, which was the consequence of sins, might touch our hearts and dispose us also to fervent repentance. This is why Jesus Christ healed the paralytic, granting him forgiveness of sins beforehand. And seeing their faith, that is, of the bearers, He said to the paralytic: Child, your sins are forgiven you[6]. From this it is evident that the sick man suffered for his own sins.

My brothers! When you fall ill, first of all bring repentance for your sins to God, and run to the almighty Physician—partake of His life-giving Body and His life-giving Blood. There is a hidden and close connection between sin and sickness. Some of the scribes were sitting there and reasoning in their hearts: why does this man speak such blasphemies? Who can forgive sins except God alone?[7] To the wicked, envious, and ambitious scribes—that is, to the scholarly teachers of the Jews—the good deed of Jesus Christ seemed blasphemy, and it troubled them. Even now, brothers, good deeds as well lead a wicked man into taking offense: you go to church to pray to God, you read sacred books, you keep away from amusements, entertainments, spectacles, and parties; and they say: there is a hypocrite. You give alms—they say: he is breeding parasites. But would it not be better for these wicked people to look at themselves, at what they themselves are like, than to judge and condemn others? It is necessary to remember the words of the righteous Judge: do not judge, so that you are not judged[8]. Jesus Christ, as the Knower of hearts, exposed the wicked thoughts of His opponents. He said to them: what are you pondering in your hearts? Which is easier: to say to the paralytic, your sins are forgiven you? Or to say: arise, and take up your bed, and walk?[9] In fact, is it not equally impossible for an ordinary man both to forgive another man like himself his sins against God, and to heal sicknesses by a word? It goes without saying that it is impossible. To whom, then, is it possible?—Only to God; therefore, if the word of Jesus Christ was a deed, that is, if it absolved sins and healed every kind of sickness, as all the people saw, the scribes among them, then how could they accuse the Lord of blasphemy? Looking simply at the deed, they ought to have believed that Jesus Christ is God, because He forgives sins and by a word heals all sicknesses; yet they say: he speaks blasphemy. And what did the Lord answer them? But so that you may know that the Son of Man has on earth the authority to forgive sins, He said to the paralytic: I say to you: arise, and take up your bed, and go to your house. And he arose at once, and, taking up the bed, went out before them all, so that all were amazed and glorified God, saying: we have never seen anything such as this[10]. Here you see, the word became a deed: the sins were forgiven, the paralysis passed away, and the man became completely healthy and strong; and the forgiveness of sins and the healing of the sickness—both the one and the other showed that Jesus Christ is the Judge, the Giver of Life, and God, and not a blasphemer, as the scribes thought.

My brothers! The power to forgive people their sins belongs to God alone, as Creator and Lawgiver; and which of you has not experienced for himself that Jesus Christ forgives and absolves us from every sin? O, how easy and peaceful, how joyful the soul feels when you repent from your whole heart of your sins before the Lord and hear the word of forgiveness: Child, your sins are forgiven you. How joyful the soul is when with faith and love you taste of His divine Food—His most pure Body and Blood! Even now, how often the sick are healed soon after they have repented before the face of a priest and received the holy Mysteries of Christ! All of us have experienced in ourselves, beyond counting, that Jesus Christ is our Judge, our Savior, our Life-giver, and God: let us then always earnestly turn to Him with faith, that from His constant, proven mercy we may receive the forgiveness of sins, inward peace, and at the same time health for the body. The treasury of mercy is always open to everyone: let each one draw from it even a thousand times a day—our countless sins will not overcome the Master’s boundless mercy, provided only that we are sinners who sincerely repent. Glory to Your mercy, O Lord, forever and ever! But let us also, brothers, be merciful to our neighbors. Once again I turn to your love with a word about alms for the poor of our parish relief committee. Be pleased to do this in the name of God: He who gives to the poor, by the mercy of God, will never be lacking[11]. Amen.


[1] Mt 25:34.

[2] Mt 11:23,24.

[3] Mt 6:24.

[4] Hebr 2:1.

[5] Mk 2:3,4.

[6] Mk 2:5.

[7] Mk 2:6,7.

[8] Mt 7:1.

[9] Mk 2:8,9.

[10] Mk 2:10-12.

[11] Prov 28:27.

The Life-Giving Cross of the Lord

A Sermon on the Sunday of the Veneration of the Cross

Since the Cross of the Lord now lies before our eyes for reverent veneration and kissing—the Cross whose power is so often glorified in the Church’s prayers and hymns—I want, beloved, to say to you today a few words about its power, or about its wonders. Intending to speak of this, I—on the one hand—see its wonder-working power everywhere and do not know where to stop, what instance to choose as an example of the life-giving power of the Cross; I also see that great reverence which people of ancient times paid to the life-giving Cross; on the other hand—alas!—I see very few instances of its power among the people of our own time—and right away I see the reason why it manifests so little of its wonder-working power: precisely that for which the Lord worked few wonders in His own homeland—that is, because of ignorance, because of the lawless, un-Christian life of Christians. So then, beloved brethren, the history of the Christian Church presents very many instances of the wonder-working power of the Cross—because there was more faith among people then, more true Christians; even now the life-giving Cross is gloriously extolled, but now we see far fewer examples of its wonder-working power—namely, we see examples of its life-giving power only in those few people who live by faith.

The holy strugglers of Christ marveled at the constant, life-giving power of the Lord’s Cross at work in their lives—and in the humility of their hearts, fearing lest such a power abandon them, who were of themselves infirm and sinful, always surrounded by invisible enemies, and often by visible ones as well, they prayed only: invincible, incomprehensible, divine power of the precious and life-giving Cross, do not abandon us sinners[1]. With complete confidence in its wonder-working power, and in wonder at its power to drive away the invisible enemies, with gladness of heart they cried out to the Cross: Rejoice, most precious and life-giving Cross of the Lord, driving away the demons by the power of our Lord Jesus Christ Who was crucified on you… and Who has granted to us you, His precious Cross, for the driving away of every adversary… and without any doubt they spoke to it as to something alive: O most precious and life-giving Cross of the Lord! Help me, together with the Most Holy Lady the Virgin Theotokos and with all the saints, forever[2].

In spite of yourself, your heart is touched with compunction when you read with what praises they magnified the life-giving Cross: they called it the four-pointed power, the all-powerful Cross, the glory of the apostles, the strength of the martyrs, the stronghold of venerable monks, the health of the infirm, the resurrection of the dead, the setting right of those who fall, the putting to death of the passions, the banishment of unclean thoughts, the foundation of piety, the destroyer of demons, the ruin of ungodly people, the shaming of enemies on the dread day of judgment. As to one alive, they said to it: «Cross, be for me power, might, and dominion, my deliverer and my vanguard warrior against the enemies that war against me, a shield and a protector, my victory and my fortress, always preserving and sheltering me»[3].

In general, they called the image of the cross indescribable in its power—a consecration of the waters, a purification of the air, a sanctification and enlightenment for every faithful Christian, a sign of courage, and Christ’s scepter that tramples adversaries to the ground. Not knowing how worthily to glorify its power, they cry out: «Who can enumerate all your deeds, O cross, dear to the world—the powers and the wonders, and the raising of dead men by your power? You bore up with yourself the whole world—that is, the chosen Christians—when you yourself were borne up to God»[4].

Do you find, beloved, that the cross of the Lord is for you what it was for the holy men? No, I will answer for most of you… The cross works no miracles in your life. Why? Because of your unbelief. The cross is in itself always wondrous and life-giving. To Christians who remain faithful to it even now with their faith and reverence, it too is faithful, like the truest and most constant of friends. O, who would grant me godly zeal and the power of the word to awaken in the Christians of the present time a living faith and the reverence due to the cross and to the One crucified upon it! I know that many are inattentive to the cross and to the sign of the cross. At times this inattentiveness and lack of respect for the cross goes so far that people refuse to receive the servant of Christ who comes to their house with the cross and in the name of the cross; others are unwilling to make the sign of the cross upon their sinful bodies as they should, or they slight the priestly blessing, or the priests themselves slight it; at times this is done from inattentiveness, and at times—O horror!—out of a false, accursed shame. Can it be the cross, beloved, which is our glory and our boast, that you are ashamed of? I give you a timely warning: and the Son of Man will be ashamed of you when He comes in the glory of His Father with His holy angels[5].

Beloved! Let us always honor the cross of the Lord with faith and love: and it will be our friend, our savior not of itself, but by the power of the One crucified upon it. Amen


[1] Cf. the prayer at Great Compline.

[2] The evening prayer to the holy, precious Cross.

[3] Cf. the canon to the precious and life-giving Cross, ode 1.

[4] Cf. ibid., ode 9.

[5] Mk 8:38.

The Demoniacs

A Sermon for the Fourth Sunday of Great Lent

Today, beloved brothers and sisters, there was read the Gospel narrative from Mark concerning the healing by Jesus Christ of a demon-possessed youth who was deaf and mute, for whom his father pleaded—through the casting out of the most wicked unclean spirit, which caused the unhappy youth deafness and muteness. Mute and deaf spirit! the Lord said to the unclean spirit — I command you: come out of him, and enter him no more. And when the spirit had cried out and convulsed him violently, the evil spirit came out of him; and the youth became like a dead man, so that many said he had died. But Jesus, taking him by the hand, raised him; and he stood up. But listen to how wicked was the demon that tormented the youth. The father of this youth told the Lord that wherever the demon seized him, it would throw him to the ground—and the poor youth would foam at the mouth, grind his teeth, and grow rigid all over. The very same thing happened that time as well, when his father brought him to the Savior. And when the Lord asked the father, as though not knowing—although, as God, He knew all things: How long has this been happening to him? — the father said, from childhood; and he added that the demon had many a time thrown him both into fire and into water, seeking to destroy him; and he begged the Lord to have compassion on him and on his son, and to help, if He could do anything. Jesus said to him: If you can believe at all—all things are possible to the one who believes. And the unhappy father, weak in faith, cried out with tears: I believe, Lord! Help my unbelief. Do you see what power the Lord ascribes to faith and to the one who believes: all things are possible to the one who believes, He says. One who believes can cast out demons and heal every kind of illness. But how powerless and pitiable is the unbeliever! He cannot even gain mastery over himself, cannot overcome his own sins, but, like a slave, serves them and is tormented by them. And since the unhappy father had first brought his demon-possessed son to the apostles, and they could not cast this demon out of him, they asked the Lord in private: why could we not cast it out? To this the Lord said to them: this kind can come out in no other way than by prayer and fasting[1].

Here, then, is the Lord’s praise of fasting and prayer. Here is the Gospel foundation of fasting. Why, then, have those who style themselves followers of the Gospel banished fasting from our common life, as though it were useless! Have passions and lawlessness and demoniacs of every kind not multiplied among us precisely because some Christians have broken their union with the Church and rejected prayer and fasting as a superfluous undertaking, and live like the unreasoning beasts, guided only by their various lusts, while others, in their malice, with foam at their mouths like true demoniacs, have hurled themselves into every kind of crime: into murders, suicides, arson, undermining, explosions, and the like? Yes, beloved brothers and sisters, people like this have come to such terrible frenzy precisely from unbelief, from lack of self-restraint, from impurity, and from all the deadly consequences of that unbelief. The gentle faith of the Gospel does not preach murders, regicide, undermining, and explosions; it says: Let every soul be subject to the ruling authorities. For no authority exists except from God, and the authorities that exist are set in place by God, and that one must obey them not only out of fear, but also for the sake of conscience[2], and it commands us to pray for the Tsar and for all who are honored with authority, that we may live a quiet and untroubled life in all godliness and purity[3].

Lord, enlighten the eyes of the heart that malice has blinded in these wretched demoniacs of our ill-fated time, who rise up against the God-established authorities, so that they may come to see what a terrible abyss they are digging out beneath their own feet, and into what a terrible hellish chasm they are ready to plunge. In the ancient pre-Christian days, certain wretched ones among the Jews made an uprising against the established authorities—against Moses and Aaron, reproaching them for a supposed lust for power; they only murmured—and what befell them, what chastisement of God? The earth opened beneath them, and they went down alive into hades together with their households, while others, less guilty, were consumed by fire that came forth from the sanctuary[4]. Such is the gravity of the sin of rebellion against the authorities. What, then, awaits our nihilists—what judgment of God? One all the more terrible, the more of God’s gifts they have trampled underfoot. For who are our nihilists and terrorists? Baptized people—Christians—have sunk into such a frenzy, into such murders and suicides, into such satanic crimes! O, why were they ever born into the world? Why did they not perish in their mother’s womb? Better for them never to have been born. To trample so ungratefully, so wickedly, so madly upon the gifts of God—the grace of baptism, of chrismation, of the communion of the Body and Blood of the Lord—this is truly terrible! O, the wretched parents of such children! What disgrace they must bear.

Brothers and sisters! Let us hold fast with all our heart to the faith and to the Church of God, that only ark of salvation that delivers from the universal flood of fire, which will in its own time overtake all the lawless. Let us keep to the sacred ordinances of the Church, which lead us to salvation; let us observe the fasts and prayers unchangingly and be zealous for the divine services! The devil, the enemy of our salvation, does not slumber, but, like a roaring lion, walks about around us, seeking whom he may devour[5] — and how many he has devoured! Fasting and prayer, with diligence, with humility, with faith and with love, are a mighty weapon against the devil, against all the passions warring within us. Amen.


[1] Mk 9:17-29.

[2] Rom 13:1-5.

[3] 1Tim 2:2.

[4] Num 16:1-35.

[5] 1Pet 5:8.

The Work of Christ

A Sermon on the Fifth Sunday of Great Lent

The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many (Mk 10:45)

The memorable days of the world-saving sufferings of our Lord Jesus Christ will soon be upon us, and on this Sunday the Church has appointed the reading of the Gospel in which the Lord foretold His coming sufferings as though they were present. Precisely, He said: Look, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn Him to death, and will hand Him over to the Gentiles; and they will mock Him, and beat Him, and spit on Him, and kill Him; and on the third day He will rise again[1]. Thus the Lord knew in advance everything that would happen to Him in Jerusalem—every detail of His humiliation, of His sufferings and His death—and He did not turn away from them, but went resolutely and joyfully to drink the bitter cup of sufferings for the world, and for the very Jews who were thankless and crucified Him, so as to serve the salvation of all. O boundless love! O boundless condescension! O wondrous long-suffering!

The whole life of Jesus Christ—from His infancy to His death on the cross and His resurrection—is His wondrous, most loving service for the salvation of the human race. But even after His ascension into the heavens, when He sat down at the right hand of God the Father, the Lord, who has now become King over all nations, has served the salvation of the human race to this very day—especially that of the Christian race—as He Himself said: I am with you every day, even to the end of the age[2], or, in the Gospel being read today: The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many[3]. To this day He cleanses, regenerates, and renews us in holy Baptism; He sanctifies and confirms us in chrismation with the grace of the Holy Spirit; He officiates at the Liturgy as the eternal High Priest after the order of Melchizedek, and bestows His most pure Body and Blood under the form of bread and wine; in repentance He Himself heeds our repentance and absolves the sins of those who repent sincerely; in the priesthood, in the hierarchy, or in the pastorate, He Himself enlightens, shepherds, guides, judges, and spiritually chastens His rational sheep; in marriage He blesses the marital union of husband and wife for the blessed birth and upbringing of children; in Unction, as the Physician of souls and bodies, He heals spiritual and bodily infirmities. At every service He is present with us invisibly, according to His own promise: wherever two or three are gathered in My name, there I am among them[4], and He receives our service, while He Himself wonderfully, effectually, and perceptibly serves our salvation, producing in us wondrous divine powers that shatter the iron bonds and fetters of sin and spiritual death, healing infirmities, daily redeeming us, through repentance and faith, from immeasurable transgressions, and sweetly giving life to souls surfeited with the bitterness of sin.

We are now in Great Lent, which lasts forty days. What is this Great Lent? It is a precious gift to us from our Savior, Who Himself fasted forty days and nights, eating and drinking nothing—a gift truly precious for all who seek salvation, as a slayer of the passions of the soul. By His word and His example the Lord made it law for His followers. And with what love, with what divine powers of grace the Lord serves all who truly fast! He enlightens them, cleanses them, renews them, strengthens them in the struggle against the passions and against the unseen enemies—against the principalities and powers and world-rulers of the darkness of this age[5]; He teaches them every virtue and leads them up to perfection, to incorruption and to the blessedness on high. All who truly fast have proved this and are proving it in themselves. Fasting with prayer is a faithful weapon against the devil and the passion-laden flesh. Let no one play the wise man and say that fasting is unnecessary.—But now the days of the sufferings, the passion of the Lord, are approaching?—This is the last, all-accomplishing sacrifice of our Savior for the sins of the world, completed by His death on the cross, before which He cried out: It is finished![6] This is His last, final service on earth for our salvation, so that through His sufferings and death we might be delivered from the righteous, everlasting torment for our sins—so that He might give us as food and drink His all-pure, much-suffering body and His all-pure blood, poured out for us—for our cleansing, sanctification, quickening, and renewal—so that He might clothe us in His righteousness, in His merits, and divinize us and make us blessed forever. O, if only it were so! If only we always looked upon His sufferings in this way and so made them our own by faith and love! If only we were crucified together with Him, crucifying ourselves to the world and to the passions!—Or again: the Liturgy is celebrated almost all year round. What is the Liturgy? It is the daily service of the Lord for our salvation and for the salvation of the world—for all and on behalf of all. He Himself serves for us and with us in the Liturgy, performing the Mystery of His body and blood. To this day He is slaughtered for us, while He Himself remains unslaughtered in His incorruptible, divinized flesh; He pours out His blood, breaks His body, and gives them to us for the remission of sins, for sanctification, and for life everlasting; to this day His living and life-giving blood still steams upon the altars of Orthodox Christian temples! O, the wondrous divine gift of love! O, the blessedness of true Christians! Thus the Lord to this day serves your salvation in manifold and life-giving ways.

But He left us a pattern, an example, so that we also might serve one another with love. He said: whoever would be great among you shall be your servant; and whoever would be first among you shall be your slave[7]. So each of us, my brothers, must serve the others with his talents, abilities, strengths, his official position, his property, his education—and not seek to please himself alone. Thus the tsar and the government serve the people, caring for their enlightenment, for the direction of their moral and physical powers, for their agricultural and economic life. Pastors serve their flocks, or ought to serve them, by a good example of Christian virtues, by the word of teaching and edification, by the reverent celebration of the Mysteries—by the saving guidance of their flocks toward a virtuous life and toward salvation in God; educated people, superiors and instructors, authors, writers, and the press in general—must serve the glory of God and the good of the people, or of those entrusted to their guidance, by their enlightening influence, on the foundations of the Christian Orthodox Church. The rich must serve the poor—not, of course, the idle, who do not want to work but want to eat bread for free, for if anyone does not want to work, neither shall he eat[8], says the Apostle—but those poor who would gladly work yet cannot, or whose work goes nowhere at all, labor that is exhausting and thankless, or—those who can find work nowhere.

We are all members of one another in Christ, and by faith, and by duty, and by the conviction of mind and heart we ought to serve one another with whatever each of us can;—yes, brethren, to serve our neighbors, and not to live for ourselves alone, not for our own pleasures alone—not to gather riches for ourselves alone, not to pass our time in idleness and laziness, not to regard life as a toy, or merely as a chain of games and amusements. That would be not Christianity, but paganism. We who are strong ought to bear the weaknesses of those without strength, and not to please ourselves. Let each of us please his neighbor, for what is good, for his upbuilding[9]. Service to our neighbors, of course, cannot be without self-denial and a cross; and sometimes the greater and loftier the good we render to our neighbor, the harder the cross often is—for example, the cross of ingratitude and malice from those who have received our kindness. Such is the cross of our good and beloved Sovereign. But we must not lose heart over this, must not grieve beyond measure, and must not abandon the work of service. For whose cross was ever heavier than the cross of Christ, endured for our sake? Let the example of the Lord Jesus Christ, who emptied Himself terribly for us, serve as a strong incentive to us not to fear self-denial and not to flee from it, for the sake of the common good. And this self-denial, and this good, are so needed especially now, in view of the many and great hardships and misfortunes of our people—a people believing and good indeed, but uneducated, at times superstitious, dissolute, careless, often short-sighted—a people free, but not yet having learned to understand and treasure the gift of true freedom. But in order to serve our neighbors sincerely, one must absolutely cease to serve one’s own passions; self-denial is needed, for the passions do not allow us to serve our neighbors sincerely and fervently, but teach us to please only ourselves. Amen.


[1] Mk 10:33-34.

[2] Mt 28:20.

[3] Mk 10:45.

[4] Mt 18:20.

[5] Eph 6:12.

[6] Jn 19:30.

[7] Mk 10:43,44.

[8] 2Thes 3:10.

[9] Rom 15:1,2.

The Entry of the Lord Into Jerusalem

A sermon for Palm Sunday

Tell the daughter of Zion: see, your King is coming to you, meek, seated on a donkey and on a young colt, the foal of a beast of burden (Mt 21:5)

On His way to Jerusalem for His voluntary, world-saving Passion, the Lord wished to visit, along the way, His ailing friend Lazarus and his sisters Martha and Mary; and since by His divine omniscience He foresaw his death, He resolved to perform the glorious raising of him from the dead, for the assurance of the general resurrection of the whole human race. The miracle of the raising of the four-day-dead man, already given over to decay, more than all the other miracles glorified Jesus Christ, as the Messiah and the Vanquisher of the universal death of man, and was the cause of the rapturous welcome given Him by the inhabitants and the visitors of Jerusalem gathered for the feast of the Jewish Passover. But in the chief priests, scribes and Pharisees it aroused terrible envy and malice, and they resolved finally to put to death the One who denounced their vices, and who had come to put our very death itself to death. His crucifiers did not know that they were crucifying their Benefactor, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world[1] and their own sins as well—Him who prayed to the Father: Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing[2]. But the blasphemers of today, such as Leo Tolstoy and his companions, know the Savior of the world, who has been preached and received by faith throughout all the world; yet in their pride they want to mock the common faith and revile Him, and if they do not believe and do not repent, they will all perish in their wickedness[3]. Since today the holy Church solemnly, in commemoration, celebrates the Savior’s entry on a young donkey, bearing no yoke of any kind, into the holy city of Jerusalem, amid the joyful rejoicing of the people and especially of the children, let us speak of what this extraordinary and, seemingly, strange entry of His into Jerusalem on a she-donkey and her colt, and not on a horse as was the custom of eastern kings and victors, meant; what this joy and rejoicing of the people, and especially of the guileless children who glorified the Lord, signified; and how hell, seething with all wickedness, stirred up impious men to murder the Giver of Life and Lord, not foreseeing that Christ, slain by it in the flesh, would plunge His wooden spear, that is, His cross, into its hellish belly and pierce it with a mortal, everlasting piercing, and deliver the souls it had swallowed up from its all-devouring belly.

Let us listen to how the holy evangelist Matthew describes the solemn entry of Jesus Christ into Jerusalem.

When Christ, His disciples, and the crowd drew near to Jerusalem and came to Bethany at the Mount of Olives, «Jesus sent two disciples, saying to them: Go into the village opposite you, and at once you will find a donkey tied and a young colt with her; untie them and bring them to Me, and if anyone says anything to you, say that the Lord needs them, and he will send them at once. All this took place so that what was spoken through the prophet might be fulfilled, who says: Say to the daughter of Zion: See, your King comes to you, righteous and bringing salvation, gentle, and seated on a donkey and on a young colt, the foal of a beast of burden[4]. The disciples went and did as Jesus had commanded them. They brought the donkey and the young colt and laid their garments on them, and He sat upon them. And a great multitude of the people spread their garments on the road, while others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. And the crowds that went before Him and that followed after cried out: Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!

And when He entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred up and asked: Who is this? And the crowd said: This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee. And Jesus entered the temple of God… and the lame and the blind came up to Him, and He healed them. But when the chief priests and the scribes saw the wonders He had worked, and the children crying out in the temple and saying: Hosanna to the Son of David! they were indignant. And they said to Him: Do You hear what they are saying? And Jesus said to them: Yes! Have you never read: Out of the mouths of infants and nursing infants You have prepared praise[5]? and leaving them, He went out of the city to Bethany and spent the night there»[6]. Such is the account of the Lord’s entry into Jerusalem.

Why, contrary to all custom, did Jesus Christ enter Jerusalem not on a horse, but on a donkey and on a young colt?—Here we see the mind of God. The Lord teaches us not only by words, but also by things animate and inanimate. Thus He cursed the barren fig tree as a rebuke to the barrenness of the Jews and of Judas the traitor; here He is seated on a donkey and a colt as a sign that He will bring the pagan nations, who had not known the yoke of the law of Moses, to the knowledge of His dominion and of His eternal kingdom, in place of the people of the Jews that had fallen away from God; and when the full number of the pagans has entered the Church of Christ, then the Jews too will turn to Christ. Thus the entry into Jerusalem on a donkey and a colt had a mysterious meaning—namely, the conversion of the pagans, among whom we Russians have also been called. As for the rejoicing of the people and of the children, who welcomed with joy the Lord coming on the donkey, this common joy came from the rapture that filled their hearts at the raising from the tomb of Lazarus, a dead man of four days, and from their wonder at the Divine Wonderworker; and it was the Holy Spirit who spoke through the mouths of the guileless children praising the Lord.

The Lord’s entry into Jerusalem produced an entirely opposite effect on the proud and envious Pharisees: it stirred up in them a feeling of extreme envy and malice, and they resolved to kill Him. It seems that from that moment all of hell took up residence within them. The passions blind a man, and he does not himself know what he is doing—the most absurd and reckless deeds—as He Himself, the One crucified by them on the cross, said of them: Father, forgive them, for they do not see what they are doing. Christ came as the immortal God to destroy the death that was devouring the human race and to grant us immortality by His victory over death—but His enemies killed Him Himself in the flesh, and by doing so, without knowing it or realizing it, they brought the greatest good to the human race; and without doubt they too would have been forgiven by the Lamb of God, who took upon Himself the sins of the world, had they repented of their deicide.

Marvelous are Your works, O Lord! Hell, in its blind and boundless malice, roused all its power in the chief priests, the scribes and the Pharisees for the killing of Christ, and even beguiled with the love of money one of Christ’s apostles into betraying to death the Giver of Life to all; and, by God’s allowance, in fulfillment of the wise and everlasting Counsel of God for the salvation of the human race by the death of Christ, it attained the aim of its hellish efforts and killed the flesh of the Giver of Life—but above all it destroyed itself; and if it had known the consequences of Christ’s sufferings and death for its hellish kingdom, it would have exerted every effort to keep Him from suffering and death. The cross and the death of the Giver of Life destroyed the power and kingdom of Satan, and he surrendered all the souls he had swallowed up to the Redeemer of our race, who had plundered hell. The Church sings of this victory of crucified Christ over hell in this way: Pilate raised three crosses on Golgotha: two of the robbers and one of the Giver of Life; hell, catching sight of Him, let out a cry of despair and called out to its servants, the demonic hosts: «O my servants and my powers! Who has hammered nails into my heart and dealt me a sudden piercing with a wooden spear? I am torn apart; I agonize terribly in my inward parts; I am wounded in my belly; my senses confuse my spirit, and I am forced to spew out Adam and all who came from him, who were handed over to me through the tasting of the forbidden tree; for the tree of the cross leads them back into paradise[7]». That is what hell brought down upon its own wretched head by driving Christ to death on the cross. Christ crushed its dominion and plundered all its booty—all its vast wealth of souls, as Holy Church bears witness in her Sunday services.

So let us all cry out to Christ the Giver of Life, the Conqueror of death: Blessed is He who comes to His voluntary passion for the sake of our salvation, and who by His sufferings on the cross and His death has conquered our death and granted resurrection to all—a resurrection that will be accomplished on the last day of the world.

Since we have been given this time for the struggles of correcting our life and for every virtue, let us take care to conquer in ourselves the passions of flesh and spirit, and to adorn our souls with mercy toward our neighbors, with meekness, humility, obedience, patience, long-suffering, temperance, purity, and chastity. Amen.


[1] Jn 1:29.

[2] Lk 23:34.

[3] Mt 21:41.

[4] Zah 9:9.

[5] Ps 8:3.

[6] Mt 21:1-17

[7] Service of the fourth week of the fast, Wednesday, the ikos after the sixth ode.

What Fruits Does the Lord Expect From Us?

A discourse on Great Monday

Today, beloved brethren, three parables were read at the morning service: the first—about the barren fig tree; the second—about the father who had two sons: one, in answer to his father’s request—child, go and work today in my vineyard—answered: I will not; but afterwards he repented and went; the other, to the same request, said: I go—and did not go; and finally, the third parable—about the householder who, having a vineyard, surrounded it with a fence, dug a winepress in it, built a tower, handed it over to tenants, and went away; and then, when the time came for gathering the fruit, he sent his servants to the tenants of the vineyard to receive the fruit. The tenants, in their obduracy, beat some of the servants and killed others, and finally killed even His Only-begotten Son[1].

Let us speak this time about the first parable. «Having spent the night in the village of Bethany, the Lord, in the morning—says the evangelist Matthew—as He was returning to the city of Jerusalem, hungered; and seeing a certain fig tree by the road, He came up to it and, finding nothing on it except leaves only, said to it: Let no fruit ever come from you again. And the fig tree immediately withered. When the disciples saw this, they were amazed and said: How did the fig tree wither away so suddenly? And Jesus answered them: Truly I say to you: if you have faith and do not doubt, you will not only do what was done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this mountain: rise up and cast yourself into the sea, it will be; and everything that you ask for in prayer with faith, you will receive».

The barren fig tree by the roadside, with nothing but leaves—that is I and you, beloved brother and sister. To us, to you and me, the Planter of our life, the Lord Jesus Christ, hungering for our salvation, often comes early and late; He comes to satisfy the hunger of our soul, to become for it the bread of life. And—alas—He almost always finds in us only care for worldly things—nothing but leaves; as for the fruits of faith, of the utmost concern for the salvation of our souls, in us they are not—they simply are not. Meanwhile, each of us was planted on the earth precisely in order to bear spiritual fruit. What, then, are these fruits in particular that every man, especially a Christian, ought to bear? To this the holy Apostle answers as follows: the spiritual fruit is love, joy, peace, patience, mercy, faith, meekness, self-control[2]. There, brother and sister, are the fruits we must unfailingly offer every day to the Planter of our life, the Lord Jesus Christ. Now each of you, look: are you a fruitful fig tree, or a barren one? If you are fruitful, good: keep bearing fruit, that He may nourish you yourself with them in eternity; but if you are barren, tremble: the curse of the Master of your life hangs over you, and perhaps very soon He will say to you too: from now on, let no fruit ever come from you, forever. And you will wither at once; all your spiritual powers will be choked out; your faith, hope, and love will utterly run dry, while every tree that does not bring forth good fruit is cut down and cast into theeternalfire[3]. These words are true and clear as day. They will be fulfilled unfailingly, for heaven and earth will pass away, as days, months, and years pass by, but the words of the Lord will not pass away[4]. So then, brother and sister, ask yourself: do you offer daily to the Master of your life the fruits of good works, and above all, do you have the queen of virtues—love—ardent love for your Creator and love for your neighbor as for yourself? Do you want to know by what deeds love shows itself? The holy Apostle Paul will answer you for me: love is patient and shows mercy, love does not envy, love does not exalt itself, is not proud, does not act shamefully, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil, does not rejoice at unrighteousness, but rejoices with the truth. It covers all things, believes all things, hopes all things, bears all things. Love never ceases. Love is so necessary for the Christian that if he speaks in all the languages of men and of angels, but has no love, then he is like ringing brass, with all his eloquence and abundance of words, or like a resounding cymbal. If he has the gift of prophecy and knows all the mysteries and the meaning of all the Scriptures, and even—most astonishing of all—if he has all faith, so that at his words mountains would pass from place to place, but has no love, then he is nothing: empty are all his attainments, all his labors, without love[5]. Why is love so necessary for us? Because God Himself is love[6], and we were created in His image, and God dwells in the Christian man. Or do you not know that Christ is in you, unless indeed you are counterfeits[7]. Do you not know that you are the temple of God, and the Spirit of God lives in you[8]?

Whoever has fervent love for God and for his neighbor has in his soul the other fruits as well, counted by the Apostle: joy in the Holy Spirit, peace, long-suffering, goodness, mercy, faith; for in love, as in a seed, all the virtues are contained: for where love is, there is God, the all-perfect perfection, the fount of goodness, infinite kindness, infinite almightiness. Whoever has fervent love for God has also such faith that he can move mountains, as the Lord said: and all that he asks in prayer with faith he will receive[9]. So then, if we do not want to wither like the fig tree cursed by the Lord or like the grass, and be thrown into eternal fire, let us strive, beloved brethren, to bring the Planter of our life the fruits of good works, while we have time, strength, means, and opportunity. Perhaps a time will come when we would wish to do good, but it will be impossible. While we have time, let us do good to all, and above all to those who are near to us in the faith[10]. Amen.


[1] Mt 21:17-44.

[2] Gal 5:22,23.

[3] Mt 3:10.

[4] Mk 13:31.

[5] 1Cor 13:1-8.

[6] 1Jn 4:8.

[7] 2Cor 13:5.

[8] 1Cor 3:16.

[9] Cf. Mt 21:22.

[10] Gal 6:10.

Our Sacrifice to the Lord Who Suffered

A Homily for Great Wednesday

Brethren! This present day is the day on which our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ was delivered up to suffering and death.

Faithful souls, who know how to value and to feel the supreme self-sacrifice made for the salvation of us all by our Lord and Friend of us all! From this day onward, guard above all your heart, and guard it with the strictest care, for Him alone, and let nothing worldly, nothing corruptible, no passion gain mastery over you. Prove that you, too, know how to answer love with love; prove that you are true Christians, and that out of love for Christ you can keep vigil with Him—that is, keep wakeful watch over your own heart—in the days in which He alone drank for us the cup of the wrath of heaven. Bring Christ the Lord, in faith, into your hearts as He suffers for us, and suffer there—within your own heart—together with Him; call your sins to mind, be contrite, and, if you can, weep over them. Weep for yourselves[1], says the Lord. Send up your sighs and tears to Christ, and this will be the most acceptable offering to the Lord who suffers for us: you will soon feel in your heart His favor toward you in return for the gift of your heart: a peace in the soul exceeding every mind[2], and a quiet heavenly joy will proclaim to you that your sacrifice—the sacrifice of a broken and humbled heart—has not been scorned, but has been accepted by the Lord upon His supracelestial and noetic altar. Having been cleansed, this very evening, of your sins in the Mystery of repentance—you who have not already been cleansed before—you will tomorrow be made worthy to partake of His Body and Blood: may this Supper of Love unite you with Him Who commanded it to be celebrated in remembrance of Him, may it always remind you of His boundless love for us, and may it grant you the strength to pass the great days that are coming in holiness, in a spirit of ardent love for the Lord who laid down His life for us. Amen.


[1] Lk 23:28.

[2] Phil 4:7.

The Meaning of the Mystery of the Cross

A Sermon for Great Friday

Now hangs upon the tree He who hung the earth upon the waters (Antiphon 15, service for Great Friday, Matins)

Here on the cross hangs the One who hung the earth upon the waters—that is, the Lord Almighty, who created heaven and earth by His all-powerful word and upholds the whole boundless creation, visible and invisible, by His almighty hand.

On the one hand—what humiliation, dishonor, weakness, suffering, mortal anguish, and death! On the other—what awesome, incomparable majesty, omnipotence, and splendor; what boundless goodness, what infinite holiness and justice—a justice that demands righteousness and truth from every rational creature, and that through His divine-human Passion redeems and utterly consumes all the unrighteousness of men in return for faith and repentance!

Let us fathom the meaning of the Mystery of the Cross.

Out of His boundless goodness the Lord created man with immensely great advantages over all the earthly creatures, in His Own image and likeness, endowing him with a rational, free, and immortal soul, and entering into a covenant with him of faith and of the keeping of God’s commandments. For keeping them, everlasting blessedness in heaven was promised to man. Before the first human beings there stood a trial—the keeping of the easy commandment given them; the gradual fulfilling of it was to strengthen all the powers of man—the mind, the heart, and the will—in obedience to the Creator, and to convince Adam and Eve of the necessity of obeying the Creator for the good of themselves and their posterity, and to preserve them from the abysses and misfortunes of self-will and disobedience.

The covenant was defiantly and ungratefully broken by the first couple, and the terrible corruption of sin and decay infected Adam and Eve; and—since they bore in their loins the whole human race that had come from them—this infection passed into all mankind, as we see to this day in ourselves and in all people. Through the breaking of the covenant the human race cast itself off from God, the Source of life; it enslaved itself to the enemy of God, the enemy of all righteousness and truth; it allied itself with and became fused with the all-malicious and all-cunning nature of the devil; it fell under the curse of God and under temporal and eternal death.

But since the fall of the first human beings was not devised by themselves, but by a fallen, bodiless, and rational being, strong in malice and cunning—the devil—and took place through his beguiling of the inexperienced primeval couple, it was therefore not so deep as the fall of the Morning Star; and so the justice and mercy of God allowed for the restoration and redemption of fallen man and his being raised up again to his first goodness and possession. And in the eternal Counsel of God it was determined to redeem the fallen human race through the Incarnation of the Son of God and His accomplishing of all the righteousness of God, through His redemptive and voluntary sufferings on the cross, through His free death on behalf of the guilty; and—out of His boundless goodness and His compassion for the fallen—He took upon Himself the heavy burden of redemption and said to His Father: See, I come… to do Your will, O God[1].

Here is the greatest and saving Mystery of the Cross! Here is the explanation of why there hangs before our eyes the One Who hung the earth upon the waters, Who holds heaven and earth in the palm of His hand, Who created all the lights of the heavens and gave firm laws to all the stars.

For the boundless sins of mankind a boundlessly great Sacrifice was offered, and for those who had sold themselves to the enemy—the devil—an infinitely great ransom: the voluntary sufferings in the flesh of the very Giver of Life and the death of the Sinless One. Ask: how could the sinless and passionless God-Man suffer and die—He who had no part in a single sin? For suffering is proper to sinful man, and death cannot have power over the sinless, since death is the consequence of sin and the punishment for sin — the wages of sin is death[2], says Holy Scripture. But Christ suffered not in His divine nature, which cannot undergo suffering, but in His human nature—He died in body, not in His Divinity; and He took on suffering and death voluntarily, for our redemption and for victory over the universal death of mankind; otherwise suffering and death could not have touched His divine-human soul and body.

O the depth of the wisdom and knowledge of God in the redemption of fallen man! O the boundless love of God for a sinful world! Now is the very time to bring forth the God-inspired words of the evangelist John the Theologian: God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son, so that everyone who believes in Him might not perish but have eternal life… For he who believes in the Son is not judged, but he who does not believe has already been condemned, because he has not believed in the name of the only-begotten Son of God[3].

Now we all who believe in Him are healed by His wounds, according to the word of the prophet Isaiah, from the cruel, malignant, deadly sore of sin; and just as the Jews wandering in the wilderness of Arabia, wounded by serpents for their murmuring against God, were healed whenever they looked with faith upon the brazen serpent hung upon a tree—so we, too, are healed every time that, wounded by some sin, we flee with faith and repentance to the One crucified on the Cross, who abides with us invisibly until the end of the age, and tangibly in the Holy Mysteries—in His Flesh broken for us and in His Blood poured out for us on the Cross: for this mystical Flesh and Blood are one and the same with the flesh and blood of Christ that were visible on the Cross.—What can we render to You, O Christ our God, who suffered for us and redeemed us by Your Cross and Your death?—What thanksgiving shall we offer? Everything we have is Your gift, except sin.

But let us see how present-day humanity relates to Christ and to the Cross, or—let us take a smaller sphere: how Russian people, or—the so-called—intelligentsia, relate to Christ and to His Church, which He loved with an everlasting love and gave Himself up for, and in which He laid down all the treasures and all the pledges of His love, all the saving treasures of the grace of the Holy Spirit, the treasures of truth, righteousness, redemption, sanctification, renewal, power, deification and immortality?—The majority—with utter contempt; to a lesser degree—with indifference; and many even arm themselves with hatred and blasphemy against the Holy Church and her ministers; while pictorial art, at the prompting and instigation of the well-known apostate from God and blasphemer Leo Tolstoy, dared to depict Christ in a painting full-length not as the God-Man, but as a mere man, and exhibited it as a spectacle before everyone, just as on Golgotha the Jews hung Christ nailed to a cross.—What, then, is the modern Russian intelligentsia, which has renounced Christ together with its false teacher? Is not this a new Golgotha mockery of our own day, and in view of the Sacrifice of Golgotha can one refrain from publicly denouncing the present-day blasphemers and renegades from Christ and from the Church, who scheme to overturn the royal thrones and the Churches of God, and to murder the faithful servants of the tsar, the devoted sons of the Church and of the fatherland? And we boldly denounce this unbelief and madness—this present frenzy of the unruly and violent youth who are called educated, but are not at all brought up in the rules of the faith and of Christian piety and of civil honor and valor. The Lord sees all that is taking place in our fatherland, as throughout the whole earth, and He will soon pronounce His righteous judgment upon the insolent and treacherous, who breathe malice and murder against all the honest servants of the Church, of the tsar, and of the fatherland.

O Lord! Let Your Blood cry out against all the seditionists, and let it repay them with righteous retribution! But if they are still capable of being brought to reason, bring them to reason: — for they do not know what they are doing. Amen.


[1] Ps 39:8-9.

[2] Rom 6:23.

[3] Jn 3:16-18.

The Word Became Flesh

A Homily for the Day of the Annunciation of the Most Holy Theotokos

The Mystery hidden from the ages is revealed today, and the Son of God becomes the Son of Man; man becomes God, that Adam may be made divine (Verse at the Lauds, Tone 2)

Today holy Church commemorates and celebrates the wondrous Mystery, beyond the power of mortal minds to fathom: the incarnation and the becoming-man of the Creator of the ages and the worlds, the Son of God. The God who cannot be contained is contained within the pure womb of the God-bearing Maiden; the bodiless One takes flesh; the One without beginning is conceived; the Unapproachable becomes approachable; the Word takes on flesh; the infinitely great makes Himself small, and the boundless takes on measure; God is mingled with men, and is not ashamed to call them His brethren[1]. Thus the Mystery hidden from the ages, from the very beginning, and unknown even to the angels, is revealed today, and the Son of God becomes the Son of Man, so that by taking upon Himself what is lower—that is, our nature—He might grant us what is incomparably higher: sanctification, renewal, and deification. It is fitting to cry out in rapture: let creation rejoice, let all nature keep festival with gladness—that is, both the whole human race, honored with such dignity by God, and all creation, heaven and earth, as they see God, who out of His measureless tender mercy came down to creation and took upon Himself the nature of creation for the sake of its salvation.

O unfathomable Mystery, a Mystery most joyful and ravishing to every soul that grasps it spiritually, and yet at the same time a fearsome Mystery! For our sins were the cause of such condescension, of such self-emptying. Only the all-good, all-wise and almighty God could have devised so extraordinary a remedy for the salvation of perishing man, and could have so abased Himself, in order to heal us of pride and of every sin by His own example, and to teach us humility and obedience and every virtue. A Mystery, I say, most joyful and ravishing to the soul! How we have all, brothers and sisters, been honored by the incarnation of the Son of God from the all-pure Virgin: exalted, made glad, consoled! God is with us: He has become our Intercessor, our Redeemer, our Savior; the Mother of God has become our Mother by grace, our Advocate, our Protectress, our Shelter. Imagine what would have become of mankind had the Son of God not come down so wondrously, so graciously, to us sinners, darkened and a thousand times unhappy because of sin and enmity against God! How poor, how pitiable, how hopeless, how comfortless mankind would be amid its countless calamities! But now what constant consolation for those who believe and repent there is in the Son of God incarnate for our sake! He is the hope, the cleansing, the sanctification and the salvation of all penitent sinners; the defense of the wronged; the consolation of all who mourn; the encouragement of the despondent; the rest of the weary and burdened; the reward of those who strive, the light of those in darkness; the strength of the weak; the helper in good labors; the comrade in spiritual battles; the joy of all the righteous; eternal life for all who believe in Him: whoever believes in Me, even if he dies, he will live[2], says the Lord. But the incarnation of the Son of God is at the same time a fearsome and instructive Mystery as well, if we consider what it was that brought the Son of God down to such self-emptying, and to what we men are called and bound by the incarnation of the Son of God. On God’s side, the cause of His becoming man was His infinite love for us, His creatures—the love of the Archetype for His living, rational image, fallen and perishing, for we are His image; and on our side, our sins, our terrible fall, our inevitable eternal perdition.

So what does the incarnation of the Son of God require of us? Immediate, sincere, unfeigned, and steadfast repentance for all sins, amendment of the heart, and a righteous, holy life. Be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy[3]. Come out from among the corrupt and be separate, and touch no unclean thing: and I will receive you, and will be a Father to you, and you will be to Me sons and daughters, says the Lord Almighty[4]. What precisely the Lord Jesus Christ requires of us—that is, holiness and righteousness—you can convince yourselves of every day by the Lord’s Prayer itself, the Our Father, in which He, the Lord, teaches us above all to pray that we may live holy and righteously according to the will of God, and not according to our own: May Your name be hallowed, may Your kingdom come, may Your will be done, as in heaven, so on earth[5]. Thus the incarnation of the Son of God lays upon us, brothers and sisters, this indispensable obligation: to live righteously and holily, reverently and honorably, and to turn away from every sin, from every unrighteousness and impurity. Otherwise we will be unworthy of the Son of God and of His kingdom, and we will prepare for ourselves the heaviest condemnation, both here and in eternity. Amen.


[1] Hebr 2:11.

[2] Jn 11:25.

[3] Lev 19:2.

[4] 2Cor 6:17-18.

[5] Lk 11:2-4; Mt 6:9-10.

A Great Joy

A Sermon for the Day of Holy Pascha

Christ is Risen!

I greet you, dear brothers and sisters, on the all-radiant feast of Christ’s Resurrection from the dead! Rejoice, and again I say: rejoice.

So that our joy may be the greater, let us listen to the Angel of the Lord, who appeared to the Myrrh-bearing Women at the Savior’s tomb in a countenance shining like lightning—and who proclaimed to them the glad tidings of Christ’s Resurrection. When they were in terror at his countenance, which flashed out like bright lightning, he encouraged them and said: «Do not be afraid, for I know that you are seeking Jesus who was crucified. He is not here; He has risen, just as He said. Come and see the place where the Lord was laid. And go quickly, tell His disciples that He has risen from the dead, and goes before you into Galilee; there you will see Him. See, I have told you. And hurrying out of the tomb, they ran with fear and great joy to bring word to His disciples. As they were going to tell His disciples, Jesus met them and said: Rejoice! And they came up, took hold of His feet, and worshiped Him. Then Jesus said to them: Do not be afraid; go, tell My brothers to go into Galilee, and there they will see Me… And the eleven disciples went into Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had directed them. And seeing Him, they worshiped Him; but some doubted. And drawing near, Jesus said to them: All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to keep everything that I have commanded you; and see, I am with you all the days, to the end of the age». Here ends the account of the Evangelist Matthew of the Resurrection and of the Lord’s appearing.

Dear brothers and sisters! Christ, having risen from the dead, dies no more: death no longer has dominion over Him. For in that He died, He died once in the flesh for the destruction of sin, for our redemption from death; and in that He lives, He lives for God. So you also must count yourselves dead to sin, but alive to God for every virtue in Christ Jesus our Lord[1]. Christ is risen from the dead, the Firstborn from the dead. For as death came through a man (Adam),so through a Man (the God-man Christ)comes the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive[2].

Thus the truth, the reality, of our future resurrection from the dead through Christ’s resurrection from the dead has become evident, as clear as day, and the purpose of our earthly life is indicated clearly and definitely: we must live for God, for good deeds, for mutual love, and die to sin—that is, sin must lose within us all its power, all its tenacity and efficacy; we must live on earth for heaven, for God, for eternal life, which Christ’s resurrection has so clearly pointed out to us; to live only this present life, and for this present, quickly vanishing life, for flesh and blood, is a dream, an absurdity, a wasted squandering of both time and strength, countless harm and resistance to our Creator and God, who has clearly pointed out our purpose. If you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ sits at the right hand of God. Set your mind on the things above, not on the things on the earth. For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ appears, your life, then you also will appear with Him in glory[3]. What, after this, is earthly life for a faithful Christian? Constant preparation for the life to come; the unceasing striving of the soul toward the Kingdom of God away from this vain life here, away from the sin that attacks us unceasingly—detachment from temporal goods, and the use of them only in such measure that they do not bind our heart to themselves or hold dominion over it: All things are lawful for me, says the apostle, but nothing shall have dominion over me[4].—Meanwhile our earthly life takes shape in such a way that earthly cares and concerns are almost always in the foreground, and this is not in accord with the true purpose of our life. Seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all this, that is, the earthly, will be added to you[5], given as it were in addition.

What was it that in the early Christian age, as also now, animated and continues to animate faithful Christians in the holy, angel-like life? Confidence in the resurrection of the dead, in the endless life to come, and in the recompense to each according to his works. What spurred on and strengthened the martyrs in their firm resolve—to endure for the name of Christ countless kinds of every torment, and to go to death briskly and joyfully?—Confidence in the resurrection, in the judgment, and in the recompense. They constantly kept in their hearts the words of Christ: In your patience, gain possession of your souls[6]and not a single hair of your head will be lost[7]. What stirred up and inspired the holy Fathers of our holy Orthodox Church in their labors of prayer and fasting, in their struggle against the passions, in their struggle with the heretics for the Orthodoxy of our faith—for example, for the true doctrine of the Holy Trinity, of the union of the two natures in Christ, the Divine and the Human, and of the veneration of the holy icons?—The firm conviction of the saving power of the Orthodox faith and of the recompense to come. What inspired and made wise the wondrous and most sweet hymnographers of our holy Church in composing such and so deeply wise—enrapturing every believing soul—church hymns, so varied in name and in content? What human poetry can compare with the wondrous heavenly, holy poetry of our God-inspired hymnographers? Listen closely with a sensitive, heartfelt, and discerning ear, for example, to the Paschal hymns—the festal and Sunday ones in general—and indeed to all the everyday ones. What is it that breathes in them, thinks with wisdom, sings, makes melody in the spirit, and triumphs? A living, clear-sighted faith in the resurrection and in the future life and recompense. The saints lived on earth only in body, while in soul and heart they lived in heaven, and with the dwellers of heaven they had living communion, living in one spirit with them—and after their blessed end they entered with them into the communion of everlasting blessedness.

Brethren and sisters, children of the resurrection and brethren and children of risen Christ! May our joy in the resurrection be enlightened, deep, holy, and active! May it stir us also to love for the Risen One, to a holy life, and to mutual love. Amen.


[1] Rom 6:9-11.

[2] 1Cor 15:20-22.

[3] Col 3:1-4.

[4] 1Cor 6:12.

[5] Mt 6:33.

[6] Lk 21:19.

[7] Lk 21:18.

The Fourth Commandment

Homily for the Sunday of Thomas.

So the Feast of Feasts, too, has passed for us: the Royal Doors in the Lord’s churches have been shut, and the services are no longer so solemn as they were during Bright Week. What, then, brethren, has this feast left in our souls? For the Christian feasts do not pass before us in their turn in order to leave our souls idle, but in order to do away with, to set us free from the cares and doings of everyday vanity; in other words, the Lord gives us feasts so that for a time we may put off thinking, caring, rejoicing, or grieving over everyday things, over what is earthly and quickly passing, and instead think, take care, and rejoice over what is heavenly and everlasting. It was precisely for this that the feast just past was given to us as well.

It was precisely so that we might see in it the firstfruits of the common resurrection of all the human race on the last day of the world that the Lord has vouchsafed that we see the all-radiant feast of the Resurrection of Christ: Christ is risen from the dead, and has become the firstfruits of the dead[1], says the Word of God. For it was for us that the Lord suffered, died, was buried and rose again; and His death, burial and resurrection are, as it were, our very own death, burial and resurrection. That is why during Bright Week we sang at matins: Yesterday I was buried together with You, O Christ; today I rise together with You as You rise[2]. Yes, we shall all certainly rise again, and all of us look for—that is, we await—the resurrection of the dead. This is just as certain as that tomorrow will be another day. Did this ever come into your head—did you think about it during the feast? Yet you certainly needed to think about it. All the great feasts of the Church, and the feast of Pascha above all, remind us of our redemption through Jesus Christ from eternal death, and of our resurrection for the life of the age to come.

But whoever believes in his own resurrection from the dead prepares himself here for the life to come; he strives to live by the Lord’s commandments, honors the feasts of the Lord, and takes the utmost care not to offend their holiness by deeds of fleshly impurity. But what went on among us, among us Orthodox Christians, during the bright feast? It is shameful even to speak of it, yet speak of it one must. Out of the bright days of Pascha week Christians have made—to the greatest sorrow of holy Mother Church—dark days, days worthy of tears and lamentation. Very many celebrated not the feast of the Resurrection of Christ and of our own resurrection from dead works, but a feast of demonic resurrection in their own souls. Great Lent was for the devil a defeat, a death, because after heartfelt repentance and the Communion of the holy Mysteries he had fled from many souls and had, as it were, died for them; but on the feast of Pascha he rose again in very many souls. How did he rise? Through overindulgence, drunkenness, wild disorder and other vices to which drunkenness leads, and to which many of the Christians gave themselves over. That is how Christians love Christ; that is how they celebrated the greatest feast of the year! And what use is the name of Christian to such people? Many pagans live better than they, and without doubt are worthier than they in the eyes of God. The people of other faiths and the non-Orthodox who live in our city are astonished at their conduct on so great a feast and say: so this is what the Orthodox are! They celebrate like real pagans—and what a feast it is! Thus do those of other faiths and the non-Orthodox speak of us. But what does the Lord Himself say about our feasts—or, more precisely, about our festal celebration? My soul hates your feasts, and I will not endure the great day, says the Lord, you have become a satiety to Me, and I will bear your sins no longer[3].

Brethren, whom have we come to resemble? How far have we forgotten ourselves? And upon us the word of Scripture is fulfilled in all its force: Man, though he was in honor, did not understand; he was joined to the senseless beasts, and became like them[4]. Christ the Lord honored us with His name, washed us with His blood, made us a chosen people, a holy nation; yet we presumptuously and madly have despised the mercy of God and dishonor ourselves with all manner of unseemly deeds. Do not flatter yourselves, brethren: neither drunkards, nor thieves, nor revilers, nor harlots, nor adulterers will inherit the kingdom of God[5]. Yes, if you do not cease to behave in this way—especially on the feasts, which by the Lord’s commandment must be kept holy—you will not see the kingdom of God.

Brethren, on the Lord’s feasts it is most necessary for us to conduct ourselves more sensibly and with more attention to ourselves. The Lord will exact strict account from us for senseless feasting. We must keep our feasts not according to the flesh, as idol-worshippers do, but according to the spirit; and although bodily festivity, when it goes together with the spiritual, is permitted and not contrary to the Lord, in that case it must never go beyond the bounds of moderation. God is Spirit[6]; our soul, redeemed by the Savior, is a spirit: therefore our feasts too ought to be more spiritual than fleshly. Whoever celebrates only according to the flesh does not celebrate for God, but for his own idol, his belly—or, which comes to the same thing, for the demon of intemperance. God deliver everyone from such feasts! The abundance of fleshly foods is permitted to Christians on feasts for the glory of God, in order that we may eat and drink with moderation, giving thanks to God, who with spiritual joy sends us also bodily comfort in the variety and sweetness of foods and drink, so that our joy may have no lack. But on a feast the spiritual joy must always stand above the bodily one; with us it is just the reverse.

It was said in the commandment of God: Remember the sabbath day, to make it holy[7]; in our New Testament language this means: remember the Sunday, do not forget its holiness, and strive yourself as well to sanctify it by your good deeds.

Lord! Grant us to remember always Your commandment concerning the celebration of the feasts, to keep it in holiness, and to be pleasing to You by celebrating them in spirit. Amen.


[1] 1Cor 15:20.

[2] Paschal Canon, Ode 3, Troparion 2.

[3] Is 1:14.

[4] Ps 48:13.

[5] 1Cor 6:9,10.

[6] Jn 4:24.

[7] Ex 20:8.

How Can We Serve the Lord?

A Homily for the Sunday of the Holy Myrrh-Bearing Women and Righteous Joseph

Amen, I say to you: wherever this Gospel is preached in all the world, what she has done will also be spoken, in memory of her (Mt 26:13)

On this Sunday, beloved, our holy mother the Church commemorates the holy myrrh-bearing women and the noble Joseph, who took down the Lord’s body from the cross. How good it is to serve the Lord Almighty from the whole heart, whatever the service may be! What abundant reward awaits a person for this from our generous God! The reward is within you yourself—in your conscience; the reward is outside you—in the grateful memory of men; but what is higher and dearer than all else—the reward is in the memory, in the eternal memory of you by the Lord God Himself, and in eternal glorification from Him in heaven!

Here is an example from Gospel history. Once, when our Savior was in Bethany, in the house of Simon the leper, a woman came up to Him with a flask of precious myrrh; she broke the vessel and poured the myrrh upon His head, and anointed His feet, which she then wiped with her hair. The whole house was filled with the fragrance of the myrrh. When the others were indignant at the waste of the precious myrrh, the Lord praised her and said: she has done a good deed for Me: in pouring this myrrh upon My body, she has thereby prepared Me for burial. Truly I say to you: wherever this Gospel is preached in the whole world, what she has done will be told in memory of her[1].

This prophecy of the Savior, as you see, is being fulfilled to this day throughout the whole world, everywhere that the churches of the Lord are found; every year her praiseworthy zeal for the Lord is extolled aloud before the whole church, and it will be extolled until the end of the age. Thus, beloved, it is good to serve the Lord from the whole heart, with great love! Of you a memory will be kept for all ages, until the end of the world! Of you there is eternal memory in heaven; for you there are eternal joy and glory in heaven! And even on earth it is so pleasant for you as it is pleasant for no one among those people who do not serve the Lord from the whole heart. All the saints bear witness to this—the apostles, the prophets, the hierarchs, the martyrs, the venerable ascetics and the righteous. They served the Lord from the whole heart on earth—and from age to age they are glorified on earth; eternal glory to them also in heaven.

But let us turn to the myrrh-bearing women and to the noble Joseph. All the holy myrrh-bearing women, who came to the Savior’s tomb out of great love for Him—to anoint His buried life-giving body with fragrant spices—are also glorified in all the churches of the universe, and also by the ordinance of the Lord, who rewarded their love and zeal with an eternal memory of them among men, but especially with His own remembrance of them in His heavenly kingdom and with eternal joys in the heavens. The names of these holy women, according to the Gospel, are the following: Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the Less and of Joses, Joanna, or Anna, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s steward, Salome, and certain others.

But the noble Joseph as well, who served the Lord by taking His life-giving body down from the cross, is likewise blessed with divine hymns year after year, age after age, throughout all the earth, and will be blessed to the end of the age; and, as you all see, his most honored name shines in golden letters on the Lord’s burial shroud in all the churches. How much more does he shine in heaven! How radiant will he be at the Lord’s second coming to earth! How good it is to serve the Lord! The memory of the saints who served Him in faith and love passes, and will go on passing, from age to age, and no one will ever erase it—no one will ever be able to erase their memory among men; and in heaven they have glory everlasting.

But what if we, too, beloved, were to share in the glory of the holy myrrh-bearing women and in the glory of the holy righteous Joseph—what if we, too, were to do something like what they did, if we, too, were to bring myrrh to the Lord—not such myrrh as the myrrh-bearing women brought, yet myrrh no less precious; if we, too, were to do a deed like the deed of the righteous Joseph? How glad we would be of that! For the Lord is the same yesterday and today, and the same forever[2].

Beloved, it is possible for us too—moreover, not just once or twice, but many times—to do deeds very much like the deeds of the holy Myrrh-Bearing Women and of righteous Joseph, and therefore we may expect a reward equal to theirs. In the Gospel of our Lord and God and Savior Jesus Christ there are words—most comforting for us, priceless for us, true as yea and amen: inasmuch as you did it to one of these least brethren of Mine, you did it to Me[3]. And what can we do for the least brethren of the Lord Jesus? Feed the hungry, give the thirsty drink, clothe the naked or him who has no necessary and seemly clothing, visit the sick and help him toward recovery, visit those confined in prisons, bury those who have died in poverty[4] — that is, our love for our neighbor: there is the myrrh for the Lord’s body. Christians are His body. The Church is His body[5], says the apostle. There is our myrrh. Let us carry this myrrh, then, to Christ’s least brethren, as though to the Lord Himself, and let us go about with it so long as there is breath in our mouths; and the Lord will without fail receive this spiritual myrrh upon His supracelestial and noetic altar, as an odor of spiritual fragrance, and will reward us for it with His everlasting remembrance, and will receive us into the eternal rest and glory of His heavenly kingdom. Let each of us do good deeds according to his strength; and whoever is deprived of the opportunity to do works of mercy, let him weep over his sins, over how often you anger the Lord with them—and your tears will be myrrh for the Lord; you will truly, as it were, anoint His body with them, and the fragrance of them will spread through your soul, and the Lord Himself will come down into it and smell the fragrance of your heartfelt contrition over your sins, and will grant you the forgiveness of your sins, and will make you an heir of the kingdom of heaven, as it is written: Blessed are those who weep, for they shall be comforted[6], that is, there, in heaven. I will say one thing more—something very comforting for the devout. Those of you who bury those who have died in poverty and piety and pray for the repose of their souls—it is as though they take Christ Himself down from the cross together with Joseph, as though they bury His most pure body; and their reward will be in heaven, and the Lord will say to them: inasmuch as you did it to one of these least brothers, you did it to Me; you buried at your own expense such a poor and destitute one, or such ones: you did it to Me: come, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the founding of the world[7]. Such, beloved, is the edification and comfort that the Sunday of the Myrrh-Bearing Women and of righteous Joseph brings us! Imitate, then, the Myrrh-Bearing Women and righteous Joseph. Amen.


[1] Mt 26:6-13.

[2] Hebr 13:8.

[3] Mt 25:40.

[4] Mt 25:35-36.

[5] Cf. Eph 1:22,23; Col 1:18.

[6] Mt 5:4.

[7] Mt 25:34.

The Font of Grace

A Homily for the Sunday of the Paralytic

On this day there was read the account from the Gospel of John of the healing, by Christ’s word and command, of the paralytic in Jerusalem who lay at the sheep’s pool. There lay there «a great multitude of the sick, of the blind, of the lame, of the withered, awaiting the movement of the water; for an angel of the Lord went down at certain seasons into the pool and troubled the water, and whoever first stepped in after the troubling of the water was made well of whatever disease he was held by». The paralytic healed by Jesus Christ had been at that font for thirty-eight years. «Jesus, seeing him lying there, – relates the Evangelist, – and knowing that he had already lain there a long time, says to him: Do you want to be made well? The sick man answered Him: Yes, Lord; but I have no man to put me into the pool when the water is troubled; and while I am coming, another steps down before me. Jesus says to him: Rise, take up your bed and walk. And at once he was made well, and took up his bed and walked. Now this was on a Sabbath day. Therefore the Jews said to the healed man: Today is the Sabbath; it is not lawful for you to take up your bed. He answered them: He who made me well, that same One said to me: take up your bed and walk. They asked him: What Man is this who said to you: take up your bed and walk? But the healed man did not know who it was, for Jesus had slipped away into the crowd that was in that place. Afterward Jesus found him in the temple and said to him: See, you have been made well; sin no more, lest something worse come upon you. This man went and told the Jews that it was Jesus who had healed him»[1]. This Gospel offers us much that is instructive and edifying. The miraculous pool or font in Jerusalem prefigured the Christian font of baptism, in which not one, not two, but all who are immersed in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit receive healing from the ailments of the soul, that is, from sins, according to the faith of those baptized or of their sponsors; – and it is no longer an angel of the Lord, but the Holy Spirit Himself, the Lord and giver of life, who descends into the font and sanctifies the water and grants it the grace of renewal, of quickening, of the healing of the ailments of soul and body.

And by whom has this font of grace, given us for rebirth, for cleansing and for sanctification, been procured for us? By Jesus Christ. Without this font we would forever be unfit and unworthy, not only of adoption by God, but even of God’s regard; for the Lord God is a Spirit most pure, and He abhors every impurity of sin. Let us all, then, carefully guard the spiritual garment of baptism, the garment of purity and incorruption and of the pledge of the Holy Spirit, which we were made worthy to receive at baptism; and if we have already defiled this garment with various sins and passions, let us take care to cleanse ourselves by sincere repentance, and to spend the rest of the time of our life in repentance and virtue and in preparation for eternity; for we have all been called by the Lord to holiness and righteousness[2] and to eternal life. The wretched paralytic was sick for thirty-eight years, lying on his bed, and could not be healed, because he was helpless and had no man who would at once lower him into the pool when the water in it was stirred by an angel; only the Lord, taking pity on him, healed him at once, and afterward said to him: you have now been made well; sin no more, lest something worse come upon you.

This paralytic represents the whole of mankind ailing with sin, which has suffered the paralysis of sin for so many thousands of years. Only Christ God, the one righteous and holy, who offered Himself up as a sacrifice for us to God the Father for our deliverance from sin, can heal us of the infirmities of sin, those forerunners of the eternal death to which unrepentant sinners will be subject; but for our complete healing from sin He requires only complete repentance, which, though it is the work of our free will, is at the same time also the greatest gift of God’s goodness granted to us. So then, sinners paralyzed and weighed down by sins, let us offer God full and sincere repentance, demonstrated and vindicated by good deeds, that we may be made worthy of Christ God’s gift of health of soul and body, and, what matters most, of eternal well-being and blessedness in the life to come, for which we were redeemed by the sufferings and death of the Son of God. Only warm, fervent repentance cleanses sins and gives our heart health, peace, calm, light, strength and might, boldness and joy; only the pool of tears heals us of the terrible, malignant disease of sin. Let us weep, then, over our sins. Lord! Grant us tears that cleanse away the defilement of our hearts[3], that by them at least we may please You. What forbids you to repent, to shed tears over your sins? These means of salvation are always with you, if only you have faith in Christ and hope in His mercy, which all our sins together cannot conquer. There is no need now to wait for the water to be troubled in the pool, and that pool no longer even exists—the pool that in its own day was an image of our font of baptism and of the pool of tears of repentance. Now one can be healed in one’s own pool of tears every day and every hour, as soon as one repents.

Our sweetest Savior Himself stands at the doors of your heart and knocks on them, so that you may open the doors to Him through your repentance: and He will come in to you and heal you, and strengthen and comfort you. Here I stand at the door, – says the Lord, – and I knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will share the evening meal with him, and he with Me[4].

Glory to You, our all-good Savior, on every day and hour, always, now and ever, and to the ages of ages. Amen.


[1] Jn 5:1-15.

[2] Eph 5:9.

[3] Order of Preparation for Holy Communion, Ode 3, cf. troparion 1.

[4] Apok 3:20.

Living Water

A Sermon for the Sunday of the Samaritan Woman

Jesus answered and said to her (the Samaritan woman), If you knew the gift of God, and Who it is who is speaking to you, Give Me a drink, you would have asked Him, and He would have given you living water (Jn 4:10)

During the Liturgy just now, the holy Gospel was read about the conversation of the Lord Jesus Christ with the Samaritan woman from the city of Sychar about the living water, that is, about the grace of the Holy Spirit, which is necessary for every man – and likewise about the worship of God in spirit and truth; and after the woman had gone away, about the Lord’s conversation with His disciples about spiritual food, about spiritual fields and the spiritual harvest. Today’s Gospel, then, speaks of many spiritual subjects – most important and instructive for each of us. This time, with God’s help, let us talk at least about the first two, for our edification and salvation – that is, about the living water and about the worship of God in spirit and truth. For greater clarity and better understanding of the conversation, let us repeat part of the Gospel that was read.

«The Lord comes, – says the holy Evangelist John the Theologian, – to a city of Samaria called Sychar, near the plot of ground that Jacob gave to his son Joseph. Jacob’s well was there. Jesus, wearied by the journey, sat down by the well. It was around the sixth hour (by our reckoning, the twelfth hour before midday). A woman of Samaria comes to draw water. Jesus says to her: Give Me a drink (for His disciples had gone away into the city to buy food). The Samaritan woman says to Him: How is it that You, being a Jew, ask me, a Samaritan woman, for a drink? – for the Jews do not associate with the Samaritans. Jesus answered her: If you knew the gift of God, and Who it is that says to you: give Me a drink, – then you yourself would have asked Him, and He would have given you living water. The woman says to Him: Sir! You have nothing to draw water with, and the well is deep: where then would Your living water come from? Are You greater than our father Jacob, who gave us this well, and he himself drank from it, and his children and his livestock? Jesus answered her: Everyone who drinks this water will thirst again; but whoever drinks the water that I will give him will never thirst to eternity; and the water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water flowing into eternal life. The woman says to Him: Sir! Give me this water, so that I may not be thirsty, and need not come here to draw water. Jesus says to her: Go, call your husband and come here. The woman answered: I have no husband. Jesus says to her: You spoke the truth in saying that you have no husband; for you have had five husbands, and the one whom you now have is not your husband; in this you have spoken rightly. The woman says to Him: Lord, I see that You are a prophet»[1].

Here we shall interrupt the reading of the Gospel and converse about what has been read. In what simplicity we see here the God-man, the Creator of heaven and earth, who upholds all creation in His palm, the King of angels and of men! Weary as a man from the journey over stony ground beneath the sultry, scorching sun, He sits by the well and converses like an ordinary traveler with a woman—and a Samaritan at that, a schismatic in today’s parlance—and a sinner besides, one who had an unlawful cohabitant. Having come into the world to call not the righteous, but sinners, to repentance, the Lord desires to bring this sinful woman too to repentance, and through her many of her compatriots as well—and what does the all-wise Creator and Savior of men, who became like us in all things except sin, do for this? On the occasion of this drawing of water He begins with the woman a conversation about living water, or about the grace of the Holy Spirit, which cleanses sins, quenches the thirst of the immortal soul scorched by sins, extinguishes the fire of the passions and the fire of Gehenna, and reconciles the soul with God. And how wisely, and at the same time how simply, He leads her to an awareness of her sins, of the need for repentance and for the renewal of life; how wisely He leads her to faith in Him as the true Messiah! As the Knower of hearts, knowing her entire past life, filled with sins, the Lord tenderly, gradually awakens her conscience and brings her to the point of confessing her sins herself, and thereby to feel with all her heart her poverty and misery of soul, her need of faith in the Messiah the Deliverer, her thirst for the mercy of God, for the justification of God, her thirst for purity and chastity, her thirst for imperishable, eternal life. And so the Samaritan woman was caught into faith that saves. She came to believe in Jesus Christ and drew her fellow citizens to the faith; she repented of her former deeds, began a life of virtue, and came to have such a burning, holy love for the Lord that, as sacred tradition relates, she was not afraid in time to confess His name before Jews and pagans and to endure many sufferings for His sake—and she received the martyr’s crown under the persecutor of the Christians, the Roman emperor Nero[2]. Her name was Photina. Thus the Samaritan woman truly proved worthy to receive from the Lord the living water that flows into life everlasting, or the grace of the Holy Spirit, which cleansed her from her sins; quenched the thirst of her immortal soul, created in the image of God—poured into her heart living faith and burning love for the Lord, strengthened her in the confession of His holy name and in the terrible torments she endured for His sake, and made her a partaker of eternal life.

Is it now clear, after all that has been said, what the living water is—the water about which the Lord conversed with the Samaritan woman at the well—and what saving effects it produced in us sinners? The living water, or the grace of God, is the saving power of God acting in a person for salvation through faith in Christ—a power disposing him toward repentance and compunction—a power that combats sin and conquers sin—a power that pardons, heals, cleanses, sanctifies, reconciles and unites a person with God, stirring and kindling a person’s heart with love for God and neighbor—a power that enlightens, comforts and nourishes spiritually, re-creating and renewing, perfecting the whole person, and in some working wonders and seeing into what is hidden and secret.

A person who has found grace with God manifests it in himself through various virtues: living faith, hope and love; sincere and constant repentance; deep humility; gentleness and meekness toward all; freedom from malice; abstinence; purity; uprightness; godly-mindedness; peace and joy in the Holy Spirit; obedience; patience; holy boldness; and zeal for every virtue. The holy Apostle Paul writes thus about grace to his disciple Titus, bishop of the Church of Crete: the saving grace of God has appeared for all people, teaching us that, having renounced ungodliness and worldly desires, we should live chastely, righteously and godly in this present age, awaiting the blessed hope and the appearance of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for us, that He might deliver us from all lawlessness and purify for Himself a special people, zealous for good works[3]. This grace, saving for all people, is needed by all of us as well, my brethren. The source of this grace, the well of this living water, is our Lord Jesus Christ, or the holy Orthodox Church, on which He poured out the Holy Spirit abundantly. In it, streams of life flow unceasingly in the Word of God, in the holy Mysteries, in the divine services—especially at the celebration of the Liturgy. Come, all of you, and draw the water of eternal life here, freely. Let us all seek grace above all earthly treasures, as the saints sought it—they who, in order to obtain grace, despised the world that lies in evil, with all its alluring and swiftly passing goods; who despised and wore out their own flesh with its many passions, so as to cleanse, sanctify, strengthen and raise on high the soul weighed down and darkened by fleshly attachments; so as to triumph over the passions and desires, and to love God with all the heart, and righteousness and holiness, and eternal life—for no one can serve two masters.

The Lord calls His grace living water, in contrast to the dead water with which the devil, the author of death and of every evil, labors assiduously to poison all people—and poisons a great many of them. This dead water, which many greedily drink, beguiled by its seeming sweetness, or taking its very bitterness for sweetness, is sin in all its countless offspring: pride, unbelief, heresy, schism, superstition, craftiness, hypocrisy, anger, rancor, irritability, vengefulness, ill will, malevolence, envy, malicious glee, blasphemy, sedition, disobedience to the authorities, condemnation, gluttony, dainty eating, gorging, and especially drunkenness, fornication, impurity, insolence, disobedience, sacrilege, miserliness, love of money, rapacious greed, hard-heartedness, plunder, lying, deceit, treachery, idleness with its idle occupations, laziness, negligence of the soul, impenitence, faint-heartedness, despondency, demonic fear, despair, and so on. These are the springs of dead water, flowing together with those in whom they flow—into eternal perdition. For this dead water there is a remedy:

– repentance and humble faith joined with fervent prayer, both at home and in church, and with fasting;

– Communion of the Body and Blood of Christ, an all-earnest and constant struggle against one’s own passions and corrupt inclinations, diligent reading of the Word of God, of accounts of the lives of the saints, and of their soul-saving writings;

– remembrance of death and of the judgment, and of one’s own wretchedness and insignificance.

But let us continue reading the Gospel narrative of the Lord’s conversation with the Samaritan woman. The Samaritan woman says to Him: Our fathers worshipped on this mountain (understanding by our fathers Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob); but you say that the place where one must worship is in Jerusalem. Jesus says to her: Believe Me that a time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You do not know what you worship; but we know what we worship, for salvation is from the Jews. But a time is coming, and is already here, when true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for the Father seeks such worshippers for Himself. God is spirit: and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth. The woman says to Him: I know that the Messiah, that is, the Christ, will come; when He comes, He will tell us everything. Jesus says to her: It is I, the One who is speaking with you[4]. After this the woman left her water jar at the well, hurried into the city, and proclaimed to everyone the miraculous Discerner of hearts, – and many of the Samaritans, seeing Him and hearing His word, believed in Him.

What does it mean to worship God in spirit and truth? – It means to believe that God is in every place, and that in every place He sees and hears those who pray to Him, who sigh to Him, who repent before Him, who thank and glorify Him, – and not only in some particular place, for example on some mountain, as the Samaritan woman supposed, or only in a church; although without doubt God is nearer to us in a church, by His own promise: For wherever two or three are gathered in My name, there I am in the midst of them[5], and especially because of His holy Mysteries that are celebrated here. – To worship in spirit and truth means to pray to God in communion with the Church with all the heart, with all the mind, with all zeal and reverence, with living faith, with firm hope, – and not merely to pronounce words without meaning and feeling, or to nod the head and move the hand without living thought and living feeling. This latter is not prayer, but only a lifeless shadow of prayer; it does not appease God, but angers Him. May God deliver each one of us from such prayer. – Let us all learn to worship God in spirit and truth: as we pray, let us bring God the fruits of prayer – unfeigned repentance, amendment of heart and of our whole manner of life – and let us be zealous for every virtue. This will be worship of God in spirit and in truth. Amen.


[1] Jn 4:5-19

[2] see the Synaxarion, on the Sunday of the Samaritan Woman.

[3] Tit 2:11-14.

[4] Jn 4:20-26.

[5] Mt 18-20.

Spiritual Blindness

A sermon for the Sunday of the Blind Man

Today, beloved brothers, there was read the Gospel of John concerning the healing by Jesus Christ of the man blind from birth; you have heard this divine narrative. The Lord, the Light of the world, worked this great miracle thus: He spat upon the ground and made clay of the spittle—that is, a mixture of earth and moisture—and anointed the blind man’s eyes with the clay, saying: Go, wash in the pool of Siloam (which means: Sent). He went and washed, and came back able to see.[1] But what is even more, this blind man also received his sight with the eyes of his soul, and not only with his bodily eyes. He came to believe in Jesus Christ as the Son of God and the Savior of the world, to the shame of all the wise and understanding among the Jews, who did not believe in the Lord despite the whole multitude of His miracles, which plainly bore witness to His divine omnipotence. This circumstance—that is, the unbelief of the learned and prominent Jews in Jesus Christ as the God-man—gives me occasion to speak briefly with you about blindness of the soul, which is far more perilous and far more worthy of regret, and sometimes even of tears, than bodily blindness. Sight is the noblest member of our corruptible body, and it brings a person the greatest benefit and pleasure, as every one of us knows; to lose one’s sight is to lose hardly less than half of one’s own life: to see the sun no longer, to see no one and nothing—neither oneself, nor others, nor what is around us—to see neither the beauty of the sky and the earth, nor anything that is in the sky and on the earth and on the sea—and this means almost the same as being a dead man. But brothers and sisters: a person endowed by the Creator with a rational soul capable of knowing the truth, which is its life, and who out of pride, willfulness, and obstinacy is unwilling to know that truth, who goes contrary to his own reason and conscience, and contrary to God and men—is he not the most wretched of blind men, wretched by his own free will, wretched through malice, who turns to evil, by his own choice, God’s greatest gift to man—reason and free will, which set him apart from all the irrational animals? Is he not the most ungrateful animal before his Creator, reviling the wondrous gifts He has bestowed upon His rational creatures? Is he not a fool and a madman of his own making, who has himself perverted the wisdom given by God into folly, and who calls good evil—or the good wicked and the wicked good, the sweet bitter and the bitter sweet?

And such were the Pharisees and scribes during the earthly life of Jesus Christ, and the chief priests themselves and the elders of the people of Israel: seeing the miracles of Jesus Christ performed among the people, the most beneficial miracles, hearing His wise and saving teaching, and seeing His life wholly righteous, holy, and exemplary, they ascribed the miracles to the power of demons, perverted the meaning of His words, reviled Him as a fool, as one possessed by a demon, and as a flatterer or deceiver, and finally, as a rebel and evildoer, delivered to a shameful execution the most holy of all holy ones, the Son of God. What dreadful blindness of soul! Is it not worthy of every revulsion, of bitter tears? For a man blind in soul through pride and obstinacy is the most wretched of all, like the sure prey of hell, like a satanic offspring nourished on the pride and malice of his father the devil. And this is precisely the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit: when a man, out of pride and stubbornness, refuses to believe the evident truth confirmed by evident miracles. Such a man finds no forgiveness, either in this age or in the age to come[2], not because our sins could ever overcome God’s love for mankind, but because the man himself, in pride, obstinacy, malice, falsehood, and impenitence, perishes.

What, then, gives rise to such blindness in a man? Where does it come from? – From extreme self-love, pride, and self-conceit, from a malicious disposition of the heart, from envy, and from constant satiety and surfeiting. He ate and was satisfied; he grew plump, he grew thick, he grew broad, and abandoned God who made him[3], says Scripture. There are many such willful blind men, sons of perdition, in our own time too, just as there always have been. In our time these willful, or liberal, blind men are produced either by a learning that is free, not in accord with the Gospel mind, teaching that everything in the world came about of itself, through nature, that man, as a child of nature, vanishes at his death, that supposedly there will be no resurrection and no judgment and no other, unending age – or by liberal talk and, in general, by the company and conversation of frivolous, unbelieving people, or by a comfortable, carefree, merry life full of daily lawlessness and vices, in which even the last Christian spark goes out. Blind men hardened in soul are also engendered by embitterment and despair, by disobedience to the authorities that exist, by the frenzied, absurd intention of having one’s own way, of carrying out one’s absurd ideas or plans and designs. Such are today’s anarchists or nihilists, who in their blindness mean to remake society, to turn it topsy-turvy in their own way, imagining that their plans are the very best and will bring the greatest benefit to the people – almost a golden age. The wretches themselves are going straight to hell and do nothing but evil and mischief, yet they dream of some benefit for the people. What good, then, can be expected of them? A tree is known by its fruits, and the nihilists by their hellish deeds. God preserve the Orthodox people from such ringleaders!

Brethren! Flee this blindness and every blindness that is born of sinful passions: self-love, self-conceit and pride, malice, envy, willfulness and stubbornness, drunkenness and intemperance, love of gain, fornication and debauchery, despondency and despair. Amen.


[1] Jn 9:6-7.

[2] Cf. Mt 12:32.

[3] Deut 32:15.

The Pearl

A Sermon for the Day of Commemoration of the Holy Equal-to-the-Apostles Slavic Enlighteners, Methodius and Cyril

Remember your teachers, who spoke the word of God to you; considering the end of their life, imitate their faith (Hebr 13:7)

Today the entire Orthodox Church, especially the Slavic Church, celebrates the memory of the holy Equal-to-the-Apostles Methodius and Cyril, who enlightened all the Slavic lands by their teachings and brought them to Christ.

What treasure is more precious than the treasure of the faith of Christ, of the Orthodox faith? Truly, there is no treasure more precious than the treasure of true faith: because true faith gives us the knowledge of the true God, and unites us with God—and in union with God is every good and all blessedness; and that is why the very Author of our faith, the Lord Jesus Christ, calls faith in Him both a treasure hidden in a field and a pearl of priceless worth. And it was this treasure of true faith that the two aforesaid Equal-to-the-Apostles and blood brothers, Sts. Methodius and Cyril, handed down to us in our native tongue.—Our forefathers, like all the Slavs—Moravians, Serbs, Czechs, Poles and others—in ancient times were idolaters; they gave the glory befitting the one living God to soulless idols; thus the Russians worshiped Svarog or Perun, Dazhbog or the sun and fire, and many other imaginary gods and idols; they sacrificed living children to Perun, as the Hebrews once did to Moloch; they knew nothing of the sweetest Savior of mankind, Jesus Christ, the Son of God, or of the eternal life granted to those who believe in Him—and they perished in their polytheistic or godless faith.

But the Lord on high, in Whose right hand are the destinies of the nations, Who foresaw the readiness of the Slavic tribes to receive the light of truth and of the true faith, chose for their conversion from the spiritual delusion of paganism to the life-giving faith of Christ two blood brothers—the Slavs Methodius and Cyril—just as He once called the brothers Peter and Andrew, James and John, from catching fish to catching men; and these new apostles labored much and endured many sorrows in the enlightening of the Slavic tribes with the faith of Christ. The Slavs did not know letters and had no writing: it was necessary to invent a script or an alphabet, and St. Cyril invented an alphabet for them; it was necessary to render the word of God and the liturgical books into the Slavic tongue: and the two brothers accomplished this difficult task, taught the benighted Slavs letters, the faith, prayer, and the commandments of the Lord, built churches for them, gave them priests, and the service of the true God began in a land that until then had been defiled by idolatry and sacrifices to demons. From the Moravian Slavs the Christian faith, the Slavic alphabet, and the sacred and liturgical books passed on to the Russian Slavs, and the Russian land began to serve the true God, to be enlightened and sanctified and warmed by the faith of Christ. First Askold and Dir, then the Equal-to-the-Apostles Princess Olga, a Russian star, and after her her grandson—the Equal-to-the-Apostles Prince Vladimir, the bright sun of the Russian land—led the Russian people to the knowledge of the one Living and true God and of His only-begotten Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, and of the Holy Spirit—the Holy Trinity, consubstantial, life-giving, and indivisible.

So you see, my brothers, that both our Christian Orthodox faith and this everywhere-used, harmonious Orthodox worship in the Slavonic language, our native tongue, so readily intelligible to us—this Russian literacy, this enlightenment shared by all Slavs and all Russia—is an abundant fruit, an abundant harvest whose seeds were sown by St. Methodius and Cyril. And the Savior’s words, spoken by Him to His disciples, apply to us as well: One sows and another reaps; I sent you to reap that on which you did not labor: others labored, and you have entered into their labor.[1]

Make use, then, my brothers, of the priceless treasure of the Orthodox faith: unceasingly glorify with all your heart the true God Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit—glorify Him with heart and lips, and above all with your whole life; devote yourselves with all your soul to fulfilling Christ’s commandments and attain to an eternal inheritance with the saints; and at the same time do not forget to remember our teachers, the holy equal-to-the-apostles Methodius and Cyril, who handed down to us the word of God in our own language and enlightened us with the faith of Christ; diligently read and hear this word of God and fulfill it—and, looking to the end of the lives of our first teachers, imitate their faith. Like high-soaring eagles, they already in their lifetime stood above everything earthly, caring neither for earthly gain nor for earthly glory, and after their death they soared up to heaven, to the Lord Jesus Christ, for whose sake they had labored; so do not be attached to earthly things either, but remember your high calling, and set your minds on the incorruptible heavenly blessings prepared for those who love God, knowing that our citizenship is in heaven.[2] Do not forget, either, that far away in the south and the west there are many Slavic peoples kindred to us in faith, language, and tribe—our brothers: take them up into your prayers; pray for their well-being and their progress in faith and piety, so that with one heart and one mouth we may all glorify the one God in the earthly Church militant, and may be counted worthy to cry out to Him with one voice also in the heavenly Church triumphant: Glory to You, O God, our Enlightener, forever and ever. Amen.


[1] Jn 4:37,38.

[2] Phil 3:20.

Why Did the Lord Ascend From Us Into Heaven?

A sermon for the feast of the Ascension of the Lord

And the Lord, after He had spoken to them, was taken up into heaven, and sat down at the right hand of God (Mk 16:19)

The holy Church now stirs up all the peoples of the earth to rejoicing and says: All you nations, clap your hands, for Christ has gone up to where He was before[1], that is, all peoples, clap your hands for joy, because Christ has ascended to the place where He was before, that is, to heaven.

So on the feast of the Ascension of the Lord all Christians ought to rejoice. But at what ought they to rejoice? It would seem, rather, that we ought to be saddened and sorrowful, because our sweetest Savior Jesus Christ has withdrawn from us His visible presence and ascended into heaven, whence He will come again—but He will come as the dread Judge of all the peoples of the earth. No: on the day of the commemoration of the Lord’s Ascension there are more grounds for joy than for sorrow. Let us only consider why the Lord ascended from us into heaven.

The Lord ascended from us into heaven not in order to grieve us with His departure, but to bring about for us what is most beneficial. His whole life, all His works, were for our benefit and for our salvation; and in the same way His ascension was for our good. Just as He, loving us, came down to us from the heavens and, having lived among men, laid down His life for them on the Cross, so too, loving us, He ascended into heaven, doing good to us. So He Himself said to His disciples: It is better for you that I go, for if I do not go, the Comforter will not come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you[2]. Thus the Lord ascended into heaven in order to send in His place One equal to Himself—the Comforter, the Holy Spirit, who would comfort the holy apostles and all true Christians in their sorrows, troubles, and persecutions. Here is the first cause for joy. Come, then, come, Lord Jesus, and send us the Comforter!

Further, the Lord ascended from us into heaven so that from on high He might look down upon us, as a Father upon His children, as a Shepherd upon His sheep, as an Eagle upon her young, as a Leader upon His host, so as to see everyone and to look into the needs and necessities of each of us, and to give help to each one. Just as some king, having gathered his numerous forces for war and wishing to see all his regiments, climbs for that purpose to a high place—a mountain or some building—and from the height watches over them and orders them, rejoicing over them when he sees that they are prevailing, but sending them swift aid when he notices that they are being defeated; so our Lord, the King of kings, having His Church warring on earth, that is, His faithful Christians, has ascended into heaven as it were onto a mountain, so that from the height He might see the struggle of each one and weave crowns for those who strive, while stretching out a hand of swift help to those who are growing faint, so as to raise up the fallen and make them stronger against the enemies, and to set hindrances in the way of those who persecute us. The holy Protomartyr Stephen is engaged in the struggle of martyrdom; the Jews are beating him with stones, and our Lord, having opened the heavens, is looking upon him from the height of His glory—so that the sufferer, seeing this, exclaims: I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God[3].

The Lord ascended from us into heaven also for this reason: that, like the sun, He might shine down upon us all with His grace from the height of heaven. Just as the sun, when it hides itself in the west, brings the darkness of night over all the world beneath the sky, but when it rises and climbs to its height, the darkness flees away from all the earth, and its rays bathe the universe in wondrous light; so it was with our noetic Sun, Christ. As long as He, living on earth—as it were in the west—did not manifest His radiant Divinity to men, the darkness of not knowing God lay over all the earth; but when, shining forth from His tomb, He ascended into heaven, then the lightning of His Divinity illumined the universe, and His name became glorious from the rising of the sun to its setting, over all the earth—the whole universe was enlightened with the knowledge of God.

The Lord ascended from us into heaven also in order to prepare for us a path to heaven, and to be our leader into the regions on high. Before the Lord’s ascension into heaven itself, there was no path to heaven for man: No one has ascended into heaven except the One who came down from heaven[4], says the Lord. He who came down is the same One who has gone up above all the heavens[5]. Thus before that time no one could go up to heaven, even if he was righteous and holy;—but when our Lord, having clothed Himself in human nature, went up into heaven, then a path to heaven was prepared for the whole human race, and along that path the souls of the holy Forefathers and the prophets, led out of hades, followed after Christ; by it ascended the apostles, the hierarchs, the martyrs, the confessors; by it even now ascend the worthy—righteous people who follow in Christ’s footsteps; now the path to heaven is known to all. Only do not be lazy in going up by it, Christians!

So did the Lord ascend from us into heaven—in order to open for us the doors of heaven, for an unhindered entrance there. Our Forefather Adam had shut the door of paradise against the whole human race, and a Cherub with a flaming sword took his stand at the doors of paradise; Adam—I say—shut paradise and the entrance to life, while he had left open only the entrances to death and to hades; but the Lord did the opposite: He shut the entrances to death and to hades, and He opened paradise—first of all to the thief, to whom He said: Today you will be with Me in paradise[6], and then to everyone; and finally He opened heaven itself by His own ascension.

What universally joyful causes there were for the Lord’s ascension from us into heaven!

Further—the Lord ascended from us into heaven in order to intercede for us before God the Father. So speaks the holy apostle John the Theologian: If anyone sins, we have an Advocate towardGodthe Father, Jesus Christ the Righteous One: and He is the cleansing for our sins[7]. So let us not, sinful people that we are, despair of our salvation, but let us be confidently hopeful: we have a good Intercessor for us before God the Father—Christ our Savior Himself, who does intercede for us; only let us not be lazy ourselves, amid Christ’s intercession, in sending up our warm prayers to the heavenly Father;—yes, the Lord Jesus Christ intercedes for us with God the Father and appeases Him. But whom does He intercede for? For sinners. For which sinners? For the repentant ones; for them He appeases His Father, and for sinners who do not repent He does not appease Him, because they crucify the Son of God a second time within themselves by their grievous sins, by their obstinate remaining in unrepentance, and with their unrepentance they trample underfoot the blood of the Son of God. So fear, you sinner who remains in unrepentance—lest the punishment of God overtake you suddenly, and you be destroyed from the land of the living, and be condemned together with the murderers who crucified the Son of God.

At last the Lord ascended from us into heaven, so as to prepare a place for us in heaven, where we shall live forever and reign together with Him, our Lord. Thus He Himself says: I am going to prepare a place for you; and if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and take you to Myself, so that where I am, you may be also[8]. What a joyful cause for the Ascension! The Lord ascended from us into heaven so as to prepare a place in heaven for each of the righteous and devout, and for us sinners as well, if we turn around and repent with all our heart. Where there is a place for the apostle Peter, who denied the Lord and wept bitterly over it afterward; where there is a place for the sinful woman who wept at His feet; where there is a place for the prodigal son, for the tax collector, for the thief—there will be a place for us too. Only let us weep bitterly over our sins as Peter did, let us fall down at His feet in repentance as the sinful woman did, let us return to Him as the prodigal son did, let us humble ourselves as the tax collector did, let us be crucified with Him as the prudent thief was. Let us repent—and we shall be saved.

Let us all rejoice in the Ascension of our Lord and Savior. Amen.


[1] First sticheron at «Lord, I have cried» for the feast of the Ascension.

[2] Jn 16:7.

[3] Act 7:56.

[4] Jn 3:13.

[5] Eph 4:10.

[6] Lk 23:43.

[7] 1Jn 2:1-2.

[8] Jn 14:2-3.

How Can We Obtain Eternal Life?

A Sermon for the Sunday of the Holy Fathers of the Council of Nicaea

And this is life eternal, that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, the One whom You have sent (Jn 17:3)

My priestly office moves me to converse with you also on this present Sunday about very important subjects, which all of us absolutely must know in order to please God and to save our souls. Today the holy Church commemorates the holy Fathers of the first Ecumenical Council of Nicaea, who established the true teaching on the divinity of the Son of God, or on the oneness in essence of the Son of God with God the Father, against the heretic Arius and his like-minded followers, who falsely taught that the Son of God was not of one essence with God the Father and was supposedly not the true God, but was Himself created by God the Father. These blasphemers wanted to shake the Christian faith at its very root and foundation: for if it were granted that Jesus Christ is not the consubstantial Son of God, and not the true God, then our redemption and salvation would be an illusion; we would be the most wretched of all people, for we would all remain in our sins, without cleansing or sanctification, and would have no hope of resurrection from the dead or of eternal life.

The holy Fathers proved the full absurdity of this heretical teaching, for in fact it was impossible for anyone other than the only-begotten and consubstantial Son of God to renew corrupted human nature and cleanse its immeasurable sins, and no one other than the only-begotten Son of God could offer Himself as a sacrifice for the whole world and take its sins upon Himself. Through their impious teaching the heretics wanted to take away from people their hope, their refuge, their consolation, their cleansing, their sanctification, their strength and their glory—that which the Lord Jesus Christ was and is for all believers. This heretical teaching, ruinous for souls, was publicly and most wisely refuted and given over to anathema by the holy Fathers of the First Ecumenical Council, which was held under the equal-to-the-apostles Emperor Constantine and in his presence, in the year 325 after the birth of Christ, in the city of Nicaea—and the Orthodox teaching concerning the Son of God, our Savior, was solemnly renewed; it is contained in the Creed and reads as follows: «I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all ages; Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one essence with the Father, through whom all things came to be». The Holy Church now gratefully glorifies the Lord because He established on earth the rational luminaries, our fathers, and through them instructed all of us in the true faith; and in the Sunday Gospel she utters, through the mouth of the deacon, the high-priestly prayer of Jesus Christ, which He spoke to God His Father before His sufferings.

This wondrous prayer, from which it is perfectly clear that He is the true Son of God—of one divine essence with God the Father—who redeemed the world by His death—through Whom alone our salvation is possible (that is, through His sufferings and death for the sins of the world, for His sufferings and death for us are His glory, since through His sufferings and death He triumphed over hell and death), reads as follows: Father! The hour has come: glorify Your Son, that Your Son may also glorify You, since You have given Him authority over all flesh — that is, over the whole human race — that He may give eternal life to all that You have given Him. And this is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ sent by You. I have glorified You on earth; I have accomplished the work that You gave Me to carry out. And now glorify Me, Father, together with Yourself, with the glory that I had with You before the world came into being. I have revealed Your name to the people whom You gave Me out of the world; they were Yours, and You gave them to Me, and they have kept Your word. And all that is Mine is Yours, and what is Yours is Mine, and I have been glorified in them. I am already no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to You. Holy Father! Keep them in Your name, those whom You have given Me, that they may be one, as We are[1].

Since even in our own time, both abroad and in our homeland, and even in our own city, there are certain madmen who at times dare in frivolous talk to blaspheme and to speak unworthily of God and our Savior, and since eternal life consists in the true knowledge of God and of Christ, the Son of God, and eternal life must be exceedingly dear to all of us, let us now talk together about how we may come to know God and the Lord Jesus Christ in such a way that through the knowledge of Him we may attain eternal life. For not every knowledge of God can lead to eternal life: very many indeed do know, and still they perish forever. We all know God and call upon His name, but the knowledge of many is a barren, dead knowledge, which will not lead to eternal life.

First of all, for the obtaining of eternal life there is needed a right knowledge of the true God and of Jesus Christ, whom He sent, and likewise of His whole teaching and of His commandments—and not a knowledge distorted by the false reasonings of heretics and schismatics, for there is a chaos of delusions there, raised to the rank of dogmas; otherwise it is impossible for a man to attain eternal life. The holy Apostle Paul says: if anyone preaches to you a gospel other than what we preached to you, let him be anathema[2], that is, forever cut off from the Lord and from eternal life. But in order to have a right, true, saving knowledge of God, one must be a member of the Church of God, into which, as into a rich treasury, the apostles deposited in full everything that belongs to the truth, and which is the door of life, leading into eternal life, according to the words of St Irenaeus; only in the Church can one always hear the true teaching about God and have all the means of salvation and of eternal life, but outside the Church there is no salvation.

Second, in order to receive eternal life, one must not know God with only a cold mind and heart—as though it were no great harm to allow oneself to be carried away by attachment to earthly things, which is absurd—but one must prove one’s knowledge of God by the warmth of feeling and by fervent love of heart for Him, by the amendment of one’s whole manner of life, by the renunciation of the passions and of worldly attachments, of sinful practices or habits, of inclinations and leanings toward sin, by progress in every virtue, and by an unceasing striving toward holiness and perfection. Be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy[3]. Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect[4]. In all their epistles to newly converted Christians, the holy apostles exhort them to join the amendment of their lives to the knowledge of God and to make progress in every virtue. Thus the holy apostle Peter writes in his epistle to the Christians from among the Jews: «Beloved, as obedient children, do not be conformed to the former desires that were yours in the days of your ignorance; but, after the example of the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves in all your ways. For it is written: be holy, because I am holy. And if you call as Father the One who judges each one impartially according to his works, then spend the time of your pilgrimage with fear, knowing that not with perishable silver or gold have you been redeemed from the vain way of life handed down to you by your fathers, but with the precious Blood of Christ, as of a lamb unblemished and pure. In obedience to the truth through the Spirit, having purified your souls for unfeigned brotherly love, love one another constantly from a pure heart, as those born anew not of perishable seed but of imperishable—the word of God, which lives and endures forever. Having set aside all malice and all cunning and hypocrisy and envy and all slander, like newborn infants, cherish the pure milk of the word, that by it you may grow to salvation»[5].

In another epistle the same apostle writes: «Show forth in your faith virtue, in virtue discretion, in discretion self-control, in self-control patience, in patience godliness, in godliness brotherly love, and in brotherly love love. If these things are in you and abound, you will not remain without progress and fruit in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. But whoever has none of these things is blind and has shut his eyes, and has forgotten the cleansing of his former sins. Therefore, brethren, strive more and more to make firm your calling and election: in acting thus, you will never stumble. For in this way a free entrance will be opened to you into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ»[6]. The holy apostle John the Theologian writes that from this we can learn that we have come to know God, if we keep His commandments. «Whoever says: I have come to know Him, but does not keep His commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him»[7].

So then, Christian, if you desire eternal life, strive to know God not only with a cold mind but with all your heart, and prove your knowledge of Him by your deeds. You know that God is holy; strive to be holy yourself as well. You know that God is good and merciful; then be compassionate, forbearing, and merciful yourself. You know that God is long-suffering; then endure long yourself: by your patience save your souls[8], he who endures to the end shall be saved[9], says the Lord. You know that God is just—then observe justice in everything. You know that God is exceedingly generous and His bounties are upon all His works[10]—then stop being stingy and stop blaspheming the All-Generous One by your stinginess. You know that God is most pure—then love purity of soul and body and abhor the impurity of sin, especially the impurity of the flesh. You know that Jesus Christ taught the benefit and necessity of fasting for man—strive also to be temperate. Do not contradict yourself, knowing one thing while doing something entirely different. Such knowledge of God and Christ will lead you surely to eternal life. The merciful… shall be shown mercy; the pure in heart… shall see God[11].

If you truly wish to know God and to be known by Him, then at once take the path of action, the path of virtue, and at once abandon the path of lawlessness; otherwise your very deeds will bear witness against you that you do not know God and that you despise your own eternal good—or else you flatter and deceive yourself, imagining that fleshly, sinful deeds can be combined with faith in Christ, and that, while bearing the name of Christian, you can do the deeds of pagans. But the apostle speaks clearly to you and to people like you who dream thus: «Do not be deceived: neither fornicators, nor adulterers, nor drunkards, nor thieves will inherit the kingdom of God»[12].

You see how it is absolutely necessary for one who has come to know God and Christ, the Son of God, to turn around and depart from the path of sin and stand upon the path of virtue. So, I repeat, do not contradict yourself; if you have come to know God, then do not deny Him by your deeds. Be faithful, peaceful, humble in wisdom, simple of heart, meek, self-controlled, hardworking, loving; in the love of brotherhood be lovingly affectionate to one another: in giving honor, outdo one another[13]; be chaste, obedient, patient, aspiring, think on the things above, not on the things of the earth; do not follow the urges of flesh and blood, and do not be worse than the irrational animals, which know the measure and the time for satisfying their needs. Put off the old man, which is being corrupted through deceitful passions, and clothe yourself in the new, created according to God, in the image of God, in righteousness and holiness[14]. All the saints who pleased God, having come to know God, immediately abandoned fleshly lusts and all works of lawlessness, and led a life of active labor, spiritual and virtuous; and if they did fall, they immediately rose again and with greater zeal set to the holy work of pleasing God. And indeed, eternal life, unceasingly blessed in the light of God’s countenance, is worth it to endure in this brief time of our earthly sojourn every kind of toil, deprivation, temptation, sorrow, and illness, for the cleansing and perfecting of ourselves, of our own souls, so that afterward, when the struggle is finished, we may rejoice for eternity. Those who sow in tears will reap with joy. Going, they went and wept as they cast their seed; but coming, they will come with joy, bearing their sheaves[15], says the holy king and prophet David.

This is what I have found necessary to say to you today, under the guidance of the word of God, for the benefit of your souls. Take care to remember what has been said, and to fulfill it in deed, for the salvation of your souls, redeemed by the most pure blood of our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.


[1] Jn 17:1-6; Jn 17:10-11.

[2] Cf. Gal 1:8-9.

[3] Lev 19:2.

[4] Mt 5:48.

[5] 1Pet 1:14-23; 1Pet 2:1-2.

[6] 2Pet 1:5-11.

[7] 1Jn 2:3-4.

[8] Lk 21:19.

[9] Mt 10:22.

[10] Ps 144:9.

[11] Mt 5:7-8.

[12] Cf. 1Cor 6:9-10.

[13] Rom 12:10.

[14] Cf. Eph 4:22-24.

[15] Ps 125:5-6.

The Gifts of Grace of the Holy Spirit

A Sermon on the Day of Holy Pentecost

We sing praise to the consubstantial Trinity—the Father and the Son together with the Holy Spirit: for this is what all the Prophets preached, and the Apostles together with the Martyrs

We are celebrating one of the greatest events in the world and in the Christian Church—an event as wondrous as it is saving and full of every joy for the whole Christian world; namely, we are celebrating the descent upon the apostles of the Holy Spirit, God, the Third Person of the Most Holy Trinity, sent down by the Son of God Jesus Christ, who ascended into heaven, from God the Father.—He (Christ) said to His disciples before His sufferings: I am going to the One Who sent Me… But because I have said this to you, your heart is filled with sorrow. But I tell you the truth: it is better for you that I go; for if I do not go, the Comforter will not come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you[1].

The all-sovereign and life-giving Spirit of God, consubstantial and co-enthroned with the Father and the Son, solemnly and in very truth descended upon the disciples and the women disciples of the Lord, and through them upon the Christian Church, to make over to men the great work of redemption accomplished by the Son of God, to regenerate by the fire of the Holy Spirit the apostles and all who were gathered with them, and to grant them the gift of irresistible courage and strength needed for preaching to all people, and the gift of speaking in all tongues—the gift of divine love, a love that embraces all and never falls away, such love as the Lord Jesus Christ had for men, who laid down His life for them. The Holy Spirit filled the apostles with the gift of wisdom, and with the authority to regenerate men from the old creation into the new through faith in Jesus Christ and by means of preaching and of the Mysteries—baptism, chrismation, and the sacred offering of the Body and Blood of Christ. He gave them also, and their successors the bishops, the authority and the wisdom to bind and to loose the sins of men, to set forth clearly the faith and the teaching of the faith, to write divinely wise Gospels and epistles, to convene Councils for the clarifying of divinely revealed teaching and for the exposure of heresies and schisms, to establish rules of faith and of conduct, to consecrate churches and to ordain men to the sacred degrees, and in general to order aright the newly founded Church of Christ. The Holy Spirit manifested Himself in the world in wondrous divine acts, in all the majesty of His Divinity, as the Creator and Maker of human nature, as the very Self-living Life and Fountain of life for all reasoning creatures, as the Source of wisdom and of strength.

What a great feast the Holy Orthodox Church keeps today throughout all the world!

This day is called the feast of Pentecost, because the Holy Spirit descended, by the will of God the Father and at the intercession of Christ God, on the fiftieth day after the resurrection of Christ God from the dead; it is called also the feast of the Holy Trinity, because on this day the Holy Trinity shone forth in manifest glory. The Father, who sent His Holy Spirit upon the Apostles—the Son, who besought the Father to send the Holy Spirit upon His chosen ones and who thereby laid a firm foundation for His Church, which the gates of hell will not overcome[2].

The book of the Acts of the Apostles and the infallible history of the Church show what wondrous, saving effects the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Apostles produced. The Apostles carried the holy Gospel to all the ends of the world as it then was, preaching it to every nation, and they renewed the world by their preaching and their miracles—and with what faith and love, with what self-sacrifice, with what invincible power did they carry the preaching of Christ throughout the whole world! They conquered and brought to Christ the scholars, the philosophers, the rhetoricians, kings and kingdoms—the whole universe; they conquered it by the meekness and the power of their preaching and by countless miracles; with joy they endured torments and death for Christ and His teaching, for the sake of the future immortal life and for the salvation of those who believe. They so prized the truth of Christ’s teaching that, with all their love for people, they stood ready to cut off from the Church anyone who should teach otherwise than they taught by revelation from God: if we, or an angel from heaven, teach you otherwise than we have preached to you, let him be anathema[3], and they were always prepared to die for the truth of the God-revealed teaching. Meanwhile, in our own time, many who call themselves Christians have so fallen from the faith and so brought the Word of God low that they have taken it for a mere human word, as Count Tolstoy and his companions have done, and they dare to twist it according to their own wild understanding and taste, as they would never dare to act toward the word of an earthly king or of any writer—Pushkin or some other—and they teach in a way altogether different from what the holy Gospel teaches.

Further, the wondrous and saving actions of the Holy Spirit were shown forth in the most varied gifts He gave to the faithful: the gift of prophecy, of miracles, of the interpretation of Scripture, the gift of tongues, all manner of healings, and especially in the self-sacrificing love of the faithful for one another—a love that counted all things common, and that dealt out the necessities of life according to the need of each. Further, the mighty actions of the Holy Spirit were shown forth in the single-hearted and single-minded gatherings of the holy Fathers at the Ecumenical and local Councils—Councils at which, as with a shovel, all the weed-like, noxious teachings of the heresies were winnowed away, and there was restored the unity of mind of the faithful, together with the longed-for peace of the whole Church. And to this day the Orthodox Church keeps steadfastly the truths of the teaching of the faith and has not violated a single dogma—to her honor and glory, and for the salvation of her children.

Then, too, the wondrous actions of the Holy Spirit in the Church of God were shown forth in the marvelous wisdom of the holy Fathers—the orators and preachers of the Church, especially in the fourth century: Basil the Great, Gregory the Theologian, John Chrysostom, Gregory of Nyssa, and many other churchly orators of the centuries that followed; and especially in the liturgical hymns of our Church and in the countless canons that adorn her services. In them were expressed the greatest spiritual wisdom and boundless compunction, touching to the depths every believing soul.

And what shall we say of the grace-filled works of the Holy Spirit, of the invincible strength and courage of the countless multitude of martyrs, men and women, in their struggles of suffering for the faith, among whom there were also many young children who joyfully accepted every kind of torment and amazed even the most hard-hearted of their tormentors with their courage and endurance? Or what shall we say of the struggles of the venerable men and women who put to death all the passions of flesh and spirit through prayers, vigils, fasting, purity, humility, guilelessness, and patience? In the flesh they became like the angels and burned with fervent love for God, like the Cherubim and Seraphim, and in them Christ rested forever, together with the Father and the Holy Spirit.

Such are the works of the Holy Spirit in the Holy Church of Christ, after His descent upon the Apostles and in the times that followed.

I turn to the present time. Is there now any manifestation of the gifts of the Holy Spirit in believers? Without doubt there is, but little. The gracious gifts of the Holy Spirit are manifested even now in Christian love and self-sacrifice for the benefit of one’s neighbor in various charitable institutions; especially did this love show itself during the recent wars, in the devoted care given by physicians and sisters of mercy to the wounded and sick soldiers, and in general in self-sacrificing labors for the good of one’s neighbors, the Tsar, and the Fatherland; in generous aid to those who suffered from fires, floods, famine, and widespread sicknesses; and in general in the manifold self-sacrificing services rendered to God and to one’s neighbors. The gifts of the Spirit of God are manifested even now, too, in the wonderworking power of prayer, in the multitude of healings of all manner of sick people.

This is one side of things. But on the other side—never have unbelief and mockery of the faith and of the Holy Church seized the so-called intelligentsia as they have now; never has rapacity laid its hand so brazenly upon another’s property as now; never has the squandering of an estate acquired by one’s forefathers been so senseless as now; never have marriages been so despised and trampled underfoot as now; never has the integrity of nature, both physical and spiritual, been valued so cheaply as now; never has drunkenness been so strong as in our civilized age.

What can set us right? O Holy Spirit, Heavenly King, breathe repentance with compunction into us who have sinned; come and dwell within us, and cleanse us from every stain, and save, O Good One, our souls. Amen.


[1] Jn 16:5-7.

[2] Mt 16:18.

[3] Gal 1:8-9.

«Be Holy, for I Am Holy»

A Word for the Sunday of All Saints

Today with us is the Sunday of All Saints, that is, the Sunday devoted to the commemoration and glorification of all the holy saints of God and, especially, of the holy martyrs for the faith of Christ—of their fervent love for God and neighbor, their patience of every kind, their self-sacrifice, abstinence and obedience of faith, their unshakable devotion to the Lord and the holy Church, their meekness and humility, simplicity and guilelessness, their holiness and perfection. They, too, were people like us, subject to the same passions, but by faith, love and zeal for God, by patience and by compelling themselves to every virtue, by repentance and by turning away from every sin and lawlessness, they pleased God and attained eternal rest and blessedness; and they invite us to follow them, praying day and night to God for the salvation of us all. It is as though they were speaking to us from heaven: here we have labored, by the grace of God, for a time, for God and for our own soul, and now we rejoice forever; we did not spare our flesh, so full of passions and so perishable, but wore it out with fasting, with labors, with unceasing prayers—or else unrighteous persecutors weighed us down and tormented us in every way; now we are crowned with crowns of incorruption by the life-giving right hand of Christ God; we came to hate sin, the sin that entices all and destroys all, and we clung with all our heart to God and to His holy commandments, and by this we have become blessed for eternity. Toil, then, you also, with diligence, for God and for your own souls; despise your sinful flesh, which is forever inciting you to despise God’s commandments, to love sin and despise virtue, to please the devil and to oppose God; compel it, careless and lazy as it is, to fasting, to prayer, to patience, to meekness, to mercy and to every virtue, until the end of your life, which is not far off, but near, very near; hate with your whole soul every sin and love the truth of God, life-giving and eternal, and you, too, will rest and rejoice forever.

So it is, brethren: the holy saints of God, whose number cannot be counted, call us too to follow them into the heavenly homeland, where shines the eternal glory of God, where there is no unrighteousness at all, where there is life without labors, sorrows and sicknesses—life without end. Let us follow them, follow them without fail, with God’s help: this is what God commands. Come, He says, to Me, all who labor in the struggle with sins and are burdened with lawlessness—come with earnest repentance and virtue, and I will give you rest; take My yoke, the yoke of My holy commandments, and learn from Me, for I am meek and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls: for My yoke is good, and My burden is light[1] — that is, not like the yoke and burden of your sins and passions, which is excessively heavy, deluding, barren and deadly. Be holy, because I the Lord your God am holy[2]. The holy Apostle Paul says to us all: We have no abiding city here, that is, no lasting one, but we seek the city that is to come[3], whose Builder and Craftsman is God Himself.

So let us strive to follow after the saints—that is, to live virtuously as they did, each according to his own strength—and to flee diligently from every sin that lives and reigns in us and seeks, with hellish, unsleeping malice and cunning, to destroy our souls forever. Against the cunning of sin and of its father, the devil, let us also be wise and careful; against his unsleeping vigilance, let us also be unsleeping in contending with him; against his obstinacy and persistence, let us also be always obstinate and persistent in the struggle with him; let us, if need be, stand on guard day and night against wicked sins and wicked demons, who do not cease to scheme against man even in the nighttime, but through various drowsy visions compel him to serve sins even at that time: for even at night the same weaknesses and passions of the sinner are at work in his soul, the ones to which he gives himself over while awake. Let us with all our might grow wise for the salvation of ourselves and of our neighbors; let us devote ourselves to every virtue; for this we were created by God, for this we live in the world, for this we were baptized and anointed with holy chrism, for this we were brought into the Church and became members of God’s Church, this kingdom of God on earth—so that we might do good works, so that we might be a holy and chosen flock, God’s own portion, a royal priesthood, a holy priesthood, a holy people, a people made new. Otherwise, what benefit will our baptism and the seal of the Holy Spirit bring us, or the fact that we are members of the Church in name? And what benefit is Communion of the Body and Blood of Christ, if we take no care for virtue and sin without fear every day? What benefit do we gain from the title of Orthodox Christians—grace-filled sons of God and children of the Church—from the name of a holy and chosen flock, if every day we give ourselves over to every lawlessness, to envy and malice, to self-love, pride, cunning, intemperance, impurity, lying, deceit, and other sins?

Our life must correspond to our name: Those who are Christ’s, says the apostle, have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires[4], that is, true Christians must put to death in themselves every passion, every sin. You will say: it is very hard to conquer oneself, to conquer all the passions within oneself. No one disputes it: it is hard, it is not easy to break oneself, one’s sinful nature; but God, our Helper, is all-powerful, and from Him every divine power for a holy life and godliness has been given to the Christian in the Church[5]; with God all things are possible: I can do all things, says the apostle Paul, in Jesus Christ who strengthens me[6]. And all the saints whose memory we celebrate today and whose struggles we glorify serve us as a beautiful example and an encouragement toward the holy Christian life and toward the struggle with sin: they were, as has already been said, people like us in every way, but by faith and love, by diligence and labors in good deeds they conquered sin, the world and the ruler of the world, and their own passions, and now they triumph eternally in their victory. And among them were not only monks, but also lay people – married men and married women, people of every rank, station, sex and age. And with them was the same devil, the tempter to sin, and the same sinful world with its enticements, the same people with their temptations. We must not make excuses to avoid a holy life, claiming that in the present time salvation is supposedly impossible, that the times are supposedly not what they used to be, that people today have become like demons, intent only on sin and leading others into it, and that life has supposedly become completely different from what it was before. No, friends, it is not true that salvation is impossible today: it is possible today as well. The Lord Himself said at His ascension into heaven to His disciples, and with them to all of us: See, I am with you all the days, even to the end of the age[7]. And since He is always with us, we have nothing to fear: He will help us in everything; He will conquer our enemies, as the all-powerful One; He will raise us up, He will save us, He will crown us, if we remain faithful to Him until death. Amen.


[1] Mt 11:28-30.

[2] Lev 19:2.

[3] Hebr 13:14.

[4] Gal 5:24.

[5] Cf. 2Pet 1:3.

[6] Phil 4:13.

[7] Mt 28:20.

The Calling of the Apostles

A Sermon on the Second Sunday after Pentecost

And He said to them: Come after Me, and I will make you fishers of men. And they at once left their nets and followed Him (Mt 4:19-20)

Today, beloved brothers, the Gospel was read at the Liturgy about the Lord’s calling to the apostolic office the blood brothers Peter and Andrew, and also the blood brothers James and John, the sons of Zebedee, who were likewise fishermen. It then tells of Jesus Christ’s journeying through the region of Galilee, His preaching of the Gospel of the kingdom, and His healing of every disease and every infirmity among the people.

Through the calling of Peter and Andrew, James and John, the Lord laid in His Church the beginning of the apostolic calling—a calling high, heavenly, evangelical, even higher—the office of Christ: for the apostles and the clergy continue the work of Jesus Christ the Savior Himself, that is, the work of saving people, the work of reconciling them with God. Let us now, then, converse together for our common benefit about why Jesus Christ called simple and unlearned people, the poor, to apostleship.

Why, then, did the Lord call to the apostolic calling not the noble and the powerful, or the rich of this world, not the wise and the intelligent, or the learned, but people of low estate, unlearned and poor? The holy Apostle Paul, who was called to apostleship from among the persecutors of the Church of God and from among the learned, explains the reason why the Lord called simple people to the apostolic calling.

God chose the things that are foolish in the world to put the wise to shame, and God chose the things that are weak in the world to put the strong to shame; and God chose the things that are lowborn in the world and the despised things and the things that are nothing, to bring to nothing the things that amount to something, so that no flesh should boast before God[1]. The Apostle Paul himself says of himself, called as he was from among the wise of the world, that God sent him too to preach the gospel not in the wisdom of speech, but in simplicity, so that the cross of Christ might not be made void[2], that is, the power of the merits of the cross of Christ our Savior, which even without our vain wisdom are able to save those who believe.

So this is why the Lord called the apostles from among simple people: that is, so that it would be evident to everyone that the Christian faith, and the salvation it bestows on people, and its miraculous spread over the earth, is the power of God, and not the work of human wisdom and human strength. This was the first reason.

The second reason is this: since the Lord came into the world in our flesh to heal our nature, which had fallen through the pride and deceit of the enemy and through the intemperance of the belly, then, wishing to give all mankind a lesson in simplicity, humility, and moderation in everything—even in the very choosing of the future physicians and fishers of mankind—He chose them from among simple and poor people, who confined themselves only to what was necessary and in no way dreamed highly of themselves. For the same reason He Himself, as the Physician of ailing mankind, was born of a poor Virgin and in a poor cave, had a poor man for His reputed father, and lived in poverty, having nowhere to lay His head. This was the second reason.

The third reason why the Lord chose the apostles from the simple and poor estate, and not from the noble and the rich, is this: as you all know from your own experience, wealth binds human hearts to itself, tears them away from God, and gives occasion for many sins.

The Lord Himself says: You cannot serve God and wealth; it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God[3]. The holy apostle John the Theologian says: Whoever loves the world, in him there is no love of the Father, that is, love for God, our heavenly Father, for all that is in the world is the craving of the flesh, the craving of the eyes, and the pride of life[4]. How, then, could apostles chosen from people who were rich and loved riches have led people to God and kindled in human hearts a burning love for Him, while not themselves having love for Him in their own hearts? That is why these apostles were chosen from poor people: that is, so that, for the love of God, they might more easily break their bond with the world and with sin and cleave to God with all their heart.

The fourth reason why the apostles were chosen from poor and simple people is this: so that they might more easily receive into their hearts the riches of the grace of God, which is poured out abundantly into humble and simple hearts, hearts hungering and thirsting for the justification of God—and does not fit in the hearts of the proud and haughty who trust in their own imagined righteousness. Had they not cast off narrow self-love and earthly acquisitions, or imagined earthly wisdom, they could not have had love for God and for all mankind; and without love they could not have been capable of the apostolic ministry, which demanded a burning love for the mankind being saved by God the Father through the Son in the Holy Spirit: they had to enter into the spirit of Christ’s love and be bearers and distributors of this spirit to others: the spirit of righteousness and holiness, the spirit of meekness and humility, of guilelessness and patience, of temperance and incorruption.

The hearts of the apostles received in abundance the grace of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost, and with this grace they filled the whole world, and it has reached down to our own days and will be poured out on those who are worthy until the end of the age.

Note from the Gospel appointed for today how the fishermen Peter and Andrew, James and John hastily and irrevocably left their homes and their scanty property and followed Jesus Christ; how simply and how honorably they acted! If they had been rich, – they would not have left their homes and property so readily. A certain rich young man once came up to Jesus Christ to ask counsel for attaining eternal life, but, when he heard that he must distribute his estate to the poor, he went away sorrowful from Jesus Christ. But in the apostles, the decisive renunciation of earthly and corruptible goods was, by the grace of God, the cause of their ardent love for God and their neighbor, and for their lofty calling and their work; it was their spiritual wealth, their strength, their glory, their adornment and their light. Who will separate us from the love of God, says the Apostle Paul:affliction, or hardship, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or the sword? Nothing:neither death, nor life, nor Angels, nor Principalities, nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing[5].

And how they loved their neighbors! Not as we do; – indeed, not even in our dreams have we ever seen ourselves loving anyone as the apostles loved: they were ready at every hour to lay down their souls for others; and for that the devout loved them in return so much that they were ready to pluck out their own eyes and give them to them[6]. The apostles possessed nothing, and yet had possession of everything – they were like beggars, and yet they enriched many by the grace of God. Silver and gold I do not have, – says the Apostle Peter to the man lame from birth, –but what I have, I give to you: in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise and walk; and the lame man rose and began to walk and leap[7]. That is the kind of power they had: they healed every kind of disease, raised the dead, cast out demons, and trod on the serpent, and on the scorpion, and on all the power of the foe[8], that is, the demonic power, without any harm to themselves; and they were able to console every sorrowful person with the very consolation with which they themselves were consoled by God. Is this not power? And what was their glory? While still in mortal flesh, or outside the flesh, they were caught up to the third heaven and heard ineffable words[9]! While still in the flesh they were considered gods come down from heaven, and people wanted to honor them with sacrifices and incense offerings! All the people of Jerusalem magnified them[10], says the holy Evangelist Luke in the Acts of the Apostles of the apostles and the first Christians.

The fifth reason why the Lord called simple people to the apostolate is the following: since the apostles were to instruct people on earth in a heavenly manner of life, dispassionate, blameless, holy, in expectation of the future blessed life, which will never grow old through all eternity, they themselves had to show everyone on earth an example of dispassion and holiness, of non-possessiveness and of a heavenly life on earth, so that they might all the more easily instruct the faithful by the example of their life and their dispassion. When God, who chose me from my mother’s womb, was pleased to reveal His Son in me, I did not confer with flesh and blood[11], that is, I cast off every worldly attachment.

The sixth reason: the holy apostles, as preachers of spiritual freedom in Christ, had themselves to be clothed in spiritual freedom through complete non-attachment to everything temporal; but one who is attached to what is earthly cannot be spiritually free: he is a slave of his own whims. The apostles, however, by the will of God and by their own free choice, were free from every earthly attachment; they taught the new life in Christ, and they themselves, before all others, were a new creation. The apostles were warriors of Christ, whose battle was to be not only with men, or with their passions and lawlessness, but also with the kingdom of Satan, with the principalities and powers and world-rulers of the darkness of this age, with the spirits of wickedness under heaven[12]. And what must the warriors of Christ be like? They must be spiritually invulnerable to all the forces of the enemy, and they could be invulnerable only if they had no attachment to anything earthly, not even to their own life: for the enemy ordinarily wounds through fleshly and worldly attachments; if these attachments are not in us, then we are invulnerable, by the grace of God. Such, too, were the apostles and all the holy martyrs, hierarchs, monastic saints, unmercenaries, all the saints. They were strong through their non-attachment, through the mortification of the flesh with its passions and lusts. For no one, having become a soldier, binds himself to worldly dealings, so that he may be pleasing to his commander[13].

The hellish malice of the torturers and the terrible torments to which they subjected the confessors of the name of Christ were powerless to break their courage and endurance: they stood above every fear and every torment. That is what their non-attachment to the flesh and to the world meant!

Finally, the seventh reason is this: God rests in simple hearts, but in crafty hearts He has no place.

Let us also, to the best of our strength, imitate the dispassion of the apostles, so as to serve God with a pure heart and to advance ever more and more in love for God and for our neighbor, encouraging one another to good works[14]. Amen.


[1] 1Cor 1:27-29.
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[9] 2Cor 12:4.
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[13] 2Tim 2:4.

[14] Hebr 10:24.

God or Mammon?

A homily for the third Sunday after Pentecost

The lamp of the body is the eye: if, then, your eye is sound, your whole body will be filled with light; but if your eye is wicked, your whole body will be dark (Mt 6:22-23)

The Lord’s words are a true lamp for us on the path of life; and so are the words of the Gospel honored today; only we must reflect on them more attentively. Let us reflect. The lamp of the body is the eye, says the Lord—that is, the eye is a lamp for the body. Why is it not said ‘eyes’ but ‘eye’? Because here the Lord means not the bodily eyes but the spiritual eye, or our heart, which governs even the bodily eyes, and which sees objects not doubly through its two eyes but singly. And so, by the eye is meant the heart, in which conscience is planted—the inner law that tells us what is good and what is evil; that is why it says ‘eye,’ not ‘eyes.’ By the body, on the other hand, is meant our whole inner life—our thoughts, desires, intentions, all the works we do throughout our earthly life. Consequently, the meaning of the Savior’s words is this: the heart, or the conscience, is a lamp for a person on the path of his life, in all his thoughts, desires, intentions, words, and all his works. Further, the Lord says: so, if your eye is sound, your whole body will be light—that is, if your heart and your conscience are sound and pure, then all your thoughts, your desires, your deeds, intentions, and undertakings will be light, right, and pure; but if your eye, your conscience, is wicked, then your whole body will be dark—that is, all your thoughts, desires, intentions, and undertakings, your whole life and all your works will be dark, unrighteous, wicked. And so, if the light that is in you is darkness, how great is that darkness! If your heart, which the Lord gave you instead of a lamp, has through your own negligence itself become darkness, then what will your whole life be like, and all your works? Does not this happen so in life? Do we not see constant examples of it? Let us take an example from life. Take a man with a simple heart, an upright conscience, a straightforward view of life, a Gospel view of life, and a man with a wicked heart or a wicked conscience, given over to attachment to the world and to the flesh. All the actions of the first are marked by justice, diligence, uprightness of character, and goodwill toward his neighbor. On the actions of the second lies the stamp of unrighteousness, deceit, hypocrisy, cunning, and craftiness.

The first is content with very little and is not devoured by a thirst for much: for example, he does not desire a luxurious table, many fancy and costly garments, nor a thirst for wealth, for a spacious and richly furnished dwelling, and so on. He has his daily bread and a simple broth; he has several changes of clean and decent clothing; he has a steady income, however modest it may be—a salary, or money earned by labor, by honest trade, by industry, by handiwork; he has a healthy dwelling, though not a spacious one, without rich furnishings: he is content, and he thanks God. He does not wish for anything more, because he considers it superfluous; and if he sees that he has some small surplus, he would rather share it with his neighbors in need than spend it on any of his own whims.

But look at the life of another man, whose heart is crooked and whose conscience is crooked and deceitful. He is content with nothing: to him the table is not a table, the clothing is not clothing, the lodging is not lodging, the furniture is not furniture; with his cup full, he wants it to be fuller still; what he has is too little for him—he must seize what belongs to another, even at the cost of wronging his neighbor; for him this food is no good—there must be something better; or his daily bread and simple broth are too little for him—he wants wine, though he has no need of it whatever; and not merely a little—that would not be so bad—but some men need a great deal, so as to drink themselves drunk; this clothing is no good, it has gone out of fashion—there must be something better; this lodging is not spacious or convenient enough—it must be roomier; this furniture is no good—there must be new furniture; these earnings, this salary, these receipts are too little—there must be more; and hardly anything ever satisfies him: everything he has seems fine, he has enough of everything—the man is full and overfull, dressed luxuriously and fastidiously, he has abundance in plenty—and yet he is discontent with it all. Another man, with his means of livelihood—indeed, even with smaller ones—has enough for himself and still has something to spare for his needy neighbor, for food and for clothing; but for this man there is too little even for himself, and nothing at all for others. Why is this? Because his heart is crooked, darkened, foolish, insatiable, passionate. And why is it such? Because he does not know the commandments of the Lord, or does not want to know them, and is not guided by the light of the Gospel of Christ. Because he does the will of his own blind, passionate flesh and of his own imaginings.

No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and neglect the other. You cannot serve God and mammon. What two masters are meant here, whom it is impossible to serve at one and the same time? One is the Lord and God; the other is riches, or our sin-loving flesh, in which the devil is at work, striving to nail it fast to the world. It is plainly impossible to labor at once for God and for sin-loving flesh: precisely because God demands of us holiness, the unwavering and exact fulfillment of His will, while the flesh ceaselessly incites us to sin—to gluttony, drunkenness, fornication, envy, enmity, greed and love of money, to laziness and the like. How can service to God and service to the flesh be reconciled? Plainly it cannot: the word of God says outright that those who are Christ’s have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires[1] — and they by no means serve the much-sinning flesh, do not please it. Do not make provision for the flesh, to fulfill its lusts[2], says the holy Apostle Paul. And it is always thus: whoever pleases his own flesh neglects the pleasing of God, the salvation of his own soul, his own amendment, a life of virtue; he does not set his heart right, does not strive in spirit toward the heavenly homeland, but is all of him, as it were, nailed fast to the earth, to earthly pleasures. Whoever loves his much-sinning flesh does not love God; God’s commandments seem burdensome to him; he does not love his neighbor: he will not look after his neighbor’s salvation, because he does not look after his own; he will not help him in his need, because he loves himself too dearly and would sooner indulge his own whims than devote his possessions to his neighbor’s need. Therefore I say to you, the Lord goes on to say, do not be anxious for your soul, what you will eat and what you will drink, nor for your body, what you will put on. Is not the soul more than food, and the body than clothing? An unfitting, unwise, overstrained anxiety about food, drink and clothing does great harm to the Christian life: this very thing is what the Lord called above serving mammon.

This wrong-headed concern of ours about food, drink, and clothing turns, so to speak, our whole life upside down: instead of caring chiefly for the soul, for its cleansing, correction, and sanctification—in a word, for its salvation—we concern ourselves day after day with gratifying our greedy belly and with what we shall dress ourselves in, while the soul—an immortal being created in the image and likeness of God, perishing alive in sins—we leave neglected, without correction, or else day after day we go on adding sins to sins; we sate the body and even glut it, while the soul is left to starve: the body we adorn, and the soul we disfigure; we give life to the body, and we kill the soul. That is why the Lord, exposing this madness of ours, says: Is not the soul more than food, and the body than clothing? If the soul is evidently greater than food, then why do you leave the soul without care, preoccupied with what is worthless, as food and drink are? For food is for the belly, and the belly is for food; but God will destroy both the one and the other[3]. Or again, is not the body more than clothing? If the Lord has given you the greater, that is, the body, will He not take care to give the lesser? Will He not look after its covering, and will He not give you the means to cover its nakedness, just as He covered the nakedness of Eve and of Adam?

Are you not concerning yourselves with what is empty, leaving aside what is most needful of all, the one truly needful thing?

Look at the birds of the heavens: they neither sow, nor reap, nor gather into storehouses; and your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not far better than they? The Lord points us to the birds, we who are of little faith, in order to show us the unsleeping, unceasing providence of the heavenly Father over all the earthly creatures—a providence that from the beginning of the world has never ceased and does not cease to preserve and feed every creature, and especially the crown of all creatures, man, created in the image and likeness of God—and in order that, by the example of birds always well fed although they do not sow or reap their bread, we might be convinced to rely with certainty on the providence of God. Of course, these words of the Lord do not teach us to sit with folded hands and merely hope in God; they teach us to exercise ourselves in blessed labors, and amid our labors to hope for God’s blessing on success in our undertakings, for the granting of everything needful. Further, the Lord says: and which of you, by being anxious, can add to his stature even a single cubit? Does not everything depend on God? If our body, in all its functions—both its nourishment and its growth—depends on God, as the work of His hands, of His wisdom, His goodness, His omnipotence, then is not our food likewise in His keeping? Is it not He who gives the food for our growth and strengthening? Why, then, do we consider food as it were alien to His providence? O, in truth His providence feeds not only us, but every worm and every insect as well! And why are you anxious about clothing? Look at the lilies of the field, how they grow: they neither labor nor spin; yet I tell you that even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like any one of these. But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow will be thrown into the oven, how much more you, you of little faith!

With the words about clothing, why are you anxious? the Lord teaches us not to have an attachment to clothing, just as He earlier spoke of our not having an attachment to food and drink. It is impossible to take no care at all about clothing: we must take care that our clothing is decent and clean; and those for whom it is fitting must occupy themselves with spinning, weaving, and sewing. The all-pure Virgin Mary herself wove and sewed with her most pure hands, as the Savior’s tunic shows, which was woven by her virginal hands. But ceaseless cares about finery, which make our heads whirl, are utterly contrary to the Gospel spirit: they make us vain and petty, and in many they give rise to unchastity and pride. If beautiful clothing were as necessary to us as its flower is to some blade of grass, then our heavenly Father would not have failed to dress us a thousand times more beautifully than roses and lilies or peacocks; but it is known that our clothing is a temporary covering, or a temporary bandage over a wound: for clothing came into being as a consequence of sin, when people became aware of their own nakedness; and is it worth adorning the bandages on a wound? Should we not rather be concerned with how to heal the wound as quickly as possible, that is, with how to be cleansed of our sins the sooner? Is it reasonable to sew costly bandages over these sinful wounds, and then even to boast of the bandages, as of something praiseworthy? Would not the stench of sin be all the greater on that account? Let us call to mind that in Baptism we all received the garment of incorruption, the garment of Christ’s righteousness. This garment of righteousness, then, is what we shall be concerned for; this garment we shall keep; let it be our adornment. If we keep it, then in the age to come the Lord will clothe us in the garment of glory; He will clothe us with eternal light, as He Himself wraps Himself in light as with a robe.

So then, I will conclude my talk with the Savior’s own words: do not be anxious and do not say: what are we to eat, or what are we to drink? or, with what are we to be clothed? for it is these very things that pagans seek, and because your heavenly Father knows that you have need of all these things. Do you hear? By the Lord’s word, all those who are concerned about just this—what to eat and to drink, or with what to be clothed—are pagans, and not Christians; and about the works of God, and about the fulfilling of His commandments, they never so much as think. Seek then first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all this will be added to you as well. Every householder, every master, feeds and gives drink to his servants and clothes them: how much more, then, will the Lord God both feed and clothe us, if we are His servants. If He feeds and clothes those who do not serve Him, who do not know Him, how much more will He not forget those who serve Him. Amen.


[1] Gal 5:24.

[2] Rom 13:14.

[3] 1Cor 6:13.

The Wondrous Pair

A Sermon for the Day of the Holy, Glorious, All-Praised, and Foremost Apostles Peter and Paul

Jesus said to his disciples: But who do you say that I am? And Simon Peter answered: You are the Christ, the Son of the living God (Mt 16:15-16)

Beloved brothers! Today the Church keeps the holy and glorious memory of the foremost apostles of Christ, Peter and Paul. Let us also remember them with a reverent, grateful, and praising word.

What crown of praise, then, shall we weave out of our simple words for the foremost apostles, when the holy Church has so beautifully sung their exploits in her hymns, and the holy orators, the pastors and teachers of the Church, have exalted them with praise? Shall we point to their qualities of soul, so worthy of imitation, or at least to some of their more outstanding deeds, so that we may benefit our own souls by the remembrance and contemplation of their Godlike qualities and great deeds, and at the same time be filled with deep feelings of gratitude, love, and reverence toward them?

What qualities of soul and virtues, then, did the holy apostles Peter and Paul possess, especially after receiving the gifts of the Holy Spirit—for before that they too had certain infirmities? What, I repeat, were the qualities and virtues that exalted them before God, before the angels, and before men? These qualities were: the holy simplicity of their character; a living faith in Jesus Christ as the Only-begotten Son of God, firmer than adamant (diamond); unshakable hope in God; purest, ardent love for God, and in God, for perishing mankind redeemed by the precious blood of the Son of God; meekness and humility, unchanging and equal toward all, joined with respect for every person, especially one seeking truth and salvation; constant closeness and accessibility to all; angelic patience; until the end of their lives—constant, fervent zeal for the salvation of all people; constant self-restraint; complete self-denial as regards pleasing the flesh and every worldly attachment; a mind continually gazing upward; total devotion to God; holiness in their whole manner of life—such were the chief features of their character after their renewal by grace! Let me point to a single example of the simplicity of character and the direct, living faith of the apostle Peter. When the contemporaries of the Lord Jesus Christ thought variously about Him and did not believe in Him as the Son of God—some thought He was John the Baptist, others that He was Elijah the prophet, and others that He was Jeremiah, or one of the ancient prophets risen from the dead—the apostle Peter, to the question Jesus Christ put to the disciples: Who do you consider Me to be?—answered directly: You are the Christ, the Son of the living God[1]. And this faith in Peter was so sincere and firm even before his renewal by the Holy Spirit that the Lord called him blessed: Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, because flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but My Father who is in the heavens[2]. And this means that Peter was worthy of such a revelation from the heavenly Father concerning His Son because of his simplicity, foreign to every kind of guile and doubt, as the Lord Himself testified, saying: I acknowledge You, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because You have hidden these things — that is, the mystery of the incarnation of the Son of God — from the wise and understanding, and have revealed them to little ones[3], that is, to simple people. That is why Jesus Christ, continuing His speech to Peter, gives him this new name—Peter, which means rock—foreseeing his firm faith and his firm confession of Him as the Son of God to his last breath, and promises to build His Church on this rock, that is, on the firm confession of Christ as God, or the society of those who believe in Him, which all the powers of hell shall not overcome, and to give him the keys of the kingdom of heaven—to open and to shut it for men—for all things are possible to faith: it is the key to the heavenly kingdom. The apostle Peter fully justified the trust of his divine Teacher: having only once shown weakness by denying his Lord in straitened circumstances, he remained faithful to the end of his life to the Lord who had called him, and sealed his faith and his apostolic labors with a martyr’s death: he was crucified on a cross head downward.

But as for Saul, formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, and an insulter of the Christian faith, its doctrine, and the disciples of Christ—Saul—who was afterwards renamed Paul: after Jesus Christ appeared to him miraculously from heaven on the road to Damascus, he changed completely in his thoughts, his intentions, his heart, and his life: three days after this he was already openly confessing before all the Jews and Gentiles that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, and by this he made for himself the bitterest enemies everywhere among them, who many times attempted to kill him. His faith in the Lord was so steadfast that by that very faith he worked a great many miracles, openly and fearlessly confessed it before everyone, and for its sake endured countless labors and suffered countless persecutions, prisons, afflictions, beatings, floggings, and finally beheading by the sword. This is what he himself writes about himself in his second epistle, or letter, to the inhabitants of the city of Corinth, whom he had brought to the faith of Christ: I have toiled far more (than the other apostles), been wounded beyond measure, been in prison more often, and many times stood at the point of death. From the Jews five times I received forty lashes less one; three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I suffered shipwreck, I spent a night and a day in the depths of the sea; I have made many journeys, in dangers on rivers, in dangers from robbers, in dangers from my fellow countrymen, in dangers from the Gentiles, in dangers in the city, in dangers in the wilderness, in dangers at sea, in dangers among false brothers, in labor and in exhaustion, often without sleep, in hunger and in thirst, often in fasting, in the cold and in nakedness. Besides all these external happenings, every day there is the gathering of crowds around me and the care of all the churches. Who is weak, and with whom would I not be weak as well? Who is scandalized, and for whom would I not burn?[4]

Such are the features of Paul’s lofty character; such are his temptations, his struggles, his labors! What was the cause of them? His ardent love for God and for man: for he himself says of this in the Epistle to the Romans: Who will separate us from the love of God? Sorrow, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or the sword? As it is written: For Your sake we are put to death all the day long; we are counted as sheep appointed for slaughter. But in all this we overcome through Him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord[5]. There is love for God in the apostle Paul—a flaming love, worthy of God! If only we possessed even a small spark of such love! The apostle Peter had the like love, and the other apostles as well. Tell me: is it possible to praise the chief apostles Peter and Paul as they deserve? Can one ever cease to marvel at their faith, their hope, their courage, their love, their patience, their labors? Human speech is incapable of portraying their valor, at which the angels in heaven marveled. If we compare ourselves with them, what shall we turn out to be?—Dust that the wind lifts and whirls along the roads, or a reed shaken by the wind. But through their prayers, O Lord, establish and save us, who are drowning in our sins!

To all that has been said I will add that the apostles had the mind of Christ, the heart of Christ, the lips of Christ; they enlightened the whole world with their teaching and brought all the ends of the earth to Christ; they tore from the devil’s mouth countless human souls, as prey beyond all price; they dried up the salt-bitter sea of passions and vices; they brought into the world enlightenment, rebirth, renewal; they set the Church in good order; they established the divine services and the Mysteries, by which we now profit for our cleansing, our sanctification, our comfort, and our salvation; by their God-inspired writings we are instructed, comforted, and strengthened to this very day; by their prayers we stand firm in the faith and in piety; they healed mankind, which was sick with corruption, and taught it to despise the corruptible and to strive toward the incorruptible. They sowed the seed of incorruption and holiness in human hearts, and holiness and incorruption flourished among men—there appeared countless hosts of zealots for the incorruptible life, and they inherited the incorruptible, unaging, eternal life: I mean the countless hosts of martyrs, hierarchs, venerable men and women, unmercenaries, righteous ones, and all the saints. The desert has blossomed like a lily, O Lord—the Gentile church that had borne no fruit—by Your coming, through the sufferings and labors of the apostles of Christ.

Let us be built up, my brethren, by so glorious an example of the apostles: by their faith, hope, love, purity, meekness, humility, patience, and devotion to the will of God—by their self-denial, abstinence, freedom from covetousness, and courage—and let us be imbued with their spirit and made alive by it. May the Lord grant this to us all, without Whom we can do nothing at all[6], and without Whom the house of the soul is not built. Amen.


[1] Mt 16:16.

[2] Mt 16:17.

[3] Mt 11:25.

[4] 2Cor 11:23-29.

[5] Rom 8:35-39.

[6] Jn 15:5.

The Power of Faith

A Homily for the Fourth Sunday after Pentecost

The centurion, answering the Lord, said: Lord, I am not worthy for You to enter under my roof; but only say the word, and my servant will be healed (Mt 8:8)

In the Gospel read today there was set before you, my brethren, the sacred account of the miraculous healing by Jesus Christ of the servant of a Roman centurion in the city of Capernaum. The servant was healed by a single word of the Savior, through the great faith and humble petition of the centurion, a pagan, who came in person to the divine Physician. «Lord, – the centurion says to Him, – my servant is lying at home paralyzed and suffering severely. Jesus says to him: «I will come and heal him». But the centurion said to Him: «Lord, I am not worthy for You to enter under my roof, but only say the word, and my servant will be healed. For, – he continued, – I also am a man under authority; and having soldiers under me, I say to one: Go, and he goes; and to another: Come, and he comes; and to my servant: Do this, and he does it». «Having heard this, – the Gospel goes on to say, – Jesus was amazed, and said to those following Him: «Truly I say to you, even in Israel, – that is, among the Jews, – I have not found such faith», – and a little further on, the Lord says to him: «Go, and as you have believed, let it be to you. And his servant was healed that very hour[1]». Happy the servant, who had such a good, kind, believing master! And worthy of all praise is the master, who loved his servant with a father’s love and in the simplicity of faith looked upon Jesus Christ and upon His works! He both now and at the Dread Judgment, at the Lord’s second coming, will serve as a reproach to the unbelief and craftiness of many, many of today’s Christians, who do not believe in the Lord and presumptuously reject His miracles and His second coming, saying: where is the promise of His coming[2] – and the end of the age[3]? Or, which amounts to the same thing, – as though there will be no second coming at all? But let us leave these foolish and proud unbelievers, and let us instead speak together about faith – for our edification and salvation – and about how harmful unbelief is; how it pushes away from us the right hand of God that saves us. What exactly shall we now say about faith? This: that faith in the Lord, in His word – living, unquestioning faith – is the key to the inexhaustible treasury of all God’s gifts; it is a life-giving power, given by God to simple, guileless, humble souls, and drawing down upon them the riches of God’s bounty. Let us prove this with examples. The example of the Roman centurion is before our eyes: his simple, firm faith in the almighty power of Jesus Christ amazed the Lord Himself and immediately drew God’s mercy down upon the centurion and his sick servant: Go, and as you have believed, let it be to you. And his servant was healed that very hour[4].

Two blind men cry out to Jesus Christ for the healing of their eyes: Son of David, have mercy on us! The Lord commands that they be brought to Him and asks them: Do you believe that I am able to do this? And when they answered: we believe, He healed them, saying: May it be to you according to your faith; and their eyes were opened at once[5].

Once a paralytic was brought to Jesus Christ, and the Lord, seeing the faith of the men who carried him, said to the paralytic because of their faith: take heart, child! your sins are forgiven you; rise, take up your bed and go to your house; and the sick man rose, took up his bed, and went home[6].

The woman with the hemorrhage, who had suffered from her affliction for twelve years, the Lord healed because of her faith, through her touching His garment, saying: Take heart, daughter! your faith has saved you[7].

But there was once an incident with the Savior’s disciples: a certain father had a son possessed by a demon, and used to bring him to them to be healed, but they could not heal him. Why was this? Because of the unbelief of this sick man’s father—and of Christ’s disciples. «O faithless and perverse generation! How long shall I be with you. How long shall I endure you?—said the Lord to this father and to those standing by. Bring him here to Me. And Jesus rebuked it, and the demon came out of him, and the boy was healed in that very hour». «The disciples, coming to Jesus privately, asked Him: Why could we not drive it out? Jesus said to them: Because of your unbelief», and He added: truly I say to you: if you have faith as a grain of mustard seed and say to this mountain: move from here to there, then it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you. This kind, however, is driven out only by prayer and fasting[8]. Still, the apostles fell at times into the temptation of unbelief only until the descent of the Holy Spirit upon them on the day of Pentecost; but after the descent of the Holy Spirit they never again fell into unbelief, but always had unshakable faith, and by it worked countless miracles: they healed every kind of illness, drove out demons with a word, and raised the dead. The holy saints of God of ancient and modern times worked many miracles by faith, as you yourselves have heard and read. How many even in our own days have received, by their faith, numerous healings, wondrous deliverance from misfortunes and calamities, from the tyranny of demons! How many were miraculously healed through Communion of the life-giving Mysteries of the Body and Blood of Christ! How many healings there have been, and still are, from the relics of the holy saints of God, or from wonderworking holy icons, or simply from sincere prayer, with faith and in repentance, to the Lord and His Most Pure Mother, or to the holy saints of God?

A pious pastor of my acquaintance told me candidly that through the prayer of faith, in the simplicity of his heart, he had asked the Lord and the Most Pure Theotokos for a multitude of wondrous blessings of God for simple people who had sought his prayerful help, and, in proof of this, he was ready to present to me in person all of those who had been deemed worthy of God’s merciful visitation and who could witness to the truth of his words with a living voice. I, he said of himself, am an ordinary mortal, a man of many sins; I am distinguished from other people by no ascetic labors: neither by fasting, nor by standing at prayer through whole nights; I allow myself to eat and drink what is permitted—both at my own home and at others’ homes—but I have only faith in the Lord; I live in constant repentance, I thank the Lord for everything I receive from His bounty: and I am not put to shame. Every day I receive salvation from the life-giving right hand of God; every day the Lord surrounds me with the joys of deliverance. If anyone asks me to pray with him concerning himself, I do not refuse—provided only that I notice in the one asking sincere faith and a sincere desire for salvation: and faith and hope do not put me to shame.

See then, brethren, that even in our own time, so poor in faith, it is possible for believers to ask of the Lord everything needful for salvation. So believe, all of you, without doubting, in the Lord, who abides with us and will abide with us all the days until the end of the age; live piously, repent sincerely, amend your life, ask of the Lord with undoubting faith for what is good and profitable—and you will receive. Amen.


[1] Mt 8:5-13.

[2] 2Pet 3:4.

[3] Mt 24:3.

[4] Mt 8:13.

[5] Cf. Mt 9:27-30.

[6] Mt 9:2,6,7.

[7] Mt 9:22.

[8] Mt 17:14-21.

Evil Spirits

A Sermon for the Fifth Sunday after Pentecost

Today the Gospel tells of the casting out of demons from two demoniacs, who had come out of the burial caves of the land of the Gergesenes, men so fierce that no one dared to pass along the way where they were.

The Gospel speaks of the demoniacs, of the casting out of the demons, of their entering, with the permission of Jesus Christ, into the herd of swine and the drowning of the herd in the sea, of the request of the citizens of the city of Gadara that the Lord depart from them, and of His crossing back to the other shore and His arrival in Capernaum[1]. The story is clear in itself. It tells of two unfortunate men possessed by evil spirits. This means that, contrary to the stubborn unbelief and false conviction of certain half-taught and deluded people, evil spirits do exist in the world and carry out their ruinous works, which consist chiefly in destroying people and doing them all sorts of base mischief. Jesus Christ Himself, the only-begotten Son of God, came into the world precisely in order to destroy the works of the devil and to defeat him together with all his host. For this reason was the Son of God revealed, that he might destroy the works of the devil[2], says the apostle John the Theologian. The half-taught clever ones will not convince us that there are supposedly no evil spirits: for to deny their existence is to deny all of Holy Scripture, to deny Christianity, to consider the faith of Christ, the coming to earth of Christ God, and all His divine dispensation as it were unnecessary; and finally, it means denying evident facts; for evil spirits harmed and destroyed people in former times, and now they work their mischief in people in various ways and destroy the heedless, by God’s permission; and just as in the past they were cast out of people by the Lord, or by His grace through holy people, so they are cast out even now.

So there were demons and demoniacs, and there are such today as well. What demoniacs, then, are there now? There are demoniacs of two kinds: genuine demoniacs like those mentioned in the Gospel, who are locked away in asylums for the insane; demoniacs who are afflicted by sorcery, whom demons torment especially when sick people of this kind are brought to some shrine, or when the Cherubic Hymn is sung in church at the Great Entrance; and demoniacs in the form of people who are agitated and darkened and driven out of their minds by various passions – anger and malice, envy, violent fleshly lust, drunkenness, or a passion for gain, for amassing money and increasing it through interest – by pride, ambition, and vainglory, and so on. To a special class of demoniacs must be assigned those people who are called liberals, that is, people who think with excessive freedom, contrary to the Christian faith and to all common sense; the so-called nihilists, who reject the Christian faith, and Christ, and the Church, prayer and the Mysteries, the immortality of the soul, the resurrection of the dead, the judgment and recompense rendered to each according to his deeds. Among their number there are some so wicked – demons in human form – that they set themselves the aim of overthrowing the structure of the state and casting down the thrones of kings, of sacrilegiously attacking the very lives of the anointed of God, whose life and safety ought to be inviolable; of setting fire to houses and every kind of structure, of destroying people’s property, and of turning the earth into hell, a place of tears and wailing. Such are the demoniacs of our own time – demoniacs consciously, of their own free will, out of their own evil heart! O, may the Lord deliver us from these evil creatures, for whom eternal fire is reserved together with the devil.

But let us guard against another kind of being possessed by demons: puffed-up pride, envy, wrath, malice, hatred, irritability, fleshly passion, drunkenness, gluttony, foul language, covetousness, hardheartedness, the oppression of our neighbors, reviling, quarreling, strife, despondency, despair, and other passions, which draw us away from God and plunge us into the power of the devil. Let us also note, in the Gospel that has been read, the boldness of the demons and their acknowledgment of the eternal torments prepared for them. When the demon-possessed met Jesus Christ, the demons that were in them cried aloud: What do You have to do with us, Jesus, Son of God? Have You come here before the time to torment us. See what devilish pride and boldness! What do You have to do with us? they say—as though they were not subject to the dominion of God, which stretches even over the whole satanic kingdom! And yet they soon, feeling the unbearable torment from the presence of Jesus Christ and His unconquerable power, lowered their tone and said: If You cast us out, send us into the herd of swine. The Lord commanded them: and they went into the herd of swine, and drowned them all in the water. But what if they had been permitted to do the same with people? In a moment they would have destroyed people too, every one of them. But they do not dare to do that to them, but torment them by God’s permission only so much as to bring them to their senses. The Lord allowed the swine to be destroyed in order to show the cruelty and savagery of the demons, and so that the inhabitants of Gergesa, idolaters, might know what awaits them if they do not repent and believe in Him, Jesus Christ—namely, that eternal torment awaits them together with the demons. It is remarkable that the demons themselves await the eternal torments and tremble—while some people do not believe in them, do not tremble at them, and are not afraid to sin. Here too, the inhabitants of Gergesa did not believe in Him and asked Him to depart from them: and He crossed over to the other side. Ah, brethren and sisters, woe would it be for us, an eternal woe, without Jesus Christ, without faith in Him, without His grace, without good works, without unfeigned repentance! A man who lives without faith in Jesus Christ, without repentance and good deeds, becomes the toy of destructive passions, each one more tormenting than the next—a dwelling full of demons, like the demon-possessed mentioned above, guilty of eternal torment, food for the eternal fire. Let us live in repentance and virtue. Let us always be with Jesus Christ.


[1] Mt 8:28-34; Mt 9:1.

[2] 1Jn 3:8.

The Sorrowful Reality

A Word on the Sixth Sunday after Pentecost

Child, your sins are forgiven you (Mt 9:2)

In the Gospel reading for today, the account is of the mercy of our common Savior toward man in his misery, and the Gospel of the past Sunday likewise spoke of His mercy: then it spoke of the healing of the demoniacs, who were terribly suffering from evil spirits, while now it speaks of the healing of the paralytic; there the cause of the calamity and misfortune was sins, as is evident from the instruction Jesus Christ gave to the man He had healed: Go to your own people, and tell them all that the Lord has done for you and how He has had mercy on you[1]. And here too the cause of the paralysis of the bodily members, and of the soul itself, was sins, for the Physician of souls and bodies says to the sick man: “Child, your sins are forgiven you.” The whole Gospel, beloved brothers and sisters, is filled with the account of the wondrous deeds of mercy of the Lord Jesus Christ toward men who suffer calamity and go astray; and everywhere in it is proclaimed that the chief cause of almost all the illnesses, troubles, and misfortunes that befall people is sins—this greatest of evils, this calamity of the human race, this dreadful root of all evils and of the greatest evil of all, temporal and eternal death. For that reason the Lord, in healing the paralytic, first heals the soul that is sick with sins, and only afterward the body. “Child!—He says to the paralytic—your sins are forgiven you.” And this means, and teaches us, that in our illnesses we must humbly and deeply acknowledge our sins and sincerely repent of them and ask the Lord to forgive them, with the resolve not to sin any more hereafter.

For the chief part of our being is the soul, a being made in the image of God, rational, endowed with free choice, immortal, yet a fallen being, sick with sin and corruption, and redeemed from sin and death by the death of the Son of God; it is about the soul, then, about its salvation, that we must take care with all our strength—about pleasing God, about fulfilling His holy and blessed commandments, about its uprightness and holiness. For the passions of the flesh enslave and defile the soul and draw it away from God, and in the end they often bring it to perdition, temporal and eternal. Look at the drunkard: he is forever enfeebled in soul and body, there is no faith or fear of God in him; he does not pray; all the moral foundations in him are shaken loose; he is ready for any wickedness: he grows angry, scolds, brawls, defiles himself with filth, and nothing goes right for him; every task drops from his hands. Look at a man who loves to eat and drink a great deal: he too is enfeebled, and therefore slothful and clumsy; just as moderate food and drink strengthen the body, so an excess of them burdens and enfeebles it. And the lustful man is, as it were, weakness embodied, and often dies in soul and body while still alive. Thus sins enfeeble the whole being of man, and whole societies and states! Thus sins and the passions of society enfeeble Russia as well. What sins have flooded over Russia?—Unbelief, drunkenness, swindling, falsehood and deceit, the passion for gain, the frequent murders committed out of the passion for gain or out of ungratified fleshly love, the passion for gambling, embezzlement, the taking of bribes, self-love, which desires solely that it alone may fare well, be rich and merry, while others may just as well die of hunger.

Yes, one cannot fail to see in Russia a general relaxation of morals, and as a consequence of this relaxation of morals public calamities are increasing: famine, a shortage of money, the impoverishment of the people, an inclination and urge to move from place to place, malicious arson, and the like. What, then, is to be done? I will say with the apostle: Strengthen the hands that have drooped and the knees that have grown weak; and walk straight with your feet, so that what is limping may not be turned aside, but rather be healed. Take care that no one is deprived of the grace of God; that no bitter root, springing up, causes harm, and that many are not defiled by it.[2] Let us strengthen our souls and hearts with the grace of God, as the apostle Paul teaches: It is good to establish hearts with grace, and not with foods, from which those who walked in them received no benefit.[3] Let us establish our souls with sincere prayer—at home and in church—and, in general, with unceasing inward prayer; with the reading or hearing of the word of God or of the writings of the holy God-wise fathers; with diligent reading or hearing of the lives of God’s holy saints, so that we too may imitate their faith and their way of life, their good deeds; and likewise with spiritual conversation, and especially with heartfelt confession and frequent Communion of the holy Mysteries.

So then, let us strengthen ourselves with the grace of God while there is still time, and before sins have utterly enfeebled us. For the time will soon come—perhaps it is already coming—when all will give themselves over to drowsiness and sleep, when all will become morally enfeebled, when faith itself will fail, and love will run dry, and lawlessness will spread over the earth like the sea. But then it will already be too late to set oneself right. For a voice will ring out: The Bridegroom is coming; go out to meet Him.[4] The archangel’s trumpet will thunder and gather all people, the living and those raised from the dead, to the place of the general Dread Judgment, where the final righteous sentence will be pronounced—either to eternal life or to eternal torment. Amen.


[1] Mk 5:19.

[2] Hebr 12:12,13,15.

[3] Hebr 13:9.

[4] Mt 25:6.

Our Blind Men

Homily for the Seventh Sunday after Pentecost

Then Jesus touched their eyes (the two blind men’s) and said: According to your faith, let it be to you. And their eyes were opened (Mt 9:29-30)

Today’s Gospel narrative tells us, beloved brethren, of the miraculous healing by the Savior of two blind men and of a mute demoniac whose tongue the demon had bound. The event took place in the environs of the city of Capernaum, after the raising from the dead of the daughter of Jairus, the ruler of the synagogue of the Jews. These two blind men followed Jesus Christ «and cried out: Have mercy on us, Jesus, Son of David! And when He had come into the house, the blind men came to Him. And Jesus says to them: Do you believe that I am able to do this? They say to Him: Yes, Lord! Then He touched their eyes, saying: According to your faith, let it be to you. And their eyes were opened; and Jesus sternly charged them, saying: See that no one knows of it. But they, going out, spread abroad His fame throughout all that land»[1]. The matter is clear: the blind men suddenly received their sight at a single word of the Savior; the Creator of man, Himself the Light and the Giver of light, spoke the word, and the word became deed. He spoke the creative word: let it be, and those who had been blind now could see. And He bestowed this wondrous gift for their faith alone, without any merits on their part: according to your faith, let it be to you. How pleasing to God in a person is a single, sincere faith in the omnipotence of God! How powerfully faith acts! Such miracles come about through faith! Do you and I have faith? If we do, then we too cannot fail to see the wondrous works of God within us, both in our souls and in our bodies; the Lord is with us even now, according to His divine promise: See, I am with you all the days until the end of the age[2], He said to His disciples before His ascension into heaven; Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and forever[3]. I see His miracles of mercy and power in me every day, and every day I glorify His mercies, for they are without number.

Speaking of the blind men of the Gospel and of their miraculous healing by Jesus Christ because of their faith, I pass over in my thoughts to blind men of another kind—namely, to those enveloped in spiritual blindness, which is far more dangerous and deadly than bodily blindness. This is, first of all, the blindness of the half-educated, or of certain people of our own time who have been altogether over-educated, who do not see the finger of God in the wise ordering of the world—He who created all things and governs all—but regard it as the product of chance, as they regard themselves as well, and who make of their life a kind of plaything and amusement; and when this plaything bores them for any reason, they mercilessly smash it, that is, they lay violent hands on themselves; or else they make of it a series of crimes against others and take delight in human miseries. This blindness is all the more deadly for them and for society, because people of this sort consider themselves seeing, clever, and scarcely short of good, while all other men—those outside their gang—they count as ignoramuses and scoundrels. Reading each day’s news of various incidents, we come upon them over and over: murders, suicides, drunkenness, debauchery, the most brazen embezzlements of public money, the burning of towns and villages. Tallying up all these happenings, we draw the unavoidable conclusion that these people have turned away from God, from the faith, from the Church of God, that they are blind, wander in darkness, and do not know what they are striving toward, or what will come of it all. O wretched times! O times of unbelief! O times that herald the approach of the dread day of judgment! Guard yourselves, brethren, against this blindness of unbelief, of self-willed caprice. Forgive me for the expression, but I cannot call people who act so brazenly and recklessly anything else. Where in them is the light of reason, of conscience? How have they lost the light of the faith?

Second, the blindness of the soul is the blindness of schism and superstitions.

Third, spiritual blindness is the blindness of the common folk, who do not know the most essential truths of their faith and the rules of the Christian life. But this blindness is more forgivable than that of which we spoke earlier: it is involuntary.

Hold fast, brethren, all the more firmly to your holy faith, to the Church of God, which teaches you everything good, useful, holy, and saving for the soul; do not listen to the present-day tyrants who have the devil as their teacher and strive to corrupt your simple Christian and Russian understanding. Keep the fear of God in your whole manner of life; remember the second dread coming of the Lord Jesus Christ and the awe-inspiring judgment of the whole universe, and diligently fulfill God’s commandments and the works of your calling. Learn the faith and the duties it entails; be enlightened, be sanctified, be corrected, and be saved. The other miracle that today’s Gospel recounts was the casting out of a demon from a mute, raving demoniac. The Lord cast out the demon, and the mute man began to speak. Glory to Your divine power, Christ God! You command the evil spirits, and they carry out Your command with trembling, though with their habitual malice, in which they remain unrepentant. Lord! Cast the spirit of muteness out of us as well, for we too are subject to it: when we ought to repent earnestly before You, we fall silent and do not know what to say; when we ought to pray earnestly, we are again mute and do not know how to pray, what to ask for, for what to give thanks, or how to give thanks; for talking about worldly things our tongue moves freely and sometimes speaks without ceasing, but as soon as the matter comes to the divine, to the salvation of the soul, the tongue falls silent. Where is it accepted in society to speak of the Godhead, of the salvation of the sinful soul, of eternal life? Almost nowhere. There we are mute. Lord! Deliver us from the spirit of muteness and teach us what to say and what to do—what is pleasing to You, God our Savior. Amen.


[1] Mt 9:27-31.

[2] Mt 28:20.

[3] Hebr 13:8.

Spiritual Food

A Sermon on the Eighth Sunday after Pentecost

Most beloved brothers and sisters, today’s Gospel reading tells us of the Lord’s mercy toward people and of His divine almighty power; namely, it speaks of the healing of many who were sick and of the wondrous feeding of five thousand people with five small loaves and two fish miraculously multiplied.

It teaches us the truth that the Lord Jesus Christ is the Creator of all things, the Giver of life and our Nourisher, the Physician of both soul and body; He created, and still creates in abundance, all the fruits of the earth for our food and enjoyment; He sends early and late rains from the heavens; He thunders in the vault of heaven and flashes terribly with lightning; He brings forth the winds from His treasuries; In Him we live, and move, and have our being[1]. Therefore, beloved brothers and sisters, as we make use each day of the various gifts of God, let us be thankful to the Lord for them, and for so great a love toward us and so rich a Providence over us; let us repay Him with love, and in the measure of His bounty toward us let us in turn be generous to our neighbors. If we act in this way, the earth will not cease to bring forth all fruits in abundance; for, in the measure of the fruits of our love for God and of our good deeds, the earth will be filled with its fruits, and there will be no failed harvests, no famine, and no grievous scarcity and high cost of all our necessities. But if we are merciless and hard-hearted, then the earth will be hard beneath our feet and will yield no fruit. Nothing more, brothers and sisters, does the Lord require of us for His gifts and for His love toward us, than that we fulfill His holy will and that we love one another. What does He, who is all-sufficient and all-blissful, need from us? Nothing. Look, what moving compassion the Lord shows toward the people who came in multitudes to listen to His sweet, life-giving word and to be healed of their infirmities! Seeing the multitude of people, the Evangelist says, the Lord had compassion on them and healed their sick. Does He not teach by this all of us as well compassion toward one another, and mercy? Yes. He gives us the example of every virtue by His own self. I have given you an example, that you should do as I have done to you[2], says the Lord—certainly, within the limits of what is possible for us. You cannot heal? But you can sympathize with the sick, visit them, comfort them with your love, help them in whatever way and however you can; or you can feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, clothe the naked, or buy him some clothing and footwear, and so on. Still further, today’s Gospel teaches us not to doubt that we should share with our neighbor even out of little, according to our ability; for the Lord is able to multiply even what is little, so that he who gives to the poor will never be impoverished[3]. The apostles had only five loaves and two fish, and they thought it was not worthwhile to divide so small a portion among so great a multitude of people. But that small portion became a great abundance: all ate and were satisfied, and there remained forty times more than there had been at the beginning.

Does not a similar miracle happen even now to merciful people? And it happens very often. According to the measure of their giving, the Lord bestows on them ten, twenty, a hundred times more. The Lord is faithful in all His words[4].

But today’s Gospel in particular teaches us that our true bread—the bread not of time, but of eternal life—is the Lord Jesus Christ, and that we must care not only for perishable food, but especially for imperishable food, which gives eternal life to the soul—that is, for Communion of the all-pure Body and Blood of Christ, for hearing and reading the word of God, which is the spiritual food of our souls, and for prayer, which sanctifies the soul and satisfies it with grace. When the people, after the miraculous feeding, began to follow after Jesus Christ in order to eat of the miraculous meal yet again and again, the Lord said to them, reproachfully: Truly I say to you: you seek Me not because you saw the miracles, but because you ate the bread and were filled. Do not strive for perishable food, but for the food that abides to eternal life, which the Son of Man gives you. Truly I say to you: My Father gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is the one who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world. I am the bread of life; the one who comes to Me will not hunger, and the one who believes in Me will never thirst[5]. Earthly, perishable food strengthens only the body, and not the immortal soul; the apostle says: It is good to strengthen the heart with grace, and not with foods, by which those who walked in them received no benefit[6].

Food for the belly and the belly for food, but God will destroy both this and that[7]. So then, brothers and sisters, while striving for perishable food, let us care all the more for the spiritual food with which our immortal soul is nourished—for Communion of the Body and Blood of Christ, for hearing and reading the word of God, and for communal and household prayer. May Your holy Body, O gracious Lord, be for me the bread of eternal life, and Your precious Blood, and the healing of my manifold infirmities[8]. Amen.


[1] Act 17:28.

[2] Jn 13:15.
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[7] 1Cor 6:13.

[8] Canon to Holy Communion, Ode 1, Troparion 1.

Prayer and Hope in God

Instruction for the Ninth Sunday after Pentecost

What Gospel was read today? Did you listen to it with attention? Did you understand it? Did you keep it in your memory? Did you lay it upon your heart? Did you apply it to yourself? But all of this ought to be done. And what was the good news that was proclaimed? It concerned the Savior’s prayer in solitude; His walking upon the sea as on dry land; the fear of His disciples at the sight of a man walking upon the water; how the Savior encouraged them; Peter’s request to come to Him upon the water, and the Lord’s granting of it; Peter’s weak faith and fright, his sinking; the saving of the one who was sinking by the life-giving Right Hand; the Lord’s reproach of Peter for his weak faith; the stilling of the wind; the disciples’ confession of Jesus Christ as the Son of God[1]. That is the whole Gospel, and all of it is clear to understand! Now each of us must take from it – what we can and ought – and apply it to ourselves. For the Gospel was written for our instruction, our consolation, and our salvation. So the first thing to apply to ourselves is prayer. The Lord, as man, prayed often in solitude, in the hours of night. We too must certainly pray, at all times. Keep watch and pray, lest you enter into temptation[2], says the Lord. We have many sins; we have many needs of soul and body; there are many temptations; and therefore we must pray unceasingly – inwardly, above all, of course. And on feast days, openly in church. Further, what is instructive and consoling in this Gospel is that Jesus Christ, seeing the perilous voyage of His disciples, whose boat was being battered by the waves in the midst of the sea, went to their aid; and as the Creator and Lord of the sea, He walked upon the spine of the sea as upon dry land. Seeing a man walking upon the sea – which seemed to them impossible – they took Him for a phantom, and cried out from fear. But the Lord, who was coming to their aid, calmed them, telling them that it was He, and that they had nothing to fear. – And upon us also, brethren, as we sail upon the sea of this life, contrary winds often rush against us – the winds of temptations and of various passions – and like the apostles, we are often in distress. Let us not forget, then, in the hours of temptation and trouble, that the Savior is near[3] to us and ready to save us, if only we call upon Him for salvation with faith and sincere repentance for our sins.

We are often frightened by the phantoms that the evil one sets before us; we are troubled by the schemes of the wicked adversary. But let us cry out to the Lord with our whole heart, and all the phantoms will scatter, and the contrary winds will subside. So it always is with those who believe, and so it will be. Notice the boldness of the Apostle Peter. Encouraged by the Lord’s words, he asks leave to come to Him on the water, as though forgetting for a moment the difference between himself—a man—and the God-man. The Lord, however, does not reject his boldness and says: Come. And what a wondrous miracle! The almighty command sustains Peter as he walks on the water: he walks on the water, marveling at himself. But Peter’s boldness did not last long: seeing the wind was strong, he was afraid, began to sink, and cried out: Lord, save me! Jesus at once stretched out His hand, took hold of him, and said to him: O you of little faith, why did you doubt? Do not marvel at Peter’s little faith: at that time he had not yet been renewed by the life-giving, fire-bearing breath of the Holy Spirit, and so he showed human weakness. But after the descent of the Holy Spirit, Saint Peter was above all doubt and had the faith of God, by which he raised the dead. Let us, then, take care of our own faith. Peter had only begun to sink and at once called out for salvation: Lord, save me! But many of us are drowning altogether in our sins, do not run to the Savior, and do not say: Lord, save me. And how near the Savior is to every one of us: only look to Him, brother, with the eyes of your heart, with faith, with the hope that He is right there before you, and He will save you—if only you truly desire salvation—He will save you, He will surely save you; you will see for yourself how He saves you, you will see, of course, with the eyes of your heart. So take instruction, brother or sister, from the Apostle Peter: with faith and hope like his, call upon the Savior in troubles, in sorrows, in sins: Lord, save me—and you will most certainly be saved. That is what the Savior is for: to save us sinners. And when He has saved you, then you too will say: Truly You are the Son of God, and you will bow before Him with love. Amen


[1] Mt 14:22-34.

[2] Mt 26:41.

[3] Phil 4:5.

Be Renewed!

A Sermon for the Feast of the Transfiguration of the Lord

He was transfigured before them (Jesus): and His face shone like the sun, and His garments became white as light (Mt 17:2)

At this time we remember and celebrate the glorious Transfiguration of the most pure flesh of our Lord Jesus Christ. This Transfiguration took place before three earthly witnesses—the apostles Peter, James, and John. Jesus Christ, as was His custom, went up the mountain to pray to His heavenly Father, as a man. While He was praying, His Divinity suddenly shone through His body: His face became bright as the sun, and His garments—from the inner light of His Divinity and from the light of His body—became white as light, so white that no bleacher could ever make them so white. Moses and Elijah appeared, the ancient great prophets; they spoke with the Lord. And what did they speak about? They spoke of the sufferings that the Savior of mankind was to endure for our salvation in Jerusalem. And they spoke of His departure, which He was about to accomplish in Jerusalem[1]. The apostle Peter, seeing the Lord and the prophets in such glory, said to the Lord: Lord, it is good for us to be here; if You wish, we will make here three booths (tents): one for You, one for Moses, and one for Elijah. While he was still speaking, a bright cloud overshadowed them, and a voice came from the cloud: This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased; listen to Him[2]. The voice was from God the Father. Hearing the divine voice, the Lord’s disciples fell to the ground and were greatly afraid. The Lord came to them, touched them, and said: rise, and do not be afraid. They lifted their eyes: there was no one there but Jesus Christ. As they were coming down from the mountain, the Lord told them to tell no one of the vision until He should rise from the dead.

So then, imagine, beloved brethren, the glorified appearance of the Lord’s most pure flesh, which shone like the sun on Tabor—and linger, linger over this heavenly vision; as you picture it, exult in your spirit and rejoice: this is our human countenance that has shone in such glory, in the closest union of its being with the very being of God the Word. Exult and rejoice in this hope: that if you are obedient to your Lord in this fleeting life and follow His divine commandments, He will one day transfigure your bodies with that same glory, so that they will be conformed to His glorious body; the Lord Himself assures us of this when He says that the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of the heavenly Father[3]; and so does the holy apostle Paul, who says that the Lord will transform our lowly body so that it will be conformed to His glorious body[4].—But why did the Lord transfigure Himself in glory on Mount Tabor, and only before three of His disciples?

Brethren! The Lord Jesus Christ had to suffer for us and to be so mocked and abased beforehand that, if His disciples had not been confirmed by various signs or wonders in their faith in Him as the Son of God before His sufferings, they could have been scandalized concerning His person, fallen away from Him, and scattered, each in his own direction. It was necessary to assure them by some astonishing wonder that He is truly the Radiance of the Father, Light from Light, the Son of God, coming of His own will to suffer for us. As such a wonder, among other things, the Lord chose the transfiguration of His body on the mountain, and His face shone like the sun, and His garments flashed like light, and God the Father Himself spoke from the cloud: This is My beloved Son, in Whom I am well pleased; listen to Him[5]. Thus the disciples of Christ were prepared in advance, by the transfiguration of the Lord, not to be scandalized by the sufferings and death of their beloved Teacher and Lord. – As for why the Lord was transfigured before only three disciples, this is for the reason that, according to the law, three witnesses were enough to establish any truth.

Brethren! The Lord also bequeathed afflictions and sufferings in this world to all His followers: In the world you will have tribulations[6], He said to His disciples before His sufferings: If anyone wishes to come after Me, let him renounce himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me[7]. So bear uncomplainingly all the afflictions that God sends you. But do not be afraid of suffering and affliction, for they will lead you to eternal joys in the heavens; just as the Lord, after His own sufferings and death on the Cross and His resurrection, entered into the eternal joy of the Kingdom of Heaven according to His humanity as well. As gold is purified and made bright in a crucible, so the human soul, in the crucible of affliction and suffering, is also purified and made bright. This is why the Lord left to His followers, as their portion in this adulterous and sinful world, afflictions of every kind; they serve as a great good for the sufferers themselves and as a pledge of their future eternal blessedness. Your sorrow will turn into joy[8], says the Lord. – Who of the saints, beginning with the Mother of our Lord Jesus Christ herself, blessed above all, and up to the last righteous man, did not grieve in this life, and did not enter the Kingdom of Heaven through grief? No one. All entered the Kingdom of glory through many afflictions. – Thus spiritual afflictions transfigure us, purify and brighten our souls. And here is yet another reason why the Lord, who was coming to His voluntary Passion for the sake of our salvation, was transfigured in glory. He wished to show to all His followers, who were to suffer for Him, that their sufferings would lead them to heavenly glory, that they themselves would shine like the sun in the Kingdom of the heavenly Father[3].

What else does the feast of the Transfiguration of the Lord oblige all and each of us to do? It obliges all of us to be transfigured inwardly. There is no need to explain how necessary it is for each person to transform and change himself for the better; let each only look impartially into his own heart, look at his thoughts, desires, intentions, undertakings, words and deeds, and it will at once be evident how necessary it is to set about immediately the transformation of his heart. What do our hearts contain almost every day and hour? The Lord Jesus Christ, who knows all the secrets of human hearts, says that out of the human heart come evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders, thefts, covetous greed, injuries, wickedness, deceit, shameless deeds, an evil eye, blasphemy, pride, folly[9]. And indeed, each of us who is attentive to himself cannot fail to admit that his heart almost constantly begets sinful abominations: weakness of faith, doubts, self-love, coldness toward God and neighbor, malice, condemnation, gloating over others’ misfortunes and ill wishing, envy, pride, arrogance, disobedience, false shame, contemptuousness, an attachment to earthly life and an insatiable greed for earthly goods, often joined with wrong done to one’s neighbor (that is, greed for money, for foods and drinks, especially wine and all manner of sweets, and also for shameful deeds; an attachment to fine clothes and glittering adornments); laziness, especially in the all-important work of salvation, and idleness with all its idle occupations, such as card-playing, smoking tobacco, dancing, and reading books full of idle talk; idle chatter and foul language, and so on. Until now hardly any of us has thought, even very little, and some not at all, about the things above, but all our thoughts have been about earthly things, and we have had within us not the Spirit of Christ but the spirit of this present world; we have cared for the body and despised the needs of the soul; we have prized what is earthly and corruptible and neglected what is heavenly and eternal; we have been full of self-love and had little, very little love of God and brotherly love. Who, then, will deny that each of us must set about immediately the transformation of his heart and his life, which have until now been contrary to the Gospel?

So then, brethren and sisters, to the glory of the Lord Who was transfigured on Tabor, calling His grace to our aid, let us begin today itself to transform the dispositions of our hearts and our vain life. Let the difficulty of this transformation daunt no one. The grace of God is all-powerful – let us ask it of God without ceasing; let us say: Lord! without You we can do nothing[10]; do You Yourself direct our steps toward the doing of Your commandments. Let us not forget that the kingdom of heaven is gained by efforts, and only seekers who exert effort gain it[11], according to the words of the Lord Himself. Let him of little faith labor to acquire faith, diligently reading the word of God and the lives of the saints; let him who is cold in love toward God and his neighbor ask God for love, for every perfect gift, and all the more the most perfect gift of love, is from above, coming down from the Father of lights[12] – and let him exercise himself in love; let the proud and haughty man lay aside his pride and haughtiness and with all his heart apply himself to humility; let the malicious and contemptuous man lay aside his malice and contempt and look upon all and upon each one with respect and love; let the envious man part with his envy; the miserly man – his miserliness; the lazy and negligent – their laziness and negligence; the idle man – his idle pursuits; the lover of money – his love of money; the drunkard – his drunkenness; the glutton – his gluttony; the thief – his thieving; the fornicator – his fornication; the vain man – his vanity; everyone – every evil.

When we conduct ourselves in this way, then, as Christ’s true followers, we shall worthily celebrate the feast of the Transfiguration of Christ. Then, having been transfigured and illumined in soul upon the earth, we shall be illumined like the sun in the kingdom of the heavenly Father[3]. Amen.
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Faith and Unbelief

A Word for the Tenth Sunday after Pentecost

Today there was read the Gospel of the healing by Jesus Christ of the demon-possessed lunatic, and at the very end of the Gospel—the Lord’s foretelling of His sufferings and death in Jerusalem[1]. The Gospel shows how strong a man can be through faith in the Lord—namely, so strong that he can even move mountains—and how weak, powerless, and pitiable an unbelieving man is, for he becomes a wretched plaything of the demons and of the passions, his own and those of others; it also shows the great power of prayer and fasting, when they go hand in hand, strengthening one another.

In this Gospel you see with the eyes of your mind an unhappy father, worn out by the sufferings of his wretched demon-possessed son, whom from childhood an evil spirit dreadfully tormented at the new moons and often cast, now into fire, now into water. The father entreats mercy of the Lord, that He may heal his son, adding that the Lord’s disciples, whom he had asked about this, could not heal him. The Lord, having denounced and reproached the people with His righteous word for their unbelief and perverseness, orders the demon-possessed man to be brought to Him, and at once heals him with a single word of command. What is this demon-possessed lunatic? He is a man subject to the action of the evil spirit that tormented at the new moons—from a treacherous design, so that people would ascribe this evil not to him, the evil spirit, but to the creation of God, which is guilty of nothing—the moon—and would thus utter blasphemy against the Creator of the moon. This is how St Chrysostom interprets it. Evil spirits, in inflicting manifold harm on people, want to conceal from people their destructive actions, so that people may not come to hate them and turn away wholly from them and from their destructive deeds—and so that they may cast their slander upon the beautiful and greatly beneficial creation of God—the moon, the luminary of the night. But the evil spirit cannot hide with all his ruinous wiles! A man enlightened by God will recognize his mischief at once and destroy it by the grace of God. Unbelievers, however, are not on their guard; to this very day they are caught in his snares and suffer from him, like the lunatic of whom we have spoken.

And how many in our age, the age of unbelief and depravity, are people exposed to the cunning, the mockery and the malice of the evil spirits! I mean all those given over to drunkenness, to unhappy and mad fleshly love—or more precisely, fleshly passion; all the so-called nihilists, who, having lost the most precious treasure of humanity—faith—do not believe in the life to come and in the immortality of our soul, do not expect the resurrection of the dead and the universal judgment, who do not believe in the very existence of God, nor in His eternal truth, nor in His terrible, unbribable justice, and—to their deepest misfortune—do not even believe in the evil spirits. These unhappy, strayed people, entangled in the enemy’s nets, often, like the demoniac mentioned in the Gospel, resort as well now to fire, now to water—that is, to a firearm in order to shoot themselves, or to drowning, or to hanging. And mark precisely what an evil contagion this violent, dreadful death has become today! Every day people shoot themselves, or drown themselves, or hang themselves, or murder others. By many, human life is not counted worth a half-penny. What is the dread cause here? What terrible lever drives these unhappy ones to a violent death? First—unbelief and a depraved or perverted life; second—the evil demons, the primordial murderers of the human race. I myself have heard from many unhappy people given over to drunkenness or to despondency because of some grievous circumstances, that an evil demon whispers insistently to them: hang yourself, hang yourself! or: drown yourself, drown yourself! or: shoot yourself, shoot yourself! or: kill such-and-such a person. O wretched adversary! How many human souls, Christian souls, have you destroyed by violent death in the ill-fated nineteenth century through your all-destroying spiritual delusion? They are guilty in that they were beguiled by your cunning, but you are a thousand times more guilty, and for all your devastations you will receive recompense from the righteous Judge in the day of recompense. What, then, is the remedy against these enemies, who delude, torment and destroy? Faith in Christ, who trampled the power of the devil by the Cross—and fasting and prayer. Prayer and fasting cleanse, enlighten and strengthen the soul; on the contrary, without prayer and fasting our soul is an easy prey to the devil, because it is not fenced off nor defended against him. Fasting and prayer are the spiritual weapons against the devil; that is why the Lord says in today’s Gospel that this kind of demon goes out only by prayer and fasting. Holy Church, knowing the power of this spiritual weapon, calls us to fast twice every week—on Wednesday and Friday—among other reasons in remembrance of the sufferings and death of our Savior, and many times in the year during all the multi-day fasts, joining to Great Lent in particular special, compunction-filled prayers of repentance. Fasting and prayer have this spiritual benefit: while strengthening our souls, they strengthen within us faith itself, hope and love, and unite us with God.

In the Gospel read today, the Lord’s rebuke of His disciples for unbelief is remarkable. Could it be that even the apostles wavered in faith at first? Yes, even they were sometimes weak, before the descent of the Holy Spirit upon them—now they believed, and then at times they fell into unbelief and little faith; at the very least, this must be said of the nine, apart from the three so-called pillars of the faith: Peter, James and John. By faith they healed every kind of sickness, raised the dead, cleansed lepers, cast out demons; and when grace departed from any of them on account of little faith and unbelief, then they could not even cast out demons, as indeed is mentioned in today’s Gospel. That is why the Lord, through them and through all of us, teaches us to have faith without doubting, and says: If you will have faith as a mustard seed and say to this mountain: move from here to there, then it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you. Truly, all who truly believed, all the saints, worked many miracles by faith; by faith they made the impossible possible. Read the accounts of their lives—and you will see for yourselves how strong faith is! And yet the people of our age flaunt it and boast of unbelief! Is this an enlightened age? What! We owe every success of enlightenment in all its branches to our faith, which poured abundant light into human minds and into all the sciences, and we ourselves reject that faith? Do children reject their own mother, who bore them and brought them up? How insane and how ungrateful!

Brethren and sisters, treasure your faith! Guard your faith. Without faith there is no salvation; without faith a person will perish forever. Amen.


[1] Mt 17:14-23.

The Mercy of God and Human Hardness of Heart

A Sermon on the Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost

Today, beloved brethren, there was read the Gospel parable of the Savior, in which He, our Lord God, likened the kingdom of heaven, or His righteous judgment upon men, to a king, «who wished to settle accounts with his slaves. And as he began to settle accounts, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents», that is, twenty million! Or—simply a sum beyond counting, for a definite number is set here in place of the indefinite. «And since he had nothing with which to pay, his master ordered him to be sold, and his wife, and his children, and all that he had, and payment to be made. Then that slave fell down and, bowing before him, said: Master, have patience with me, and I will pay you everything. The master, moved with compassion for that slave, released him and forgave him the debt. But that slave, going out, found one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred denarii», by our reckoning no more than twenty rubles, «and, seizing him, he throttled him, saying: Pay me what you owe. Then his fellow slave fell down at his feet and begged him, saying: Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything. But he would not, but went and threw him into prison until he should pay the debt. His fellow slaves, seeing what had happened, were greatly distressed, and came and told their master all that had taken place. Then his master summoned him and said: Wicked slave! I forgave you that whole debt because you pleaded with me; ought you not also to have shown mercy to your fellow slave, as I showed mercy to you? And in anger his master delivered him over to the tormentors until he should pay all his debt. So also will My heavenly Father do to you»,—thus the Lord concluded His discourse — if each of you does not forgive his brother from his heart his trespasses[1]. I have repeated the whole of the Gospel reading so that you may remember it the better.

It is not to our credit that in today’s Gospel there is depicted the extreme hardness of heart and malice of the human heart toward our neighbors. From the very time when men through sin gave themselves over to the chief of malice, the devil, he has woven himself a firm nest in their hearts and planted his hellish malice within it, and ever since he has manifested it very often in very crude and violent forms. Biblical and civil history, and the journals of our own time, are full of examples of this malice and hardness of heart among men—out of greed, out of the desire to prey rapaciously upon a neighbor’s property, or out of wounded self-love, out of a savage whim, out of unsatisfied animal passion; many, and that very often, do not hesitate to plunge a knife into a neighbor’s heart or throat, or otherwise in some way take his life—to say nothing of quarrels, disputes, curses, lawsuits, and other expressions of human malice.

Let us take note of the conduct of the hardhearted moneylender mentioned in today’s Gospel. He owed his sovereign himself an enormous sum, one he could never have repaid, and, by the justice of the land, he was to be sold with his wife and children and all his property, so as to pay at least part of the debt. A calamity beyond which none could be greater. The debtor began to beg the king for forgiveness—and he was forgiven. It would seem that such an unparalleled mercy ought to be remembered, and a like mercy extended to a neighbor when the occasion arose. But this very occasion with a neighbor revealed the dark side of the former debtor, his extreme malice and hardness of heart: scarcely had he received the greatest mercy from the king when he met a fellow servant who owed him a most insignificant sum of money, and at once he fell upon him with fury, throttled him, and said to him: pay me what you owe. The man asked for patience. The lender would not be patient, and cast him into prison. Is this not extreme hardness of heart? Is this not the utmost insensibility and ingratitude? Yet very many of us are inclined to it, and capable of it. We are sometimes exceedingly harsh in taking vengeance on our neighbors, those who owe us anything in any way, whenever the opportunity offers! Yes, our nature is exceedingly prone to evil and to self-judgment—that is, to taking justice into its own hands—probably because this satisfies our self-love and wickedness more quickly and easily than the established courts. But for us Christians, who have been reborn in the font of baptism by water and the Holy Spirit, adopted as children of God, and who have received from God grace—that is, heavenly aid toward every virtue—this must not be; we must cultivate within ourselves a spirit of meekness, humility, guilelessness, patience and long-suffering, and moderation in all our actions. And in order to have such a disposition of spirit within us, we must remember the common weakness of humankind, the common inclination toward sins—and in particular our own great infirmities and sins, and God’s infinite mercy toward us, which has forgiven and still forgives us many and grave sins for our repentance and entreaty. Indeed, the very feeling of gratitude to God for His countless mercies toward us obliges us to be forbearing and merciful to our neighbors, who are of one flesh and blood with us and have the same infirmities, passions, and stumbling blocks. But the greatest motive for our forbearing and gentle treatment of our neighbors must surely be, above all, the extreme condescension toward us of the Son of God, who for us men and for our salvation came down from the heavens, was incarnate and became man—His example, His commandments and counsels, His meekness and guilelessness toward sinners, His long-suffering, His sufferings and death for us all. If He laid down His life for us, then we also ought to lay down our lives for one another[2], says the apostle. Another apostle says: Be to one another kind, merciful, not rendering evil for evil, or insult for insult[3]; bearing with one another in love[4].

The Lord says to us: I want mercy, and not sacrifice[5]. He, rich in mercy, wants from us as well mercy or compassion toward our neighbors, freedom from malice, and patience; and He is always ready to help us in every good work. If you have an evil heart, ask Him in repentance to soften your heart, to make it meek and patient: and it will become so. He says to us: My son, give Me your heart. Nothing is impossible for one who believes and prays sincerely. Only make up your mind, make up your mind firmly to abandon your malice. We must, at the very beginning, curb in ourselves every passion as it arises, especially spite and anger, never letting the spark become a fire, which is of course far harder to put out than a single spark. So, to conclude this word: let us forgive our neighbors their offenses against us from the depths of our souls, remembering our common weakness, frailty, sinfulness, and God’s infinite mercy toward us. Amen.


[1] Mt 18:23-35.

[2] Jn 3:16.

[3] 1Pet 3:8-9.

[4] Eph 4:2.

[5] Mt 9:13.

Victory Over Death

A Sermon on the Day of the Dormition of the Most Holy Theotokos

I will sing of your Dormition with joy (Irmos of Ode 1)

Brethren, what does it mean that the Church calls the passing of the Mother of God not death, as we ordinarily call the passing of people, but Dormition—or, what amounts to the same thing, repose or a peaceful sleep—and that the Church not only does not grieve or weep at her tomb, but, on the contrary, sings joyful, triumphant songs at her departure? It means that the all-blessed Mother of the Lord truly did not die as people ordinarily die, but fell asleep, as it were, for a short time in a peaceful sleep after the heavy sorrows of life; and that her tomb, which was for her the door to the heavenly kingdom, conceals within itself much joy for the Christian: from this tomb, as from the tomb of the risen Lord, there breathes upon us even a heavenly incorruption—or, better to say, this tomb infallibly promises us as well immortality of the soul and incorruption of the body, destroying in us the fear of death. Glory to the Conqueror of death, the Lord Jesus! Before His coming, death was very terrible for man, because it carried off its prey irrevocably, and there were no means whatever of being delivered from it, for sin, by which death was made strong, spread abroad like a flood of the sea, and nothing had the power to stop that flood; meanwhile people knew that those carried off by death were being held as captives in the place to which they ordinarily departed after death. There were, indeed, two or three examples: two men never tasted death at all, while one, by prayer and tears, obtained a delay from it at the very moment when it had already raised its murderous hand against him—and it was not permitted to touch him for another fifteen years.

But what did these two or three examples mean in comparison with the millions of people going on dying? The same as a drop in the ocean. Besides, the last example was not altogether consoling for people, because King Hezekiah could not possibly be entirely delivered from death, but only won for himself by prayer a deferral of it, while the first two—Enoch and Elijah—were considered inimitable in the holiness of their lives, for which they were taken up alive into heaven. But what do we see now, after the appearing of the Lord in our flesh and after the victory He won over sin and death? The whole terror of death has vanished; it has become as it were a peaceful sleep, after which the joyful morning of the universal resurrection will dawn. In proportion as each of us conquers the sin that still lives within us—and now all the means of conquering it have been given to us[1]—the fear of death vanishes as well, so that the triumphant victors over sin meet the bed of death with gladness and no longer die, but truly fall peacefully asleep. «Now, says St. Chrysostom, the Lord has crushed the gates of hades and annihilated the very face of death. But what am I saying—the face of death? He has changed even death’s very name: for it is now called no longer death, but repose and sleep». The most evident example of triumph over death we see in the all-pure Mother of the Lord. She lay down in the tomb only for a brief rest of her flesh. We say, brief, because, according to the testimony of tradition, on the third day after her death her all-pure body was no longer found in the tomb; it was raised up and taken to heaven, where, together with her soul, it began to enjoy the blessedness of heaven.

After the Mother of God we see the apostles and martyrs, who meet death with joy as their greatest friend, one who, in return for the swiftly passing goods of the present world, or in return for its woes and sorrows, bestows on them the everlasting joys of the heavenly kingdom. After them we see all the saints, who likewise looked upon death with joy, seeing in it the end of earthly labors and the beginning of heavenly glory. Holy Church strives to implant this same fearlessness of death in us as well, exhorting us to drive away its fear by the gradual uprooting of the sins within us, and her dead she calls now by no other name than the departed, that is, those asleep as it were, because immortal life in the age to come is now so undoubted for us, and our right to it so sure, that we cannot or ought not look upon death other than as a sleep. Glory to the infinitely good God! Before, men wept long and inconsolably over the dead, and it was even directly commanded to pour out tears over the dead: My child, says the divinely enlightened sage, pour out tears over the dead, and, as one suffering grievously, begin lamentation…. Make the lament bitter, and the weeping fervent, and make mourning as is fitting for him[2]; but now, instead of the lamentation over the grave, we sing the song Alleluia or Praise God, glorifying the divine wisdom and goodness by which death has been made a passage into immortality.

Brethren, partakers of the heavenly calling: you saw on the icon of the all-honorable and glorious Dormition of the Mother of God how She reposes in peace—what tranquility, and what a reflection of the joy of heaven on Her face! It is truly a sleep, a brief passing from earth to heaven. Let us, then, learn ourselves to make our death a peaceful sleep by zeal for virtue and disdain for vice. As long as sin reigns within us, so long will death also be terrible for us, because indeed the death of sinners is cruel[3]. Sin is the cause of death: the wages of sin, it is said, are death[4].

Let us then, with what strength we have, overcome the sin within ourselves as the cause of death. Conquering it is very hard only at first; afterward it will be easy, and sweet as well, for in proportion as the sufferings caused by the struggle with sin increase, the consolation of Christ[5] within us will increase as well, and the Lord, who said that His yoke is good and His burden light[6], will surely make light and life-giving even the labors of those who struggle. Besides, what is gained by labor is prized the more, and we delight in it all the more. We were created for labors, not for comfort and idleness. Yes, the heavenly glory, which has no end, is beyond doubt worth a whole lifetime of labors within our strength. That incomparable blessedness, that kingdom of glory, is not given for free. The kingdom of heaven, it is said, is taken by violence, that is, it is acquired by force, and men of force carry it off[7].

Is it not because our faith in the life of the age to come is weak that we are so sluggish about conquering the passions and evil inclinations within ourselves? Yet it is just as beyond doubt as our present life. Would He who gave us the beginnings of life here on earth refuse us full, perfect life in heaven? Yes, this must inevitably be, and it is harder for this not to be than for it to be. And the unfailing word of God assures us of this: All those who are in the graves, it says, will hear the voice of the Son of God, and having heard, will come to life, and will come forth—those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of judgment[8].

Brethren! That there is eternal life beyond the grave admits of no doubt whatever. But it is likewise subject to not the smallest doubt that this life can be of two kinds: blissful for the righteous, and tormenting for hardened sinners. Death is the limit, the boundary line between the present life and the life that is to come, and we do not know whether it lies far from us or near. Let us always be ready to stand at this awe-inspiring boundary between the two lives. Amen.


[1] 2Pet 1:3.

[2] Sir 38:16-17.

[3] Ps 33:22.

[4] Rom 6:23.

[5] 2Cor 1:5.

[6] Mt 11:30.

[7] Mt 11:12.

[8] Jn 5:28-29.

The Path to Eternal Blessedness

A Sermon on the Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost

In today’s Gospel the Lord our Jesus Christ settles an important question posed to Him by the rich young man: what must I do to inherit eternal life? The Lord points him to the commandments given to men by God through Moses, and indeed to the commandments about love for one’s neighbor, passing over the commandments concerning the Lord God Himself—of course, because love for God is likewise founded upon love for one’s neighbor, and without love for one’s neighbor it is impossible to love God, for the one who does not love his brother, whom he sees, how can he love God, whom he does not see[1]?—says the holy apostle John the Theologian. And so the Lord says to the rich young man: «If you wish to enter into eternal life, keep the commandments, namely: do not kill; do not commit adultery; do not steal; do not bear false witness; honor your father and your mother, and love your neighbor as yourself».

Yes, an important question the Lord settles for us in today’s Gospel—the question of how, by what paths, to attain eternal life. Nothing is more certain than death: we shall all die, and with our bodies turn to dust, to the earth from which they were created at the beginning, while our immortal souls, created in the image and likeness of God, will be carried away to the judgment of God: for it is appointed for men to die once, and after that the judgment[2],—says the apostle—the particular judgment upon the soul of each person departing from this life; at that judgment a person’s lot is settled until the last universal judgment over the whole world, after the resurrection of all the dead. Therefore, in view of the inevitability of death for each of us in the body, it is exceedingly important and necessary for each of us to settle the question satisfactorily for himself: what must I do to inherit eternal life? Eternal life beyond the grave is certain, just as eternal torment is certain as well, and this brief present life was given us by God for preparation for the future life, which will have no end for ages of ages. This most important question of life the Lord settles in full for the rich young man, and with him for all of us. If you wish, He says, to enter into life eternal, then keep the commandments. Which ones?—asks the young man. And the Lord answers him: do not kill, do not commit adultery, and the rest, as you have already heard. Not many words, not many commandments—and yet how weighty they are, for the eternal life of each of us depends on keeping them. For the man who has done these things will live in them[3], says Scripture. And so we must linger over these commandments and enter more deeply into their meaning, in order to see the full necessity and benefit of keeping them and the breadth of their application to life.

The first word spoken was: you shall not kill; and beneath it many other similar commandments are understood, namely: do not wrong anyone; do not irritate, do not be at enmity, do not be angry, do not fight; do not be hateful: everyone who hates his brother is a murderer[4], says the apostle; do not be daring with word or hand; do not be hardhearted toward the poor and stingy; do not torment your subordinates with labors beyond their strength; save those who are perishing, if you can, for example the hungry or the drowning; do not wear yourself out with labors beyond your strength, and do not ruin your health with passions and vices; do not lead others into sin, and do not betray to the devil souls redeemed by the precious blood of the Lord Jesus Christ. Such is how broad the meaning of this commandment is.

Further the Lord says: you shall not commit adultery — not only in deed, but also in thought, by impure looking, by desire; cast away every lustful fantasy and imagination, and everything that leads to adultery: a craving for delicacies, overeating, and drunkenness; immodest, seductive conversations; the reading of immodest, seductive books; immodest dealings with persons of the other sex, immodest pictures, and the like. And even a single look at a woman with desire is already adultery, by the word of the Savior. Strive for purity of thoughts and feelings, for the purity of your own morals and those of your neighbors, your children and servants, your subordinates, and all with whom you have dealings and close relations.

Further it is said: you shall not steal; here not only theft is meant, but also living idly off others, the taking of gifts or bribes, greed, or the ruinous interest that a lender takes, and every kind of unrighteous gain; the receiving of things known to be stolen; the ruinous game of cards, through which the gambler steals money or family property from his parents and relatives, or from his wife and children, or simply from himself; and finally, the one who does not give alms to the poor when he has every opportunity to do so, for the Lord gives abundance in order to help the poor; and if a person of means does not do this, he steals the property of his neighbors and conceals the gift of God.

Further the Lord says: you shall not bear false witness, or do not slander your neighbor; for from slander, condemnation, gossip, mockery, and false witness people suffer very greatly: they lose their good name and the sympathy of others; they are persecuted and oppressed, deprived of their position of service and of their means of livelihood; and sometimes, not having the strength to endure the slander, they take their own lives. Because of false witness and slander the Lord Jesus Christ Himself was brought to the cross and to the most shameful of deaths. A terrible evil is slander! And the holy king and prophet prays to God to deliver him from slander: Deliver me from the slander of men, and I will keep Your commandments[5].

Honor your father and mother, it says further. For honoring one’s parents the Lord promises well-being and long life in this present life, and everlasting blessedness in the life to come. To our parents we owe our life, and for the most part our very upbringing, at least in its beginnings; and it would seem that nothing could be easier or more natural than to honor one’s parents. Yet in practice, especially in our own time, the opposite is often the case: children find their parents a burden, refuse them the honor due to them, are rude to them and revile them to their face, count as nothing the love, the cares, and the concern their parents lavished upon them; they do not help them or support them in poverty, old age, and sickness. But woe to them if they do not come to their senses—it will not go well with them even in this present life, and in the life to come there awaits them everlasting torment: revilers, says the apostle, will not inherit the kingdom of God[6].

Love your neighbor as yourself, the commandment says; that is, look after him as you look after yourself; wish for him the same things you wish for yourself; deal with him as you would wish others to deal with you; pray for him as you pray for yourself, for the living or for the departed; do for him what is good and useful, just as you do for yourself: for we are all children of one Father, God, redeemed by one Blood; children of one mother, the Church, and we all await a common kingdom.

These are the commandments that lead to eternal life! The young man boasted that he had kept all these commandments, but when it came to the test it turned out that he was far from having attained perfection in fulfilling them: for with his whole heart he was attached to wealth, and therefore did not sincerely love either God or his neighbor; for the Lord says, and experience confirms, that it is impossible to serve God and wealth[7], just as it is impossible to serve two masters. He went away from the Savior with sorrow when the Lord, for the sake of his perfection, proposed that he sell his possessions and give to the poor, for he saw that they bound the footsteps of his soul. That is why the Lord said that it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven, harder than for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle. But what is difficult and impossible for men is easy for God: for God can make even a rich man merciful—as indeed many of the rich truly are merciful—and He can make a rich man virtuous and an heir of the kingdom of heaven, if he does not oppose the will of God but zealously carries it out. Here, then, is an interpretation of today’s Gospel. Remember it, and strive to fulfill it, each according to his strength. Amen.
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God’s Vineyard

Homily for the Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost

This Sunday, my beloved brethren, the Church has appointed to be read from the Gospel the parable of a certain householder who planted a vineyard, and of the vinedressers to whom the householder entrusted his vineyard. The vineyard was arranged magnificently, with everything belonging to it, with a winepress, on excellent ground enclosed by a fence; but the vinedressers turned out to be exceedingly crafty and wicked, and not only did they fail to give the owner his fruits at the appointed time, but they even beat the servants whom the owner sent, or outright killed them and stoned them, and finally they killed the owner’s only son as well. By the householder is meant God the Father; by the vineyard, the Jewish Church; by the vinedressers, the chief priests, priests, and rulers, to whom the Jewish Church was entrusted; by the servants are understood the prophets, whom God sent more than once to the Jewish people and who for the most part were killed by the Jews; by the son of the householder is meant the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God. But this parable, brethren, applies not to the Jews alone; it applies to us as well, it concerns us too. By the Lord’s vineyard may and must be understood every Christian soul as well; by the fence, the Law of God, by which every soul is fenced off, or ought to be fenced off, from sins; the winepress or press in the vineyard is our heart, or our inward parts, by which we receive the most pure Blood of the Lamb of God, who was slain for us; by the tower or upper room is understood the Church of Christ, or the grace of the Holy Spirit acting in the Church, establishing our hearts in faith and love and good works and raising us from earth to heaven, as it is said: Set your mind on the things above, not on the things on the earth[1].

So then, the vineyard of God is all of us, brethren. And a vineyard ought to bring forth abundant fruit; do we bring to the Lord, our supreme Vinegrower, the fruits of good deeds, the fruits of repentance, faith, love, humility, meekness, goodness, mercy, temperance, purity, patience and longsuffering, and the other virtues? Very, very little do we bring, and sometimes nothing at all—but we bring the fruits of the wild vine, the vine of Sodom and Gomorrah, that is, all kinds of defiled deeds: pride, malice, envy, greed, fornication, adultery, drunkenness, unbelief, godlessness, murder and suicide. The Lord waits from us for the fruits of repentance, of amendment, of virtue—and often waits in vain: we remain the same sinners, the same barren, withered trees that we were. Many Christians violate and kill their conscience, that servant of God in our soul, and give themselves over to lawlessness without fear; many justify their sins, or excuse themselves by the weakness of nature or by the needs of fallen sinful nature, failing to distinguish their whims or lusts from real needs. Many are not even ashamed to slander the Gospel, saying that it supposedly demands the impossible, and they live entirely contrary to it; and thus, like the Jewish chief priests and scribes, they crucify the Son of God a second time within themselves. But why speak indefinitely: many crucify the Son of God?—We ourselves often crucify the Son of God within ourselves—by our little faith, by our malices, envy, intemperance, gluttony, drunkenness, the impurity of our heart, negligence, impenitence, laziness and other vices. What, then, will the owner of our vineyard—run wild and overgrown through our own negligence—do, when He comes to demand an account of our deeds, of all our impurities and malices? The answer is the same one that the chief priests and scribes pronounced against themselves: He will put those evildoers to an evil death, and will give the vineyard over to other vinedressers; that is, He will give the greatest gift of faith and grace to other people, who will bring Him fruits in their seasons—that is, who will, by the help of grace, make constant progress in every virtue, all the days of their life.

So then, brethren, while the Lord gives us time, while the soul is still in the body and our vineyard has not yet been taken from us—let us watch over it diligently, cultivate it, water it with the rain of tears, cleanse it with repentance, so that it may bring forth more fruit. Amen.


[1] Col 3:2.

The Marriage Feast

A sermon for the fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost

In the Gospel read just now, the Lord Jesus Christ compares «the kingdom of heaven to a man, a king, who made a wedding feast for his son and sent his servants to call those who were bidden to the wedding feast—and they would not come». What heedlessness, what pride, what ingratitude, what insolence! But what condescension and longsuffering on the king’s part! «He again sent other servants, saying: Tell those who were bidden: Here, I have prepared my dinner, my oxen and my fattened cattle are slaughtered, and everything is ready; come to the wedding feast». What, then, did those who were bidden do? How did they answer the kind king’s new invitation? «They, the Gospel tells us, made light of even this, and went off, one to his own field, another to his own trade; the rest, seizing his servants, insulted them and killed them». But now listen to what the king did with these insolent and ungrateful men. Hearing of such outrageous insolence in those bidden to the wedding, «the king was enraged; and, sending out his troops, he destroyed those murderers and burned down their city. Then he says to his servants: the wedding feast is ready, but those who were bidden were not worthy; therefore go out to the crossroads and invite everyone you find to the wedding feast. And those servants went out onto the roads and gathered up everyone they came upon, both evil and good; and the wedding feast was filled with those reclining at table. The king, coming in to look over those reclining at table, saw there a man not dressed in a wedding garment, and says to him: Friend! How did you come in here without a wedding garment? But he was silent. Then the king said to the servants: Bind his hands and feet, take him away, and throw him into the outer darkness: there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth there; for many are called, but few are chosen»[1]. Here ends today’s reading from the Gospel.

This account is called a parable, that is, a likeness, or as it were a riddle. It must be solved. Who, then, is this king who prepared the wedding feast for his son? It is God the Father, the Creator of heaven and earth and the King of all creation; who is the king’s son? It is the Only-begotten Son of God, our Lord Jesus Christ; and His bride is the Church: first, the Jewish people chosen by God, and second, the soul of every believing Christian; Christ loved the Church, it is said, and gave Himself up for her[2]; the Apostle Paul says: I have betrothed you to one husband, to present you to Christ as a pure virgin[3]. By the wedding feast is meant the heavenly kingdom, in which those who truly believe will be united forever with the Lord Jesus. To this marriage, or into the heavenly kingdom, the Jews were invited first of all, through the prophets and the apostles, but they refused the invitation; more than that, they even insulted God’s messengers and killed many of them. For this, God afterwards destroyed the people by the arms of the Romans and razed their city and temple. In place of the Jews, God called to the marriage, or into His Church, through apostles and those equal to the apostles, the pagan peoples, including us Russians. But even of the Christians from among the pagans, and of the Christian generations that have followed after them, not all will enter the kingdom of Christ. Those of them who do not keep pure the bright wedding garment of innocence and holiness that they received at baptism—or who, after defiling it with sins, do not cleanse it with the tears of repentance—will be cast out at the Dread Judgment into the darkness outside, where there will be everlasting weeping and gnashing of teeth.

Such is the interpretation of the parable given above! But there can also be another, similar and equally true interpretation, one applied more closely to ourselves, brothers and sisters. The wedding feast of which today’s Gospel speaks is the Divine Liturgy, at which there is set before the faithful not a slain calf, but the Lamb of God Himself, slain in sacrifice for the salvation of us sinners, that we may be nourished with His most pure Body and Blood, that we may be united with Him in the closest union, that we may be flesh of His flesh and bone of His bone. This is the marriage of the king’s son—the union of Christian souls with Christ in the Mystery of Communion! This is the feast—the partaking of His flesh and blood! A divine, most holy, incorruptible, heavenly, and deifying feast! But how many hasten to this divine feast even now! Does not the greater part even now absent itself from this heavenly supper out of negligence and laziness and out of various worldly calculations—for instance, because of trade, or out of little faith and haughtiness, or because of long sleep, and the like? Who does not see this, does not notice it, does not know it?

Such is our weak faith, such is our spiritual dullness of mind, such is our attachment to the world, such is our inattentiveness to the greatest Mystery of faith, to the Mystery of immortality and deification! Such is the vanity and ingratitude of Christians toward the Lord, who offers His very Self to us as food and drink for cleansing, sanctification, and immortal life! What do such people deserve? Do they not deserve to be rejected by God—since they themselves rejected Him almost their whole lives? But do even those who come to this marriage feast of the Lamb, to the Divine Liturgy—to commemorate His life, His preaching, His miracles, His acts of kindness, His sufferings, His death, His burial, His resurrection, and His ascension into heaven—or to receive Communion of His all-pure Body and Blood—come in a wedding garment? Do they come with a pure soul, with a pure heart? With heavenly thoughts, with a holy disposition? Is it not with earthly daydreams and passions that many present themselves even in the church, in this bridal chamber, as it were, of Jesus Christ? Do we ourselves, the celebrants of the awesome, heavenly, bloodless Sacrifice, always appear in the church in the wedding garment—purity and dispassion of soul—and serve in it? Alas! Often even we have no wedding garment, no reverent meditations and no thoughts of the heart; and not infrequently we enter clothed in the unclean rags of the passions. O let us all hasten to repent and to whiten the garments of our souls with the tears of repentance and with deeds of righteousness, especially almsgiving, which cleanses from sins. I see Your bridal chamber, my Savior, adorned, and I have no garment in which to enter it; illumine the garment of my soul, O Giver of Light, and save me. Amen.


[1] Mt 22:2-14

[2] Eph 5:25.

[3] 2Cor 11:2.

Sorrow and Joy

A Word for the Day of the Nativity of the Most Holy Theotokos

Your Nativity, O Virgin Theotokos, has proclaimed joy to the whole universe: for from you has shone forth the Sun of righteousness, Christ our God (Troparion of the feast)

Dear brothers and sisters, we celebrate with solemnity the Nativity of the Most Holy Virgin Mary from her childless parents, the pious Joachim and Anna. Already in the first centuries of the Christian faith the Holy Church established this feast. The event we celebrate—the birth of the Maiden chosen by God—brought joy to the whole world, for Christ Jesus, the God-man, who shone forth from her, destroyed the curse of God that weighed upon the transgressing and accursed race of mankind and brought down upon it the blessing of God; and, by trampling underfoot the death common to all mankind, He granted people eternal life. This is how the Holy Church makes clear the cause of our present joy.

The righteous parents of the Ever-virgin grieved long over their barrenness; long and fervently they prayed to the Lord for the loosening of their barrenness, which was regarded as a punishment from God for sins; they performed many alms in order to incline to mercy the All-merciful One, and they endured abuse from their kinsfolk—and in this sorrow, in this unceasing prayer and doing of good, they were little by little purified in spirit and kindled more and more with love and devotion to God, and thus they were being prepared by the Providence of God for the blessed birth of the Most Blessed Daughter, chosen out of all generations to become the Mother of the Word made flesh.

By a narrow and sorrowful path the Lord leads His chosen ones to glory and blessedness—for even the Mother of the incarnate God had been foretold by Simeon that a sword would pass through her soul and that she would endure grievous sorrows of soul during the suffering life of her Son, so that the thoughts of many human hearts might be revealed[1]. So sorrowful and narrow is the path of all God’s chosen ones: for the world and the ruler of the world, that is, the enemy of God and of men, presses hard upon the people of God; and the Lord Himself allows them to walk the narrow path, since it helps them to strive toward God and to place their hope in Him alone.

But let us turn our gaze from sorrow to joy. What joy, then, does the Nativity of the Mother of God bring us? – We shall set forth more fully the church hymn that explains the reasons for the joy of the feast. – Through the birth of the Ever-Virgin, through her only-begotten Son and God, accursed and cast-off humanity was reconciled to God, whom their sins had immeasurably offended, for Christ became the Mediator of reconciliation[2]; it was delivered from the curse and from eternal death, and was made worthy of the blessing of the heavenly Father; it was joined and commingled with the Divine nature, and raised to its first estate by this commingling, in the words of the church hymn; man, formerly cast off, was made worthy of adoption to the heavenly Father, and received the promise of a glorious resurrection and eternal life in heaven together with the angels. All this has been accomplished, and is being accomplished, by the Son of God incarnate of the Most Pure Virgin by the Holy Spirit, and through the intercession of His Most Pure Mother. How honored and exalted is humanity through the holy Virgin Theotokos; for she was made worthy of renewal and of adoption to God; and she herself, by her boundless humility and her greatest purity and holiness, was made worthy to be the Mother of the God-Man! She ever remains the mightiest Intercessor and Protectress of the Christian race before her Son and God! She is our unashamed Hope; she turns away from us the clouds of God’s righteous wrath, and opens the ancient paradise to us by her mighty intercession; she upholds the thrones of kings and keeps them unshaken forever. She has saved Russia a thousand times over, from the beginning even to this day, and she saves it still; she exalted it, glorified it, established it, and establishes it still; she is the Surety of sinners for their salvation. To her Christians offer their countless prayers, petitions, praises, hymns of glory, and thanksgivings; she has worked, and works even now, countless miracles in the Church, beneficent in every corner of the world.

So let us all celebrate the feast of the Nativity of the Most Holy Virgin Mary joyfully, adorning ourselves with every manner of Christian virtue. Amen.


[1] Lk 2:34-35.

[2] Rom 5:10-11.

The Love of God for the Human Race

A Sermon on the Sunday before the Exaltation of the Precious Cross of Christ

God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son, so that everyone who believes in Him may not perish, but have eternal life (Jn 3:16)

My brethren, the present Sunday is called in brief the Sunday before the Exaltation, that is, the Exaltation of the Precious Cross, and today it is appointed to read the Gospel about the infinite love of God for the perishing world, or for the human race, and about His sending down to it a Savior, the only-begotten Son of God. The Gospel is read in Russian as follows: «No one has ascended into heaven except the One who has come down from heaven, the Son of Man who is in heaven. And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, so that everyone who believes in Him may not perish, but have eternal life. For God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son, so that everyone who believes in Him may not perish, but have eternal life. For God did not send His Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world might be saved through Him»[1]. – Here today’s Gospel ends.

Let us discuss it, with God’s help, according to the understanding of the holy Orthodox Church. No one has ascended into heaven,—says the Lord,—except the One who came down from heaven, the Son of Man, that is, Jesus Christ, who is in heaven.—No one of mankind had ascended into heaven, because sin did not allow anyone to enter the all-pure, all-radiant, righteous heaven on which is the throne of the Lord God Almighty, and because on account of sin the sacrifice of the Cross had not yet been offered, from the beginning of the world until the coming to earth of the Son of God—the sacrifice for the redemption of the world from sin, for the reconciliation of men with God, who had been angered by their lawless deeds, for the cleansing and sanctification of those who believe in Him, and for the opening, by the righteous judgment of God, of the heaven that had been closed by the sins of men. Heaven was inaccessible to any of mankind. It became accessible to the righteous and to repentant sinners only from the time of the death on the Cross of the Son of God for us, for our sins. Of this the Lord Himself said: From now on you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending to the Son of Man[2]. This mystery, this joyful news that heaven is now open for us, is proclaimed to us daily at the opening of the royal doors at Great Vespers and at the vigil, and especially at the Liturgy—at the opening of the royal doors at the Little Entrance and the Great Entrance, and at the bringing out of the holy Gifts for Communion.

Thus, no one ascended into heaven before the death on the Cross of the Son of God; but from the time of His death and resurrection heaven became open to all who believe, and all who have been justified by the all-pure Blood and by the grace of the Son of God enter it unhindered after death. Thus, I will say once more: the heavenly kingdom is open, paradise is open again; make every effort to enter it by faith, by repentance, by virtue. The Cherub with the flaming sword no longer stands at the doors of paradise barring entrance into it. And how many people have entered paradise from the time of the death and resurrection of the Son of God until now! A countless multitude. And we, following their example, will go there too. But go we must, and force our way with all our strength—if we do not go, we shall end up in hell—nowhere else. Go, go speedily, briskly, steadfastly, without turning to look back. The days are evil[3], and short as well (today you are alive, and tomorrow, perhaps, they will lay you out on the table in the great corner).

And what does this mean: «As Moses raised the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be raised up, that whoever believes in Him might not perish, but have eternal life?» Here the Lord points to the act of the prophet Moses in the Arabian wilderness—namely, to the raising of the bronze serpent upon a tree, at God’s command, so that the Hebrews, who had been mortally bitten by serpents, might gaze upon this bronze serpent and—be healed. This raising by Moses of the bronze serpent upon a tree prefigured the raising, the elevation upon the Cross, of the Redeemer of the world, Jesus Christ, and His victory over the tempting serpent, or devil, and our deliverance by the Cross of the Savior from eternal death; for the seed of the woman, that is, Christ, was to crush the head of the serpent, that is, of the devil, who under the image of a serpent had beguiled Eve.

Consider, sinner, what a terrible, bloodstained sacrifice the justice of God required for your redemption from sin and eternal perdition: the most agonizing, most shameful death of the Only-begotten Son of God upon the cross. And do you to this day live carelessly, unrepentantly, sinning without fear, refusing to amend yourself, shedding no tears of repentance, giving no thought to good works, crucifying the Son of God within yourself?… But for those who have trampled under foot the blood of the Son of God there remains no more sacrifice for sins, but a certain dreadful expectation of judgment and the fury of a fire ready to devour its adversaries[4]. Be afraid and tremble, sinner!

God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son, that everyone who believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life. God so loved the world, that is, with an infinite love that surpasses all understanding, for He gave an infinite sacrifice for our sins—His Son, who is co-enthroned with Him, God the Father, co-eternal without beginning, and of one essence with Him. O the wondrous, most glorious, most sweet, eternal love of God! If God had not given His Son as a sacrifice for our sins, the whole world would have gone into eternal torment, and no one would have been saved. All who were saved were saved by the blood and death of the Son of God; all were justified by His grace; the saints became saints by His holiness and righteousness, were made wise by His wisdom, were strengthened by His power, were adorned with His incorruptible beauty, and attained incorruption by His incorruption; all who are being saved now are saved only by the blood of the Son of God, or by water and blood, for blood and water flowed out of His pierced side, signifying two Mysteries: baptism and Communion; for without baptism and Communion no one will be saved—and, of course, without repentance and the other Mysteries as well. The Lord Himself says: repent; unless you repent, you will all perish[5], if you do not eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you will not have life in yourselves. He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day[6]. — He who believes and is baptized will be saved[7].

For God did not send His Son into the world,—the Gospel says further on, — to judge the world, but that the world might be saved through Him[8]. But how is it that we read in the Creed: I believe in the Lord, who shall come again with glory to judge the living and the dead; and yet the Gospel says that God the Father has given all judgment to the Son[9]? In today’s Gospel we hear of the first coming of the Son of God—to save the world; while the Creed speaks of His second coming: the first time the Lord came to save the world, and a second time He will come to judge it.—And even now, in truth, everyone who desires salvation can be saved through the Son of God; but if, now while he is still living on earth, with such an abundance of grace and with such sure and all-powerful means of salvation, a man neglects his salvation and lives unrepentant and unafraid, then after death, and at Christ’s Dread Judgment, there will be judgment for him without mercy.

Save yourselves, brethren, while there is still time. If we lose the time, we lose salvation as well. It was said to the foolish virgins: Truly I say to you, I do not know you, even though they knocked and said: Lord, Lord, open to us.—Watch therefore, for you do not know the day or the hour on which the Son of Man will come[10]. Amen.


[1] Jn 3:13-17.

[2] Jn 1:51.

[3] Eph 5:16.

[4] Hebr 10:27.

[5] Lk 13:3.

[6] Jn 6:53-54.

[7] Mk 16:16.

[8] Jn 3:17.

[9] Jn 5:22.

[10] Mt 25:11-13.

The Cross of Christ

A sermon for the day of the Exaltation of the Precious and Life-giving Cross of the Lord

We venerate Your Cross, O Master, and glorify Your holy Resurrection

The Orthodox Christian world is now offering solemn veneration to the Life-giving Cross of the Lord. During the all-night Vigil you gazed with compunction of soul upon its fivefold elevation, with the singing of the frequently repeated penitential prayer Lord, have mercy, as the rector lowered the Cross down to the ground and then gradually raised it up again until it stood upright in the hands of the celebrant performing the rite.

This elevation is made toward the four quarters as a sign that the Lord by His Cross redeemed the whole fourfold world: east, west, north, and south; and afterward once more—toward the east, as a sign of the redemption of man of the five senses, who unceasingly sins with his five senses.

What was the origin of this solemn rite?—Its beginning was the finding of the original Cross of the Lord by the Empress Helena, the mother of the Emperor Constantine; at its finding the miracle of the raising of a dead man took place, and the whole people, gathered in great numbers from Jerusalem and the surrounding places, wanted to see it and to offer it reverent veneration. Then the people, seeing it on an elevated spot in the hands of Patriarch Macarius, who elevated it toward all four quarters, bowed down, and many times over, in compunction and awe, cried out: Lord, have mercy!—Such is the origin of the feast of the Exaltation of the Cross. At this time there are also brought to remembrance the miraculous appearances of the Cross in the sky: one, to the Emperor Constantine and his army, with an inscription around it: By this, conquer; and another, in the time of Emperor Constantius and the holy Bishop Cyril of Jerusalem, in radiant splendor, seen by all the inhabitants of Jerusalem.

The Church also commemorates the solemn deliverance in the seventh century of the Cross from Persian captivity, and its solemn bearing into Jerusalem by the Emperor Heraclius, barefoot and dressed in humble garb, without the purple mantle and without the royal crown. Such is the worldwide glory of the Cross after its three hundred years in the depths of the earth and beneath the pagan shrine. Thus heaven itself bore witness to the glory of Him Who was crucified on the Cross, to the holiness and majesty of His Church, which for three centuries was under the cross of persecutions, and to our holy duty of honoring the Cross and venerating it in spirit and truth, even as the holy Prophet-King commands us to venerate it: Lift high the Lord our God, and bow down before His footstool, for it is holy[1].

It is not in vain that we venerate the Cross of the Lord, depict it upon ourselves, and bow down before it: for it is Divine power, preserving and saving us in life and after death. The Church unceasingly preaches of its power and life-giving nature, which were manifest in former ages and are even now at work among the faithful: it healed every kind of illness, raised the dead, drove the legions of demons away from people, quenched the passions in human hearts, and brought wondrous victories in wars against unbelievers. The Cross is the Divine glory of Christ, who by it redeemed the world that had fallen into the depths of perdition, destroyed the curse of mankind and obtained for it the blessing of the heavenly Father, conquered our death and granted resurrection from the dead to all. Who could recount all the wonders and powers of the Cross, which were at work both in the generations of old and in the most recent, and all its beneficent workings in the world? By the sign and power of the Cross all the Mysteries of the Church are celebrated; water is sanctified, and all the elements, and all the faithful who receive it with faith or sign themselves with it; we wear the cross upon our breasts, and through it are kept from many temptations and from the enemy’s wiles; the holy Church signs us with the cross even after death, when she sings the funeral hymns over us; a cross is also placed upon the graves of those who died in communion with the Church, and it is withheld only from the graves of open apostates and of suicides, who consciously and of their own will laid hands upon themselves. And this is because in the cross, when it is used and depicted with faith, there acts the Divine, saving power of Christ crucified, which unceasingly makes manifest His Divine authority over the whole world, over all nature, and over all the hosts of the enemy; it shows that Christ God redeemed the whole world by His Cross from sin, curse, and death—that He has authority over life and death, and that He is the resurrection and the life and the God of all[2].

In the present faithless time, a time of fermenting minds and of the corruption of hearts and morals, the Cross is held in contempt by many, as is the Lord Himself who suffered and died upon it as a voluntary sacrifice for us; and just as in ancient times He was a stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to the Greeks[3], so now to the wise men of this age grown altogether foolish He is a stumbling block and foolishness. Such indeed is that fool, who has won an unkind worldwide renown—Leo, the roaring lion, who attacks the Church of God with all his followers. He has risen up against God Himself, against His wise, all-good, saving Providence, against the everlasting Gospel, against sound reason, against the convictions of all believing mankind, against history, and against all the facts handed down to us by the most trustworthy witnesses, for the most part eyewitnesses. It is useless to try to convince these willful blind men, who have blinded themselves with boundless pride; they cannot repent, for they do not wish to see the truth: they will perish in their pride and obstinacy, as Korah, Dathan, and Abiram did in the time of Moses[4]. But for a believing man the Cross is constant salvation, protection, deliverance, victory, and peace. Sinning daily both willingly and unwillingly, subjected to various sharp temptations from invisible and visible enemies and from our own passions, where—in whom and in what shall we find help and salvation? Only in Christ and in the Cross—only in the Sacrifice, measurelessly great and all-redeeming, offered for us on the Cross; only by the Cross are we daily saved from the wounds dealt by the demons and from every storm of the passions, when with faith and true repentance we take refuge in Christ. The Cross is our life, our salvation, our strength, our glory, our victory; our unceasing renewal, our reconciliation with the justice of God, which righteously strikes down all senselessly daring and obstinate sinners.

The Cross is the guardian of the whole universe; the Cross is the beauty of the Church; the Cross is the might of kings; the Cross is the confirmation of the faithful; the Cross is the glory of angels and the wound of demons (the Exapostilarion of the feast).

Without the Cross there is salvation for no one. Let us then zealously honor the Cross of Christ and with love venerate the One crucified upon it, the Author of our life, mindful of His everlasting covenant with us from the Cross: love one another. Amen.


[1] Ps 98:5.

[2] Jn 11:25.

[3] 1Cor 1:23.

[4] Num 16:31.

Bearing the Cross

A Sermon for the Sunday after the Exaltation of the Cross

Whoever wants to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me (Mk 8:34)

This Sunday, called in the Church’s order the Sunday after the Exaltation of the Cross, the Church’s rule appoints the reading of the Gospel about self-denial and cross-bearing, which the Gospel requires of everyone who wishes to follow Christ[1]. And so, let us speak about this now, to the glory of Christ and for our enlightenment and salvation.

Whoever wants to go after Me, — the Lord says — let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me. The Lord forces no one to go after Him, but leaves it to the good will of each person—whether to follow Him or not to follow Him; whether to live for Him, for righteousness and holiness, for an everlasting reign together with Him—or—for oneself, for the flesh, for the gratifying of one’s passions, for the adulterous and sinful world and—for the devil, and for everlasting shame and torment. The Lord leaves our free will untouched; for He wants us to love Him of our own accord, out of the heart’s conviction, to keep His commandments and to turn away from senseless, ruinous passions—and not like slaves, under compulsion and constraint. But how could we not follow You, sweetest Jesus, our eternal Life, our breath, our Light, our Joy and our blessedness! Whoever follows You without ever turning back has even here a foretaste of the blessedness of heaven, and will unfailingly inherit eternal blessedness with You. This is an unchangeable, all-joyful truth that, so to speak, strikes everyone’s eyes with its self-evidence.

So with joy after Christ followed the apostles, the martyrs, the venerable ones, the righteous, and all the saints of ancient and modern times; they gladly sacrificed for the Lord all the goods of the world, their very lives – and they did not err in their trust, were not deceived in their hope, but inherited an unshakable, eternal kingdom. Why, then, does the greater part of men not follow Christ? Out of unbelief or little faith; out of attachment to temporal life and its swiftly passing goods; out of pride and boasting in worldly education, not enlightened by grace; because of the impurity of the passionate heart and the settled inclination of the will toward the pursuit of only earthly aims; because of spiritual ignorance; because of the undeveloped taste for spiritual goods, which require preparation, the exercise of the mind and heart in spiritual subjects, such as: prayer, godly meditation, the reading of the word of God, works of Christian love and mercy, and the training of the flesh in abstinence. But of what does a man deprive himself – of what wondrous goods, what peace, what spiritual sweetness, what spiritual light, what blessedness – when he does not follow Christ, but follows only his own sinful desires, habits, passions, and inclinations? What in the world can take the place of Christ, the immortal Life? Nothing. No treasures whatsoever, no pleasures or delights. Deny yourself, – the Lord goes on to say, –and take up your cross and follow Me. To deny yourself means to deny your sinful will, your vicious inclinations, impulses, and passions – in a word, every sin that lives in you, that acts in you, that binds you, darkens you, defiles you, debases and dishonors you, that hinders you from following Christ to heaven – from striving toward true repentance, pure virtue, and Christian perfection – and makes you a slave of corruption and death: a sin that perverts your nature, created in God’s likeness in righteousness and holiness – that prepares for you eternal separation from God and eternal torment.

Yes, brothers and sisters! We must absolutely deny ourselves. If we look into ourselves impartially and with a pure conscience—into our conscience, our heart, our deeds, our idleness, and our whole vain life—we will at once find that for the most part what we think, desire, speak, and do is not what is essentially necessary for us; not according to the intention and will of our all-good and all-wise Creator and Lord, but what is contrary to His intentions, by our own perverted, corrupt will. Look carefully into your own heart. What occupies it? What does it love? What is it drawn toward? Is it toward its Creator, toward good, toward righteousness and holiness, toward true well-being and blessedness, toward mutual love and help? No. Hearts are occupied for the most part with themselves, permeated with selfishness. How many passions there are in one heart! How many sources of death! Every passion is a source of death: for each of them can kill a man forever, if he does not repent and change and cast it off. So then, man, deny yourself. But this is hard; the passions have become your second nature. What is to be done! The cutting off of the members of the body, too, is very painful; but when it is necessary, they give up hand and foot to be cut off, and even an eye to be torn out. The same must be done with your passions: If your right hand leads you into sin, cut it off and cast it away from you[2], that is, not the hand of the body, but the passion, which in your soul has become as it were your hand, that is, as it were a natural member of yours; this will be painful for you, as it were a crucifixion on a cross; but it is saving, and it will lead you to eternal life; you will be delivered from the all-destroying poison—sin—from the power of the devil, from the fire of hell. Take up your cross and follow Christ; that is, fulfill His will, His commandments, His statutes, His counsels. And soldiers at war follow firmly the instructions of their commander in order to win the victory—and they win; you too will win, if you follow your own almighty Leader—Christ. For whoever wants to save his soul, says the Lord, will lose it. What does it mean here to save your soul? It means not to touch the passions of the soul, to leave them in peace, to let them live and grow strong and take possession of our mind, our heart, and our will—in a word, our soul and our body; to live unrepentant, giving no thought to death and to the eternal judgment. To save yourself in this way means to destroy your soul eternally, to lose it.

It must be noted that the Lord, in saying this, had in mind chiefly the time of persecutions for faith in Him and instances of confessing His name before His persecutors: for there were some among the Christians, even such, who in order to preserve their temporal life, riches, and honors renounced Christ and the Christian faith and thereby lost their soul, perishing through their renunciation, through their attachment to earthly goods. But even now there are many who, loving the temporal life and its goods and the life of the flesh excessively, refuse to follow Christ and to fulfill His commandments; they live contrary to the duties of their calling and do not repent of it—and in this way they lose their soul for eternity. And whoever loses his soul for My sake and for the Gospel’s, the Lord says in today’s Gospel, will save it. Here again the cases of the martyrs are meant chiefly, who for Christ, for preserving faith in Him and love for Him, voluntarily gave up their property, their ranks, their kindred, and their very life, and in this way saved their life for eternity, for Christ and His eternal kingdom. For what benefit is it to a man if he gains the whole world but harms his own soul? Or what ransom will a man give for his soul? This is said to explain the preceding thought, that is, that it is better to lose all riches, honors, kindred, and life itself in the flesh than to destroy one’s soul forever through renouncing God for the sake of preserving a temporal life and temporal advantages, which will soon abandon us.

The soul is incomparably more precious than the whole world, as created in the image of God and destined for immortality, and nothing can ransom it from eternal torments if here we do not ransom it by faith in the merits of the Redeemer, in His redeeming blood, by a courageous confession of His name, and by a good life. For whoever is ashamed of Me and of My words, — says the Lord, — in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man also will be ashamed of him, when He comes in the glory of His Father with the holy angels. Here we are told of the need for boldness, that is, for daring and courage, in confessing Christ, the Son of God; of not sparing one’s life for Christ; and of following His will; for if anyone here considers it a shame to follow Him and keep His commandments, or is ashamed to follow the statutes of His Church, in order to please the world, the flesh and the devil, the Son of God also will not acknowledge him as His own at His second coming, on His Dread Judgment. A fearsome word, brethren and sisters! Let us cast aside, then, false shame and slothfulness toward piety, toward attending the divine services, and laziness in reading the word of God and meditating on it; let us deny ourselves, cast aside the pleasing of the many-passioned flesh, of the world that lies in evil, and of its ruler, the devil; let us take up our cross and follow Christ, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, our King and Lord, who has prepared a kingdom for us in heaven from the beginning of the world. Amen.


[1] Mt 8:34-38.

[2] Mt 5:30.

Two Commandments

A Homily for the Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind: this is the first and greatest commandment; and the second is like it: you shall love your neighbor as yourself; in this twofold commandment the whole Law and the Prophets hang (Mt 22:37-40)

My brethren, have you all listened with attention to the Gospel read today? In it, among other things, the Lord Jesus Christ, in answer to the question of a certain lawyer, told everyone which are the chief commandments of the law of God, which every person must know and keep; namely, He said: «You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your understanding: this is the first and greatest commandment; the second is like it: you shall love your neighbor as yourself; on these two commandments,—said the Lord,—the whole law and the prophets are established». Since the whole law consists of these two commandments, it is evident that every Christian must know them and understand them well. What does it mean to love God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind? What it means to love God was explained to us by the Lord Jesus Christ Himself. He says in the Gospel: whoever has My commandments and keeps them, that is the one who loves Me[1]; whoever does not love Me does not keep My commandments.

So, the one who loves God is the one who constantly keeps God’s commandments in mind and in heart and observes them. On the other hand, the one who loves God with all his heart is the one who hates lawlessness with all his heart, as it is said: you loved righteousness and you hated lawlessness; the one who loves God with all his heart and with all his mind is the one who constantly ponders God as the Creator, Provider, Savior, and Judge of himself and of the whole world; who constantly calls out to God; who strives with all his heart to please Him; who prays to Him with all his heart at home or in church, and during prayer does not allow himself to be distracted by any worldly cares, or by anything earthly in general, much less by sinful thoughts: he seeks first of all the kingdom of God and His righteousness[2]; he is concerned, first of all and above all, for the salvation of his own soul and the souls of those near him; in every undertaking he remembers God and does everything for His sake earnestly, honestly, exactly. That is who loves God with all his heart! Do we live and act in this way? Do we love God in this way—the One Who gave us life and, with life, everything needed for life and for enjoyment; Who has saved and still saves us from sin, from the curse, and from death; Who is our breath, our light, our strength, our deliverance, our cleansing, our sanctification, our peace, our joy, our Helper and Assistant in every good work? Truly, it is not so! When you look at our life and our actions, it seems that many of us have completely forgotten God and do not love Him at all. I will not undertake to name who does not love God and is estranged from God: let each person’s conscience tell him.

I will continue with the second commandment of the law: it says: love the one nearest to you, that is, your neighbor, every human being, as yourself. In other words: wish every person as much good as you wish for yourself; for example, wish for him the salvation of his soul just as you wish it for yourself; success in his affairs just as much as for yourself; well-being in life as for yourself; wish for him a good name as you wish for yourself, and in no way dishonor him: for he too was created in the image of God, just as you were; for a good name is dear to him as well; deal with him sincerely, simply, from the heart; in general, as you wish people to deal with you, so you deal with them[3]. Do we act this way? We do not. We love ourselves, but often do not love our neighbors; we do not wish them good, we are envious, we demean, dishonor, and revile our neighbors; we often do not help our neighbors; we care little for their salvation, as for our own, and thereby every day we violate and destroy God’s commandments; we provoke the Lord God and bring His righteous wrath down upon ourselves. Let us hasten to amend our ways, and let us keep God’s commandments firmly in mind and faithfully observe them. And so, even now, out of love for our brothers the Serbs and Montenegrins, wronged by the ungodly Turks, let us help them once more with our brotherly offerings. May your hand and your heart never grow weary of good deeds! Good deeds are like good seeds: they will bear fruit for you a hundredfold. May the Lord grant to all of you an abundance of earthly blessings and the salvation of your souls. Amen.


[1] Jn 14:21.

[2] Mt 6:33.

[3] Cf. Mt 7:12.

The Lazy Servants

A Homily for the Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost

Have you heard, beloved brethren, from the Gospel just read, the Savior’s parable about the talents? This parable is most instructive. Everyone needs to know its meaning and to remember it always. Incline your ears. Here is its meaning. It speaks of servants to whom a master, setting out for a far country, entrusted his property: to one he gave five talents, to another two, to a third one—each according to his ability[1]. Take note: these servants are us human beings. This master is our Lord Jesus Christ, our Creator, the dispenser of talents, who ascended from us into heaven, sits at the right hand of the Father, and will come again to earth to judge the living and the dead. The property, or the talents, are the faculties and capabilities of the soul, and equally the strength of the body, which God gave us and with which we all act in this age, which we put into circulation as it were, and through which, in the measure of our skill and diligence, we multiply our spiritual wealth. By the talents we should understand as well that service in society which God entrusted to each according to his abilities, or that material wealth which anyone may have. According to the meaning of the parable, whoever received more talents from the Lord ought naturally to do more good for his neighbors, and to improve himself the more in this present life for the life to come—and from whoever received less, less of an account will be demanded. Of the ordinary man they will ask: did he conscientiously labor and conduct his affairs; did the rich man build up his wealth by deception, cunning, and schemes, or by gambling and taking interest; did he himself live, and bring up his children, in the fear of God; did he fulfill the Christian duty of prayer, was he sanctified through the Mysteries, did he give alms? Each one will carry his own burden. Of the priest they will require an account for his service, his teaching, and his life: did he teach his flock the faith and a good life, did he bring them up for eternal life? But now listen further to the parable.

The servant who received five talents (a weight of silver) from his master went off and set to work, and with them gained five more talents; the one who received two gained two others as well, while the one who received one took and buried his master’s talent in the ground—that is, he spent his whole life in senseless, unpardonable laziness; he ate, drank, made merry, enriched himself by every possible means, if only to live pleasantly here, and gave no thought to that life, to faith, to prayer, or to good deeds. Clearly his talent has been buried in the ground, for our talents—that is, our heart, our mental faculties—are not an earthly treasure but a spiritual one, and they are not meant to lie in the ground, not meant to be spent only on earthly pursuits; by their help we ought to become practiced in heavenly, holy ways and to lay hold of eternal life. Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, — says the Lord — and where thieves dig through and steal; but store up for yourselves a treasure in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves neither dig through nor steal[2] (that is, perform good deeds not for the sake of the earth and everyday, worldly profits, but for the sake of heaven, of God, of eternity). So then, honor, brethren, to the servants who received five talents and two and multiplied their master’s estate; but shame, utter shame, to the one who received a single talent and out of laziness and stubbornness buried it in the ground. And many are these people unworthy of the name of man who bury their talent in the ground, who only drink, eat, make merry, deceive, steal, and so on. But see what awaits them and the other servants: the time comes to give an account of how the master’s silver has been put to use. The master comes—that is, the Lord, who ascended to heaven—He comes to the Dread Judgment to demand an account from His servants. His servants appear—those to whom talents were entrusted. The one who had received five talents steps forward and shows the master ten talents; then the one who had received two comes and shows four. The Lord, approving each of them for the increase, says: Well done, good and faithful servant; you were faithful over little, over much I will set you: enter into the joy of your master; then the one who had received the single talent steps forward, and what happens? Having done nothing during the master’s absence, when this master arrived, the lazy servant speaks insolent words to Him, calling Him a cruel man who supposedly reaps where he did not sow and gathers where he did not scatter. Is this not what all the lazy, unkind, faithless Christians say, brethren—who, in excuse for their unpardonable laziness, do not labor for the good, for their own formation in the spirit of the Christian faith, but lay the blame on the faith, on the Church, on the Lord Himself, calling the precepts of the faith burdensome and impracticable, and daring to call the gracious Lord a sort of cruel being who demands almost the impossible! O you lazy servants! Look at your fellow servants who received five talents and two: they will convict you. How is it that they multiplied their talents? How is it that they say nothing of this sort to the Lord? But look, brethren, what the lazy servant goes on to say to the Lord: Because You are this and that sort of master, he says, I was afraid and went and hid your talent in the ground: here is what is Yours. In the ground: where is this? Where, if not in his own sinful flesh, having worn out his strength and abilities in gratifying his passions. Come, brethren, to the grave of the lazy man and sigh over it heavily, heavily; there you will see his only talent buried in the ground as well; he did nothing for heaven, and he carried everything with him into the earth. You spoke the truth, poor man, man worthy of eternal tears! But here is the verdict of the righteous Judge for him and for those like him: Wicked and lazy servant! You knew that I reap where I did not sow and gather where I did not scatter: therefore you should have given My silver to the traders, and I, when I came, would have received what is Mine with profit. How could the Lord fail to demand from Christians the profit of good deeds, when for their help He has bestowed all the treasures of His assisting and all-effectual grace; how could He fail to demand a profit from the Christian—for the sake, after all, of his own eternal blessedness—when before the Lord the tree brings forth abundant fruit every year, when grain yields gain in the field? Truly the Lord requires the profit that is due: and it is a sin, a grievous sin, for a Christian not to bring forth in his life the fruit of virtue and to remain a barren fig tree, one that only takes up a place fruitlessly.

Finally, hear the judgment passed on the lazy servant: the Lord says: take away therefore the talent from him, and give it to the one who has ten talents; for to everyone who has, it will be given and multiplied; but from the one who does not have, even what he has will be taken away. And cast the worthless servant into the outer darkness: there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Fear, brothers, seizes the soul when you reflect that among Christians there are a great many lazy servants who live carefree, amid pleasures, and give no thought at all to that terrible, everlasting outer darkness where unceasing weeping and gnashing of teeth await them. Lord! Accomplish Your will with us! We pray You, that all the lazy servants may turn back to You in repentance and virtue. But if not—then they are truly worthy of Your awesome yet righteous judgment. Whoever has ears to hear, let him hear! Amen.


[1] Mt 25:14-30.

[2] Mt 6:19-20.

The Faith of the Canaanite Woman

A Sermon for the Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost

Now there was read, my brothers, from the Gospel according to Matthew the account of the unceasing petition made to Jesus Christ by the Canaanite woman on behalf of her daughter who was possessed by a demon.[1]

Teaching for us, brothers and sisters, is this Canaanite woman—a mother! Her love for her daughter, who was cruelly suffering under the tormenting power of the devil, moved her to seek deliverance for the unhappy girl from the divine, almighty Wonderworker; and she did not give up importuning the Benefactor and Savior until she received what she asked for, even though her faith and boldness were put to no light test! She was, it seemed, refused once, and twice, and three times, but she was not troubled; she did not despair, she did not say: no, I will not ask and trouble Him any more, evidently I am unworthy; rather she kept nourishing a firm hope in the Wonderworker. At first the Knower of Hearts gave her no answer at all to her petition—in order to stir up in her a stronger faith and hope and a still more ardent prayer; for through obstacles faith and hope, together with prayer, gain ever more strength and firmness in some souls, and blaze up ever more brightly, while in those of little faith and faint of heart they weaken, or even go out altogether. And indeed, the Canaanite woman did not weaken in faith, hope, and prayer, but began to ask and cry out all the more, following after the Lord and His disciples, so much so that they began to intercede for her, that He might let her go. The Lord, as though unwilling to listen either to her or to the disciples, says that He was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel—that is, to the Jews, to whom were given the promises, the revelations, the prophecies of His coming into the world and of the salvation of men through Him. Despite this second refusal, she comes up to the Lord Himself, bows down before Him, and says: Lord, help me. Mark how great her faith, her hope, her boldness! Being a pagan, she confesses Him to be the Lord, the Son of David, the almighty King of the spirits; she trusts in His boundless goodness, which embraces not only the Jews but the pagans as well; and like a servant before the Lord—or rather, like a daughter before her Father—she boldly says: Lord, help me.

And when the Lord said: It is not good to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs, meaning the heathen, who did not know the true God, among whom this woman also belonged – she was not at all offended by such a designation, being conscious that she was worthy of so shameful a name, and she said: That is so, Lord! But even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table. Such faith, such hope, humility, and patience were pleasing to the Savior; He praised her for her great faith, saying: O woman! Great is your faith; let it be done for you as you desire. And her daughter was healed from that very hour. Yes, for such a mother we should applaud!

The Lord found the same faith in a certain Roman centurion, also a former idol worshiper, whose beloved servant was lying at the point of death and was healed by the Lord at the centurion’s request and through his great faith—and in his praise the Lord said: I have not found such faith even in Israel[2]. After this I say to all of you, brothers and sisters: learn to believe in this way, to hope in this way, and to ask the Lord or the Mother of God in this way, with such boldness and persistence as the Canaanite woman asked for her daughter, as the centurion for his servant—and you will receive according to your desire, if it is pleasing to God and of benefit to you. Ask, the Lord says, and it will be given you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened for you[3]. The Canaanite woman depicts our soul; her demon-possessed daughter depicts our flesh, full of many passions, which rages every day with different passions. In whatever plight the Canaanite woman and her daughter were, in that same plight we find ourselves, you and I. From my youth many passions have fought against me, but do You Yourself deliver me and save me, my Savior![4] Why is it that the passions—these demons at work in hearts—so insolently dominate people, as they so often do, tormenting, lacerating, and disgracing those possessed by them? It is because these people lack firm faith, do not pray fervently and persistently, and have no firm desire to be freed from them. Oh, if only someone would send us a mother such as the Canaanite woman, one who would pray to the Lord for us with the same faith, hope, and love as she prayed for her own daughter, so that for the sake of her prayer the Lord would have mercy on us and drive our passions out of us, healing us of our frenzies! For our flesh rages wickedly. But, brothers, we have an Intercessor and Advocate more than a match for the Canaanite woman, one who never puts to shame and is all-merciful: the all-good and all-pure Mother of our God herself, always ready to intercede before her Son and God for our deliverance from the frenzy and fury of the passions, if only we would always run to her with faith and hope, in repentance, from a sincere heart, with a prayer for help. Her intercession is all-powerful, sure, and full of good hope, for she is the Mother of the Lord Himself, the Creator of all creation; and her Son and God, as a debtor to His Mother, will fulfill every petition of hers for us. To her, to her sovereign protection, let us always have recourse. But let us also sharpen and multiply our own faith in the Lord, our hope, and our love for God and neighbor, and unceasingly have recourse in repentance to the Lord Himself, like that Canaanite woman; for the Lord has given all of us the right to turn boldly to Him Himself as well: ask, and it will be given you; and again: everything you ask for in prayer with faith, you will receive[5].

So, brothers and sisters, great is the power of faith! The stronger our faith, the greater the saving power of God it draws down upon a person, and there is no sin, no sorrow or calamity so great, that faith could not save us from. It cleanses sins, delivers from the passions, drives out demons; it heals sorrows; it cures illnesses, delivers from death; it raises the dead; it turns enemies into friends and sinners into righteous men; it removes mountains; it works every kind of miracle. A certain citizen in a certain town, living by faith and waging an unremitting warfare against the passions as a warrior of Christ, told me in conversation that by daily and hourly prayer of repentance and faith he almost unceasingly wrests from God the saving power that delivers him from all sins and passions; that amid countless temptations and inward falls into sin he in the end always proves the victor over the passions and the driver out of demonic fantasies and apparitions, the destroyer of the demons’ wiles—in a word, that by the mercy of God and through the faith of God given him he is a perpetual wonder to himself. This is what the prayer of faith, the prayer of repentance, means! So let us believe, so let us pray, and so let us conquer our passions! Amen.


[1] Mt 15:21-28.

[2] Mt 8:10.

[3] Mt 7:7.

[4] Antiph. Tone 4.

[5] Mt 21:22.

Nets

A Sermon for the Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost

Today’s reading from the Gospel of Luke presents us with a moving and majestic spectacle: the Creator of the whole world, the beginningless God, the almighty, all-sovereign Giver of every breath, who became like us human beings in everything except sin—sitting in a fishing boat near the shore, in His humble, all-attractive simplicity—teaches the people who stand on the shore of the lake of Gennesaret in a countless throng[1]. Glory to the heavenly Teacher, who came in person to enlighten people who had gone astray and were perishing in the darkness of sin; but honor, too, to the people, who apparently appreciated the worth of such a Teacher and such teaching and followed after Him in many-thousand crowds to hear the word of God. May God grant that in our days, too, the hunger for the word of God not cease but increase; for the word of God is incorruptible food, by which human hearts are nourished and strengthened, and spiritual drink that quenches the thirst of the immortal soul, which, like a thirsting deer, strives toward the fountain of living water.

In today’s Gospel everything is instructive and edifying for us: the Lord’s command to Peter—to put out into the deep of the lake and cast down the nets for a catch; Simon Peter’s answer to the Lord; the miraculous catch that all but sank the boat; the terror of Peter and his companions at a catch such as had never been before, and because of their sense of the all-holy Divinity of Jesus and their feeling of their own sins; his humble entreaty to the Lord to depart from him, Simon; and the Lord’s answer to him: Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching people; and, last of all, the self-renunciation of the disciples, their abandonment of all the rich catch, so pleasant and always so desirable to fishermen, and their irrevocable, unregretful following after the Savior. With God’s help, then, let us reflect on in what way and why all this is instructive and edifying, so that we too may in very truth gain benefit and edification from the word of God read today. Jesus Christ commands Peter to put out into the deep and cast down the nets, and Peter answers: Master! We labored all night and caught nothing; but at Your word I will cast down the net. In the Savior’s command the authority of the Creator over the creature is visible. The Lord knew that Peter and Andrew with their companions had fished all night and taken nothing, but, as God, He commands them to cast the net once more—only to cast it, leaving it to His divine power—to give a signal to the creatures living in the water—to fill the nets. And Peter obeys the Master’s command, although just before this he had had the trial of tormenting himself the whole night in the catch and taking nothing; and the fish, at a single signal from the Lord, instantly fill the nets, showing themselves obedient servants of Him whom in heaven the countless hosts of Angels serve with fear; and an evident miracle is wrought—the divine authority of Jesus Christ over the creatures is opened up before Peter’s eyes, together with His infinite holiness and His omniscience; and all his spiritual infirmities present themselves vividly to Peter, and in fear he falls at the knees of Him before whom every knee in heaven, on earth, and beneath the earth bows down[2], and says to Him: Depart from me, Lord! Because I am a sinful man. Who would not be moved to compunction of heart at this sight of the faithful disciple, fallen in fear at the knees of the Lord of glory and in an instant come to know the whole abyss of distance between the all-radiant, all-righteous Divinity and the insignificant creature creeping in earthly dust, sinful and guilty before God! Honor to Peter’s faith, to his obedience, his humility, his repentance! Let us also learn these virtues from him. But here, as everywhere, inexpressibly touching, tenderly moving, and beautiful is the bearing of the Lord—His majesty and at the same time His humility, His extreme condescension, which astonishes the Angels. Nor can I here refrain from crying out: Lord! How everywhere beneath the humble covering of Your humanity Your resplendent Divinity shines and enraptures me! Every word of Yours is divine, authoritative, life-giving, wondrous, just as Your deed is.

Here we are, in this church: we all now stand before the face of that same Lord Jesus Christ, present here invisibly, and visibly—in His life-giving Mysteries. Do we feel, do we touch with our hearts, that we are standing before His face; do we recognize and feel our infirmities and our sins as we stand before the face of God, as Peter felt them; do we acknowledge our own unworthiness, and do we have the saving thirst for amendment, the thirst to be sanctified by the grace of Christ, the thirst for the righteousness of God, for Christian perfection—for the glory of the children of God? Let us learn, then, not to come to the temple of the Lord in vain, but to stand in it with fear and with a sense of our unworthiness, humbly asking for mercy. But what did Jesus Christ answer Simon Peter when, in fear, he begged Him, his Lord, to depart from him? Do not be afraid,—the Lord said to him — from now on you will be catching men. This answer of the Lord is exceedingly instructive and edifying for us all. Here the Lord applies the catching of fish to the catching of men, and compares the one with the other. But while the catching of fish is clear to everyone at first glance, the catching of men by the apostles is, on the other hand, incomprehensible. Here, in these words of the Lord, there is evidently a parable. He often spoke in parables and, as it were, in riddles. This parable means the following: just as fishermen catch fish in the water with a net, or with a hook baited with food, or with a fish spear, so the devil, the enemy and destroyer of the human race, through various enticements or worldly passions, through the various nets set for us everywhere and, as it were, his hooks and his sharp instruments, catches us into sin and perdition, and wants to make all of us his prey and his food, to destroy us and to torment us for endless ages in his insatiable maw:—and, unhappily, he sometimes succeeds dreadfully well in his art of catching and destroying men through various worldly passions.

But the Lord Jesus Christ came to deliver people from the evil cunning and the greed of this fisher. He sent His fishers – the apostles – into all the world, having first taught them themselves the art of being uncatchable and invulnerable to the dread fisher; and also the art of catching people whom the devil had already caught in his world-encompassing net; and, just as the devil catches people for destruction, so the disciples of Christ were to snatch people out of his nets of destruction into eternal life through faith, repentance, amendment, and good deeds. And we know that the apostles, and after them their successors, the pastors and teachers, with the Gospel net – that is, by the saving Gospel teaching – have caught many straying people to salvation, and, having destroyed all the strength of the demons, have carried off and, as it were, wrenched human souls out of the devil’s very teeth as their prize; with the net of faith they have caught all the nations into the knowledge of Christ God. Now it is clear what the words of Jesus Christ to Peter mean: do not fear; from now on you will be catching men, – that is, with your net of the word, made by God, you will be taking people into faith in Me, teaching them repentance, My righteousness, and every virtue, and you will bring them to eternal life. Do not fear, that is, do not tremble, and do not think that I, the All-Righteous One, have come to punish sinners; I have come to save and to show mercy; for I alone know all the weakness of the human creature, I know that the terrible, deadly, foul-smelling scab of sin has covered all humanity, – that by the serpent’s evil cunning all the offspring of Adam are being drawn into perdition; I have come to help the weak, to help the powerless as One Who is strong, and sinners as One Who is All-Righteous; I have come to take upon Myself the sins of the world, to receive its infirmities, to bear its sicknesses; I have come to heal this malignant scab – and to restore to health, renew, fill with fragrance, and deify the humanity that believes in Me; I have come to set against the fisher of men for destruction, that is, the devil, Myself as the fisher for eternal life, and the All-powerful Spirit the Comforter, consubstantial with the Father and with Me; and to set against the demon hosts the host of the apostles and their successors and all My faithful ones. Do not fear, then: you from this time on will be catching men. I have come to implant in people not fear, but love.

Lord! Take us all up, too, into Your saving, divine net; and let not one of us become the prey and the food of the alien one; Savior, Yourself deal bountifully with us! Amen.


[1] Lk 5:1-11.

[2] Phil 2:10.

A Wondrous Reward

A Sermon on the Day of the Repose of the Holy Apostle and Evangelist John the Theologian

If I want this one to remain until I come, what is that to you? You follow Me (Jn 21:22)

These most significant words of the Lord about the supernatural immortality of John the Theologian, spoken to the Apostle Peter, were the answer to his question concerning the Apostle and Evangelist John the Theologian:—and this one, what of him?—that is, if I am to be crucified and die on the cross, as You foretold, for the preaching and bearing of witness to You before the pagans and the Jews, then by what death will John die? And the Lord answers him as the righteous Judge, who has authority over life and death: if I wish him to remain alive (until My second dread coming to earth), what is that to you? You, follow after Me—that is, you are to die for My sake on the cross, just as I died for you and for the human race, while John will live until the general resurrection and judgment.

And earlier still—before His sufferings—the Lord spoke, in veiled terms, about that same immortality of John during a conversation with the disciples and the people: Truly I say to you, there are some of those standing here who will not taste death until they see the Kingdom of God come in power[1]. These words referred to the Apostle John the Theologian, although they were spoken in veiled terms as though about several persons, not about one. So then, John the Theologian fell asleep, but did not die; rather he remains alive to this day, and does not depart from the earth, and awaits the second dread comingof the Master to the earth[2],—although he also stands in heaven before the throne of God and ever intercedes for the Church of Christ. See how mightily, how divinely, and according to his worth the Lord has glorified, and glorifies, His beloved disciple and confidant, the guardian and provider of His Most Pure Mother, the Virgin Mary, until the end of her earthly life. The Lord raised her from the dead on the third day, and the beloved disciple He commanded to live until His second coming, when John, in the flesh, will be put to death by the servants of the Antichrist, like Elijah and Enoch, and afterwards will be raised from the dead by the word of God, and will live forever and ever. Such is the glory, such the immortality, of Christ’s beloved disciple!

For what was the holy Apostle and Evangelist John the Theologian so glorified and rewarded with such wondrous immortality? For his perfect, selfless devotion to Jesus Christ from youth to old age, from his call to apostleship in the twenty-second year of his life until the death of Christ, and thereafter for endless ages; for his perfect purity of soul and body, for his meekness and guilelessness, for his complete detachment from the swiftly passing goods of earth, and for his perfect love for his Lord—a love full of self-denial, dangers, and sufferings, but also full of blessedness in the God of glory and of countless miracles, before his falling asleep and after it. Whoever wishes to know about these miracles by which the Lord glorified him may read of them, or hear about them, in his Life.

What does the holy Apostle and Evangelist John the Theologian teach us by his life and by his teaching?

It teaches us complete devotion to our Lord Jesus Christ, the leader of our faith and the one who brings it to completion; detachment from this brief, present life; expectation and preparation for eternal life; constant watchfulness over the state of one’s soul; unceasing repentance; every Christian virtue; renunciation of every sin that estranges and draws us away from God and from His holy covenants and promises; mutual love, mercy, patience; and the laying down of one’s life for Christ, should that be necessary.

Marvelous were John’s closeness to the Lord and his boldness toward Him. He was the beloved disciple, the friend and confidant of Christ during Christ’s earthly life. But when the Lord rose from the dead and ascended into heaven and received His pre-eternal, awe-inspiring glory, seated even in His humanity at the right hand of the Father, then especially, before all His disciples, He singled out John, appearing to him in His unapproachable Glory. Listen to how John describes the appearance to him, in the glory of heaven, of the Lord Jesus Christ.

I was in the Spirit on a Sunday, and I heard behind me a loud voice, as of a trumpet, which said: I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last… I turned to see whose voice was speaking with me; and when I had turned, I saw seven golden lampstands, and in the midst of the seven lampstands one like the Son of Man, clothed in a long robe and girded about the chest with a golden belt; His head and His hair were white like white wool, like snow; and His eyes were like a flame of fire; and His feet were like gleaming brass, as though glowing red-hot in a furnace, and His voice like the thunder of many waters. He held in His right hand seven stars, and out of His mouth went a sword, sharp on both edges, and His face was like the sun when it shines with all its might. And when I saw Him, I fell at His feet as though dead. And He laid His right hand on me and said to me: do not be afraid; I am the First and the Last, and the Living One; and I was dead, and see, I am alive forever and ever; amen. And I hold the keys of hell and of death[3]. Such was the majesty in which the Lord appeared to John during his exile on the island of Patmos; this glory is more awesome than the Taboric Theophany which John was deemed worthy to see together with Peter and James.

So then, on this apostolic feast, let us meditate upon the immortality prepared for us by the Lord, and let us prepare for it by constant repentance, cleansing, amendment, virtue, and mutual love for one another. Amen.


[1] Mk 9:1.

[2] Sticheron at the small vespers for the feast of St John the Theologian.

[3] Apok 1:10-18.

The Law of Love

A Sermon for the Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost

Just as you want people to do to you, do the same to them (Lk 6:31)

The divinely speaking Evangelist Luke, in the Gospel read just now, hands down to us the instruction and commandment of our Lord Jesus Christ: how we must conduct ourselves with people in the common life, so that we may please both God and people, gain for ourselves a good name and a conscience without reproach, and be deemed worthy of the promised, incorruptible heavenly fatherland for our prudent conduct in our earthly fatherland[1].

What wise, exalted, saving, truly divine instructions and commandments! But how inconsistent with them our daily, ordinary life is! The Lord teaches us to deal with people as we would wish people to deal with us—that is, sincerely, kindly, sympathetically, patiently. He has made us ourselves the measure of our relations with others—and this measure, this standard, is love: for no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and warms it[2]. Yet in common life it is often the opposite; people’s relations with one another are very often wrong and perverse, lacking the spirit of simplicity and sincerity, of love and goodwill, of peacefulness, meekness and forbearance, of purity and holiness, of sympathy and mercy, and of Christian patience. They often bear the spirit of insincerity and duplicity, of coldness and arrogance, of craftiness and ill will, or of impurity and sensuality, of base selfishness and greed. The root, or cause, the source of one or another manner of people’s dealings with one another lies in the human heart, for a good man out of the good treasure of his heart brings forth good things, and an evil man out of the evil treasure of his heart brings forth evil things[3] — and it arises either from a person’s natural qualities, or from an upbringing that is fortunate or warped, from various passions, inclinations, habits—for instance, toward certain pleasures—from good or bad examples, from one’s circumstances in life, from a greater or lesser degree of material security, or from the environment in which one lives, from one’s position in society, from various worldly lessons or temptations, and finally, from the degree to which one has or has not been imbued with the spirit of Christ, of the Gospel, of the Church.

Thus, for some people the measure of their relations with others is simplicity and sincerity, good will, love for all; this is the best side of the relations of some to others; but often the character of the relations of some to others is craftiness, suspicion, ill will, rudeness, envy, extreme self-love, covetousness, partiality, vanity, vainglory, ambition, sensuality, or extreme haughtiness, that is, a lofty opinion of oneself that seeks to humiliate others. This is the other kind of human relations, opposite to the first. Generally speaking, among people one can observe more relations toward one another that are insincere than relations that are sincere, because all hearts are infected more or less with the impurity of sin, covered with the rust of the passions. For who can boast of having a pure heart, says Scripture? So the words of some are soft as oil, and yet they are arrows that wound. Therefore, according to the teaching of our Savior, the measure of our relations with others must be our right love for ourselves; as we wish people to act toward us, so let us also act toward them, that is, simply, sincerely, meekly, lovingly, without suspicion, indulgently, sympathetically, patiently. The Lord Himself offers Himself to us as a model, at which we must unceasingly look and, looking, always learn: learn from Me, He says, for I am gentle and humble in heart[4]. The Apostle Paul says: Strive to have peace with all and holiness, without which no one will see the Lord[5]; he also teaches: Let love be unfeigned. Be brotherly loving toward one another with tenderness; in showing honor outdo one another; take part in the needs of the saints, that is, of Christian brethren, and be zealous for hospitality. Bless your persecutors; bless and do not curse. Rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those who weep. Be of one mind among yourselves; do not be lofty-minded, but follow the humble; do not be conceited about yourselves; repay no one evil for evil, but care for what is good before all people. If it is possible from your side, be at peace with all people. Do not avenge yourselves, beloved, but give place to the wrath of God. For it is written: Vengeance belongs to Me; I will repay, says the Lord. Therefore, if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him drink. Do not be conquered by evil, but conquer evil with good. Let every soul be subject to the higher authorities[6].

Such are the rules for the conduct of Christians toward one another that the Apostle Paul traced in his Epistle to the Romans. They are binding on all of us. Where is the highest motive for us to deal with one another in this way to be found? In the image and likeness of God, after which man was created, and in the fact that we are children of one heavenly Father, members of Christ, branches of Christ the one vine, sheep of His one rational flock; we partake of the one living Bread of Christ and drink from one Chalice His divine Blood; we have all been made to drink of the one Holy Spirit; we await one incorruptible, eternal inheritance. There is the motive for mutual, sincere, loving conduct! If you love those who love you, — the Lord says in today’s Gospel — what thanks is there in that for you? for sinners, that is, idolaters, love those who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to you; what thanks is there in that for you? For sinners also do the same, that is, only so long as they are enjoying benefits, and this means loving only themselves; for in their benefactors they love only the benefits, or the advantage for themselves. And if you lend to those from whom you hope to receive back, what thanks is there in that for you? for sinners lend to sinners, to receive back just as much — and in this case you love only yourselves, your own gains, and not the benefit of your neighbor; you do not satisfy his need at all. But if Christians do not fulfill these natural virtues, they are far worse even than the pagans, who do by nature the things of the law[7], not having the powers of grace; Christians, as is well known, have received all things divine, supernatural powers from God for life and godliness[8], for the fulfillment of all Christ’s commandments.

Look at yourself in this mirror of the divine commandments, Christian, and recognize what you are: do you love even those who love you, or do you sometimes fail to love even them? Do you do good to your benefactors; do you lend to those who repay the loan? Do you not hold back out of covetousness and distrust? Many want to be content only with love for those who love them and are unwilling to compel themselves to love those who hate them or are hostilely disposed toward them; with such pagan love, Christian, you will stand in shame at the Dread Judgment. But love your enemies, the Lord continues, do good and lend, expecting nothing in return; and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High; for He is kind to the ungrateful and to the evil. Difficult, it seems, is the task our Savior prescribes for us, commanding us to love our enemies and do them good; the corrupt human heart will say: this is impossible, this is contrary to nature and common sense! Difficult, it is true, only for a corrupt heart that has not been renewed and strengthened by grace; but for a heart reborn by grace this task is easy, for the Lord helps the believer in everything, and in the lives of the saints we see many examples of this. But to whom is one to lend, expecting nothing in return? To the poor, to those without means, for whom repaying a debt is extremely difficult and often impossible. And people of means must certainly repay their debt, and lenders do not sin at all if they seek to recover what is owed by honest means or through a court. Otherwise it would be harmful indulgence toward unscrupulous people who think it easy to profit at another’s expense. Be merciful, then, said the Lord, as your Father also is merciful. From Christians, His children by grace, the Lord requires a mercy like the mercy of the heavenly Father. And indeed, if Christians are the children of the heavenly Father, redeemed by the blood of His Son, and if imperishable, endless blessings are promised to them in the heavenly homeland, then in this life they must show their brethren a love and mercy corresponding to the greatness of God’s love and mercy toward them and to the boundless greatness of the imperishable blessings, the greatest honors and heavenly crowns, promised to them.

Beloved! If God so loved us, then we also ought to love one another[9], says the holy apostle John the Theologian. Amen.


[1] Lk 6:31-36.

[2] Eph 5:29.

[3] Mt 12:35.

[4] Mt 11:29.

[5] Hebr 12:14.

[6] Rom 12:9-21; Rom 13:1.

[7] Rom 2:14.

[8] 2Pet 1:3.

[9] 1Jn 4:11.

The Heavenly Protectress

A Sermon on the Day of the Protection of the Most Holy Theotokos

The Virgin stands in the church today and, together with the choirs of the saints, prays to God for us invisibly (the kontakion of the feast)

From the beginning of the tenth century—in the year 910 after Christ, under the Greek emperor Leo the Wise and Patriarch Terasius—the Mother of God once appeared to the eyes of chosen men in the Blachernae church of Constantinople, during the celebration of the all-night vigil, together with the choirs of Angels and saints. Covering the people present with her precious omophorion, she prayed to her Son and God for their salvation from enemies who threatened the capital with destruction, and the people with slavery and death. Through the intercession of the heavenly Protectress the enemy was driven away, and the city was saved. In memory of the merciful protection of the Mother of the Lord over our own fatherland as well, the Orthodox Russian Church, from the most ancient times, established the yearly solemn commemoration of the Protection of the Mother of God.

The Russian kingdom has existed for more than a thousand years now, and it would be hard to enumerate how many times the heavenly Protectress has shielded it from calamities through her prayerful intercession with the Lord of Hosts. But while protecting the fatherland and the people as a whole, she also extends her sovereign protection over cities and villages, and over individual persons. Every Orthodox Christian knows this, for examples of her protection and deliverance fill the cities and villages, and the lives of very many devout Christians. In honor of the feast, and for your edification and my own, let us speak together, brethren, about how necessary for us is the prayerful intercession of the Mother of God on our behalf.

Brethren, we are far, very far from understanding how necessary for us are the prayers of the Most Pure Mother of the Lord; and in order to see this necessity, one would need an eye or a mind far purer and brighter than ours. Only our most tender mother, the holy Church, pure in her understanding, sees in all the world how necessary for us is Her intercession with God on our behalf; and therefore every time she begins to pray with us to God, she unfailingly calls upon Her, chosen from among women, higher than all creatures in heaven and on earth, and through Her intercession asks either to grant us some good or to deliver us from some misfortune, so that it is difficult to find a prayer that does not contain the name of the Most Pure Mother of God. And rightly so! Being the Mother of the Word of God, and consequently standing closer than all others to the throne of the Godhead, She naturally has great power to move the Master to mercy or to appease Him. We are sinful and unclean, while She is Most Pure; how could Her prayers fail to obtain mercy for us unclean ones, if only we desire to be purified and do not again add sins to sins? We are proud amid our uncleannesses, while She is so humble amid all Her virtues, amid all Her greatness; looking upon Her humble prayers, how could we proud and stiff-necked ones not be shown mercy, if we humble ourselves before God and before Her! The Mother of God is truly like an unshakable wall between God and men; She turns aside the greater part of the thunderbolts of the heavenly justice that stands ready to punish ungrateful sinners. Only behind such a wall are we often safe, while we suppose that our safety is the result of the ordinary order of things. But let us enter more closely into the condition of man on earth, in order to see more clearly how necessary for him is the intercessory prayer of the Mother of God.

From the time when man lost his innocence, blessedness, and immortality, down to the present day he presents a terrifying picture of the miseries that torment him, inward and outward, of soul and of body, so that no one can fail to see that some heavy yoke lies on all the sons of Adam, from the day of their going forth from the womb of their mother to the day of their burial in the mother of all[1], that is, into the earth. Having long ago lost his blessed state, man now believes only faintly in the heavenly blessedness promised him, and refuses to understand that the present life is not life in the true sense of the word, because it is nothing more than preparation for life in heaven—and therefore he gives himself full license here, often making his life a spectacle of unruly passions; he plays with it as with a toy, never curious to learn what will become of it when it breaks; in general he does not use it as even the sound common sense of every person prescribes, which says that the life of a rational being must without fail have a rational, spiritual purpose. On the other hand, living for the most part amid sicknesses, sorrows, troubles, and exhausting cares that are of no use to the soul, he is often crushed beneath their burden, finding neither relief nor consolation. How necessary, and how consoling, in such a pitiable condition, it would be to find in heaven a person who cherished for us the most sincere and tender love, who had great power with God, and whose intercession would aid us, at our prayer, through the illumination of our mind by their heavenly light, in tearing ourselves away little by little from the earth; who would guide us toward salvation, forestall scandals and temptations, or help us overcome them, and would soften the cruelty of our sorrows, sicknesses, and other misfortunes.

Such a radiant person Christians do have—the Mother of God. Chosen above all the women of the world, wherever and whenever they may have lived, She naturally sympathizes with people as one who shares their nature and passions, and she sympathizes more not only than any person taken individually, but more than all people together, because no human heart is capable of loving all people with such a love as that with which the Mother of God loves us. Only the purest of hearts can love all people, and of all human beings no one had a heart purer than Mary’s. Sometimes we love a certain unfortunate person, yet cannot help him; to the sickness of compassion there is then added a new painful feeling: the impossibility of helping the one who suffers. With the Mother of God this cannot be. If She wishes to help the wretched person who turns with living faith to her intercession, then she cannot fail to help him. As the Mother of the almighty Son and God, She is, in a certain sense, almighty Herself. God has appointed to have mercy on us for her prayers infinitely more than for the prayers of all the other saints, on account of the very height of her ministration to the Mystery of redemption, and therefore He attends to every prayer of His all-pure Mother, since every prayer of hers is holy and pleasing to Him.

So then, do you wish to save your souls from eternal perdition, to be freed from slavery to the passions, to bear the illnesses, sorrows, and calamities of life with patience and lightness of heart? Then turn, all of you, brethren, with prayer to the Mother of God; ask for her lofty assistance, for her consolations; ask fervently, unceasingly, as if you saw her before your very eyes in her divine glory—and you will surely receive her help; she will surely overshadow you with her protection. You will see this yourselves, feel it, touch it; it will be so easy for you, so peaceful, so joyful. But if you do not receive it, blame yourselves; it means you prayed insincerely, unworthily. Who, brethren, is more able to intercede for us, who more able to hear our prayers, than the Mother of God? Though she is now in heaven, in all her heavenly glory, still she is from us, from our sinful earth; she lived here as we do, and also endured many griefs; how could she fail to hear us from there, fail to protect her own? Only, brethren, we must never forget that she is the All-Holy, and she does not love lawlessness. Therefore, as we ask in our prayers for her intercession with God on our behalf, let us strive to be far from every sin, as from a defilement that turns away from us both the eyes and the ears of the heavenly Protectress and draws down upon us the wrath of heaven.

Let us all, then, with a pure heart flee to her sovereign protection in our misfortunes, in our sorrows and illnesses, and place in her an unfailing hope. Let us, amid the calamities of life, prepare for that place where there are no calamities at all, where there is eternal joy and eternal peace; and it will be pleasing to the Queen of Heaven to save and shelter us from troubles and to guide us to the haven of heaven, eternally tranquil. Shelter us, O Lady, with your precious protection, and deliver us from every evil, entreating your Son, Christ our God, to save our souls. Amen.


[1] Sir 40:1.

From Death to Life

Homily for the twentieth Sunday after Pentecost

Young man, to you I say: arise (Lk 7:14)

In today’s Gospel you heard, beloved brethren, the account of how the Savior raised from the dead the only son of a widow who lived in the city of Nain[1].

Beloved brethren, we too are all of us dead in the spirit! Leave the dead to bury the dead that belong to them[2], the Lord said to one of His disciples, who asked Him for leave first to go and bury his father and only then to follow the Savior—that is, leave the people who are dead in soul, though alive in outward appearance, to go on burying their own dead, the dead of the body. You bear the name of one who is alive, but you are dead[3], the Lord says further in Revelation to a certain man who was, in appearance, devout. And so indeed we are dead in soul, brethren; and likewise the Lord often awakens our souls, made dead by sin, from the dead sleep of sin by His effectual, living word, by His all-effective grace; it is our souls that even now often hear His all-quickening word, like that young man who died in Nain: young man, to you I say: arise — and they rise at His voice.

The Lord touches our heart with His grace through the word of God preached in church, or through the kind counsel of those near and dear to us, or through a good thought that He sends into our soul darkened with sins—or He touches our sinful body with some illness He sends our way, or He visits us with losses of one kind or another—for instance, the loss of dear kindred, the loss of our property—or He threatened us with the near danger of suddenly losing our life on land or at sea, or in some other way He acted upon our soul with grace. And what then? We, the spiritually dead, very often came to life through this; that is, we began to sense the vanity and corruptibility of everything earthly, and the soul’s need for true, living faith in God and works of virtue, which we had formerly neglected; we began to repent from the heart of our past disorderly life; there appeared in us a contrite spirit and a humble heart; we were moved to compunction at the thought of God’s great longsuffering toward us; we counted ourselves the greatest of sinners, we mourned our straying from the path, and we firmly resolved, and began, to lead a life entirely different, one pleasing to God. And here it is that a miracle takes place, very much like the one that happened to the dead son of the widow of Nain. — The young man sat up: that is, our soul rises from the sleep of sin and begins to speak words of salvation — he began to speak — and the Lord gives her, raised up from spiritual death, to her mother, that is, to the holy Church, who is our mother, for spiritual nurture and for her guidance toward the life to come.

There, beloved brethren, is the wondrous resurrection from the dead, whose cause is the Lord alone. And it is higher and more beneficial than a resurrection of the body: for here it is the immortal soul, redeemed by the blood of the Son of God, that rises from death to life—not the corruptible body! God grant that there be many more such wonders with all of us.

Lord! You saw in the city of Nain a widow weeping bitterly, and just as then, moved with pity, You raised her son who was being carried out to burial; so likewise have mercy on me, O Lover of mankind, and raise up my soul slain by sins. Amen.


[1] Lk 7:11-16.

[2] Mt 8:22.

[3] Apok 3:1.

The Divine Protection

An instruction for the day of the Kazan Icon of the Mother of God

O fervent Protectress, Mother of the Lord Most High, entreat Your Son, Christ our God, on behalf of all, and enable all who take refuge in Your mighty protection to be saved (Troparion of the Kazan Icon of the Mother of God)

Hear, brothers and sisters, what the holy Church sings about our Most Holy Lady, the Queen Theotokos. The Church chants: «Our fervent Protectress, entreat Your Son, Christ our God, on behalf of all, and enable all who take refuge in Your mighty protection to be saved». These words of the Church, our most holy mother, about the Most Holy Mother of God are the purest truth; they tell what in fact goes on without ceasing, for the Most Holy Theotokos, in her maternal love for us, intercedes for us before the throne of God day and night: day and night You pray for us, holy Church says to her in the midnight service, and the scepters of kingdoms are made firm by Your prayers. Every one of you has often seen and still sees that the Most Holy Theotokos is depicted on icons either with both hands outstretched in supplication toward her Son and God, or with one hand stretched out to Him in prayer, for in this latter case she holds on her other arm her all-sovereign Son, who holds all creation in the hollow of His hand.[1] This visible image plainly shows us the invisible work that goes on without ceasing in the spiritual world, in heaven—the unsleeping prayer of the Mother of God for us before God; for heaven knows no nightly repose such as we have here on earth; there is eternal day, eternal wakefulness, eternal all-joyous praise of the Creator, unceasing prayer for us.

O, how comforting it is, my brothers, to think and to be certain that in heaven there is such an ever-present, fervent, and unsleeping Protectress and Intercessor for us sinners before God! What can She not obtain for the Christian race, which ever blesses, glorifies, and exalts Her? Yes, She can obtain everything—though only for those Christians who have not fallen asleep in the death of sin, who themselves stretch out their hands to Her with faith in a prayer for help, or in a prayer of praise and thanksgiving, who themselves strive to live in a Christian manner and to fulfill Christ’s commandments, and although they sin through human weakness and through some forgetfulness, they soon rise again, recognizing the deceit of sin, and take up once more their good works, their salvation. The prayers of the Mother of God greatly help such Christians; but the prayers of the Mother of God are not effectual for those negligent toward prayer and toward every good work, who through their negligence fall from one sin into another, from one vice into another, for the gifts of God’s grace are received by us through faith, through our own desire and seeking of them: God does not cast His pearls before swine, lest they trample them under their feet[2]. Yet what am I saying—that it is not effectual? No, the prayer of the Mother of God is effectual even for them, for She asks Her Son for them as well, that He may bear with them yet and again—will they not come to their senses from the sleep of sin, will they not come to know the abyss of evil in which they have sunk, will they not desire heavenly help, will they not sigh to God? And how many has She raised up by Her prayers from the depths of sin! – An example of this is Saint Mary of Egypt, who from a most great harlot became a most great righteous woman, equal to the angels in honor. It was precisely the prayers of the Mother of God that made her come to her senses from the sleep of sin, hasten to repentance, and resolve to change her life.

My brothers! The Most Holy Theotokos is our Queen and Mother by grace; She is the Mother full of love of the All-Creator and our Savior—according to His humanity; no one after the Savior loves people more than She does; no one grieves over them more than She does—no one is more concerned for their eternal salvation than She; how could She fail to pray for them like a mother, that they not be cast into hell and into the fire of Gehenna forever? And—I will add—how could we fail to pray for ourselves, how could we fail to take care of ourselves, of our eternal salvation, of eternal blessedness; and if She is our Queen and Mother, and the Mother of God, then let us honor Her as is due, not with our lips only, but especially by our deeds—with meekness, humility, self-restraint, purity, obedience to God, the keeping of His commandments, devotion to His will, patience. She is the head of the noetic edifice, that is, She is first in holiness and majesty in the Church of Christ, as Queen; but we too are members of the Church of Christ, even if we are weak; let us then strive to conduct ourselves worthily of so great a leader of ours—let us zealously strive, according to our strength, to imitate her meekness, humility, purity, devotion to the will of God, patience, and love for God and our neighbor. Let us not forget to have recourse more often to her sovereign protection with faith, hope, and love, and she will unceasingly intercede for all who take refuge with faith in her sovereign protection—for all who are in misfortunes and sorrows and sicknesses, burdened with many sins; for those who stand before her and pray to her with a soul filled with compunction and a contrite heart before her all-pure icon, with tears, and who place their hope in her irrevocably—beyond all doubt; she grants deliverance from every evil and bestows what is profitable to all, for she is the divine protection of her servants. Amen.


[1] Feast of the Circumcision of the Lord, sticheron at ‘Lord, I have cried’.

[2] Mt 7:6.

The Word of God and Its Hearers

A homily for the twenty-first Sunday after Pentecost

In today’s Gospel there was read, beloved brothers, a most instructive parable of the Savior about the sower and the seed. In this parable, as in all the teaching of Christ the Savior, you plainly see, brothers, God, who sees through the heart of every man, or, as Holy Scripture says, who searches our hearts and inward parts[1] — everything in them that is hidden, sometimes even unknown to ourselves, all their spiritual windings and hidden corners, all their unrighteousness or righteousness. This parable of God the Savior condemns some of us and plunges them into shame and disgrace, while it praises others and brings peace and God’s blessing into their hearts. What is at stake, brothers, is the hearing of the word of God. So then, be attentive, beloved! The Knower of hearts looks upon you and awaits fruit from His word, preached to you through me, humble and deeply sinful as I am. Your own profit requires that you accept this word with all your heart and keep it in it forever, as a guide for the time to come in hearing the word of God in church.

The sower, beloved brothers, is Jesus Christ; the seed means the word of God, and the earth is the human heart; a good heart is good earth, while an evil, impure heart, crushed beneath the passions, is bad earth. So, some are inattentive listeners, distracted, who do not stand in awe before the word of God as they ought to stand in awe of it; and it is to just such listeners that Satan comes secretly into their hearts at the very time they are listening, and, like a thief among careless householders, carries off the word of God from their hearts—so that they may not believe and be saved. This is the word of God sown beside the road. Learn from this, then, with what deep attention, with what undoubting faith one must hear the saving and living word of God. The enemy is forever on the watch to see whether he can somehow make someone inattentive to the word of God, whether he can destroy in someone’s heart all faith in it, so that they may not, through faith in the word of God, repent of their sins and be saved. During the reading or the preaching of the word of God, press your whole mind into your heart, and with open, believing hearts, with humility, listen to it for the salvation of your souls; and drive away thoughts of doubt and any other troubled or impure thoughts and feelings as the devil’s seed.

Others gladly listen to the word of God with attention, but here is the sorrow: they turn out to be frivolous, impatient, self-loving, inconstant; when circumstances are favorable they believe, but when they are unfavorable they abandon their faith; these are people who have not rooted faith within themselves; they are the seed that fell on the rock. But faith proclaims that only the one who endures to the end shall be saved[2], while for the cowardly and the unbelieving, and the unclean and all liars, their portion is in the lake burning with fire and sulfur[3]. And by the common consciousness of mankind, is it not right, beloved brethren, to demand that a person remain faithful to the end to the one to whom he gave a sworn oath to be faithful to the death, especially if the oath of fidelity was given by him to a person who stands wholly in our love and complete reverence? If to an earthly tsar we give a sworn vow to serve him to the last drop of blood, and we consider it a disgrace not to keep our vow, and we remain faithful to him to the death, then how shall we not be faithful to the death to God the Savior, Who, having taken our nature upon Himself, poured out for us all His blood to the last drop, and to Whom we gave the pledge of our fidelity at baptism? O, let us not fall away from our Lord and Redeemer, whatever misfortune may befall us! For where shall we hide from Him? What shall we find without Him? He has the words of eternal life[4].

But there are also hearers of the word of God whose heart is burdened with the cares of this life, with attachment to wealth, and who is given over to the pleasures of life: they listen to the word of God, understand it, and seem to take it to heart; but when they leave the church, at once the cares of this life assail them, or the deceitfulness of wealth, or the pleasures of this life entice them: and so the word of God, which had barely obtained a narrow place in the heart, is choked by this, as by a leaden weight of the cares of this life, of attachment to wealth, and of the pleasures of temporal life; and alas, once again there is no fruit for eternal life, because the man strives to gather fruit for temporal life. Alas, beloved brothers, hearers of the word of God of this kind are the most numerous in our churches. Admit that many of you come to church with worldly distraction, with thoughts of satisfying your everyday needs—yes, if only it were even needs—but often of satisfying your passions and lusts; and so, when the sermon begins, you begin, apparently, to listen; the sermon ends, and your cherished thoughts and desires take possession of you, and you remain without fruit from the word of God. It even happens that passions and lusts drive you out of the church during the very preaching of the word of God, and you flee from the words of eternal life. O, may this never happen again in the future!

Finally, glory to God, there have been at all times, and there are now, listeners of just this kind who hear the word of God with a good and honest heart—wholly devoted to God and to His holy word—who live without attaching their heart to earthly things, without being weighed down by worldly cares, because they do not consider it necessary to kill the time given them for preparing for the heavenly fatherland on murderous and petty concerns about clothing, food and drink. It is precisely these listeners who, having heard the word of God with attention, keep it in their heart and strive patiently in their life, awaiting the coming Kingdom of God, until death at last opens the door into it for them. I know that such listeners are also among you, beloved brethren. May the peace and blessing of God rest upon you, and may the Lord vouchsafe you His heavenly Kingdom.

Beloved brethren! During the reading or preaching of the word of God, guard yourself with the utmost care against being distracted, and never sow upon thorns—that is, upon hearts overgrown with passions and desires. Hear all the word of God with a good and honest heart—that is, with a heart of living faith, of good and holy thoughts. Amen.


[1] Ps 7:10.

[2] Mt 10:22.

[3] Apok 21:8.

[4] Jn 6:68.

The Rich Man and Poor Lazarus

A Sermon for the Twenty-Second Sunday After Pentecost

In today’s Gospel, beloved brothers and sisters, the visible inequality of station and manner of life among people in this present, temporary life is depicted by our Lord Jesus Christ Himself, and corresponding to it, the inequality of the lot of people in the other life after death, which has no end. This Gospel is instructive in the highest degree for all of us, for people of every station and rank. The account concerns a certain rich man, whose name is not mentioned, and a certain poor man, named Lazarus[1].

Who, then, is this ill-fated rich man, that luxurious merry-maker who inherited eternal torment? Judging by the fact that he calls Abraham father, and that the Scriptures of Moses and the prophets were known to him and his brothers, we should conclude that the rich man was of Hebrew race and law, a descendant of Abraham. In what did his sin, his guilt consist—the guilt for which he so unexpectedly fell into hell? The Gospel says that he was rich; but without doubt it was not wealth that was the cause of so terrible a torment as the rich man endured in hell; Abraham in his time was a very wealthy man, yet riches did not hinder him from being a friend of God, because he welcomed strangers and was hospitable, and was in all things faithful and obedient to God. It is said further that he was clothed in purple and fine linen, that is, in a purely royal fashion, and feasted brilliantly every day. On the face of it, there would seem to be no special guilt in this either; a rich man who has thousands, perhaps millions, of money and vast estates—why should he not dress in silk and velvet? And in our own day this is not even counted a special luxury, though fine linen at that time was extraordinarily costly. It is said further that he feasted brilliantly every day—that is, he ate and drank and made merry with his friends and flatterers; but even in our enlightened age frequent banquets and costly dinners are in widespread use, and those who arrange them do not imagine that by doing so they sin grievously and will fall into hell, especially if they forget the poor.

Let us go further, and seek out the guilt of the rich merry-maker. What does the Gospel say? There was a certain beggar, named Lazarus, who lay at his gate covered with sores, and longed to be fed with the crumbs that fell from the rich man’s table; and the dogs came and licked his sores. Here is the rich man’s true guilt, the guilt that makes him guilty even of his luxurious dressing and his daily rich feasts: this guilt is hard-heartedness and mercilessness toward the poor, which arose in him from his passion for luxury and prodigality, for an idle and merry life. At the very gates of his house lies poor Lazarus, covered with sores; a beggar like this, by his very appearance and condition alone, ought to have stirred up compassion and mercy, ought to have called the rich man to his aid; but the rich man, seeing him, seems not to see him, and shows him not the slightest compassion: he is taken up with his feasts; the dogs are more compassionate than he—they come and lick the pus from Lazarus’s sores. Lazarus longed to be fed with the crumbs from the rich man’s table; that is, nothing at all was given to him from the rich feast. For this very hard-heartedness and mercilessness the rich man was sent after death into hell; while Lazarus, for his bitter suffering and his uncomplaining patience, for his honorable poverty and deprivations, was counted worthy of Abraham’s bosom, of everlasting rest and blessedness.

What lesson does this portrayal of the rich man and the poor man give us—this description of their life and condition on earth, and of their lot immediately after death? First of all, the lesson that wealth and poverty, health and sickness, joy and sorrows—everything here below passes away and vanishes soon enough; but the deeds of men, their vices and their virtues, do not die: they pass with them into eternity, and there they will either acquit or condemn them before the Judge of all the thoughts and deeds of men, and either lead them into paradise or cast them down into the abysses of the nethermost hell, out of which there will be no way out for all eternity. Therefore, beloved brothers and sisters, let us not be hardhearted and unmerciful toward the poor when we ourselves have plenty; let us not grow haughty in wealth and abundance, but let us share with the poor according to our means, so that, if we should fall short in good deeds, they may receive us into the eternal dwellings[2], in the words of our Savior. See how, after the deaths of Lazarus and the rich man, the lot and condition of each suddenly changes! The poor man died, and was carried away by the angels into the bosom of Abraham. What honor, what love for him on the part of the dwellers of heaven! The angels of heaven—those faithful friends of those who are faithful to God—carry him and escort him into paradise as a fellow citizen of their own. The rich man also died, and they buried him; and in Hades, being in torments, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far away, and Lazarus in his bosom. What a spectacle! Lazarus, the poor sick man once despised by the wealthy man, is now in a place of light, of coolness, of blessedness, while the rich man himself is in Hades, in torment. No help comes to him from anywhere. And where are his table companions and his flatterers? Perhaps they, too, are in Hades? You know what comes next: the rich man begged Abraham to send Lazarus to dip the tip—just the tip—of his finger in water and cool his tongue, this pleasure-loving tongue, now terribly burning and parched. But the rich man is refused even in this. True, Abraham calls him child, just as the former rich man had called him father—yet this word, child, served only as a reproach to the rich man, who had not done the deeds of Abraham, who had not possessed his self-restraint and his hospitality. What, then, was the reason for the refusal of a drop of water? It is this: that the rich man received his good things during his lifetime, and Lazarus—the evil. What good of his own? The one he considered good: that is, he ate, and drank, and dressed handsomely, and made merry, while he gave no thought to God or to what pleases Him, did no good deeds—which means he lived like a beast without reason, taking no care for his immortal soul. Consequently, for what he had lived for, that is what he received; in what he considered his good, in that he took his delight; for eternity he prepared nothing, not a single good deed, did not acquire any desire or need for spiritual and eternal blessings, proved a stranger to love for God and for his neighbor—and there is nothing for him to do in paradise, a place only for the righteous and for those who love God and one another with pure love. Lazarus, on the other hand, in the crucible of sickness and deprivation was cleansed from his sins and bore the punishment for them in the very sickness and deprivations; for this, says Abraham, he is comforted here, while you suffer.

So suddenly the roles of each of them were reversed—and immediately after the death of each. O, how inconstant, insecure, and unreliable is everything earthly! How lasting and eternal is virtue, and its reward! Furthermore, Abraham presents to the rich man another reason why Lazarus cannot come to him—to the former rich man—and give him even the slightest comfort—just a drop of water on the tip of a finger—namely, that between those confined in hell and those dwelling in Paradise a chasm has been fixed that can never be crossed. This was bound to strike the rich man with a new horror of hopelessness in receiving mercy, a horror of despair, and now he asks Abraham not for himself, but for his brothers—that Abraham would send Lazarus to them to bear witness to the actual existence of hell and of eternal torment in its flame, and to the existence of Paradise—the everlasting dwelling and place of joy for those who have lived holy or who have endured punishment for their sins and repented. But the former rich man is refused even this; he is told instead that his brothers should listen to Moses and the prophets, that is, that they should read and obey their Scriptures. The rich man again begged Abraham for the same thing, and he received another refusal: they would not believe even if someone rose from the dead, and would not accept the existence of eternal torments and eternal life, if they did not listen to Moses and the prophets, who spoke by the Holy Spirit. A good and instructive lesson for all the senseless clever ones of today, who do not believe in the existence of human souls after death, in the actual existence of eternal fire, in the eternity of the torments of unrepentant sinners, and in the blessedness of the age to come. They, too, would like the dead to come to them more often and convince them of the truth of what is said in the Gospel—but the dead will not come to them to convince them of what the eternal Truth Himself—Christ our God—once for all declared; and if they wish to change their way of thinking and living and attain eternal life, then let them diligently read and listen to the Gospel and carry out what is written in it. Such is the brief discourse on today’s Gospel. Ponder what is written in it, and with your whole heart believe everything written in it. For not one jot shall pass away from what Truth Itself—Christ—has spoken, and all will be fulfilled[3]. Amen.


[1] Lk 16:19-31.

[2] Lk 16:9.

[3] Mt 5:18.

The Gadarene Demoniac

A Sermon for the Twenty-Third Sunday after Pentecost

And when He (Jesus Christ) came out onto the land, there met Him a certain man from the city who had been possessed by demons for many years, and wore no clothing, and did not live in a house, but in the tombs (Lk 8:27)

Have you heard, beloved brethren, the Gospel account read today about the demoniac in the country of the Gadarenes and his healing by Jesus Christ? – You heard how the demons tormented the unfortunate man, and how he wretchedly dragged out his miserable life? You saw the divine power of Jesus Christ over the demons, over a whole legion of them, that is, over several thousand that had entered into the unfortunate man? You saw the sudden destruction of a multitude of animals, the so-called unclean ones, into which the demons entered by the Savior’s permission[1]? – Let us look carefully into this account and take a lesson from it: it was told for our instruction. There were demoniacs in former times; there are demoniacs even now; only now – in the time of the new grace – the demons act more covertly and more cunningly than in that old time, when their power and authority over people had not yet been solemnly crushed, and they had far more room in the world. Even now, however, there are very, very many people in a frenzy. Which of us does not know today’s kind of demoniacs, or frenzied drunkards? Do not be surprised that I call drunkards demoniacs: they truly are such. Who has not heard, and who does not know, how they – if they are men with families – torment and torture – I do not even speak of themselves – their wives, and, if there are children, alas, their children as well; so that, under the action of the demons, they often either throw themselves into the noose or drive their wives and children to death by their beatings and abuse; and what, what does some wretched woman not endure from a drunken husband, or children from a drunken father! There would be no strength enough to weep over the misfortunes in the house where a drunkard takes up residence; a hell, a true hell comes to be there; every day tears and groans. The drunkard drinks every day and drags everything out of the house to drink it away. O, terrible passion! Terrible frenzy! Who is at fault here? Certainly the drunkard himself, who reached this demonic state through his greed for wine. Every sick person can be treated, but a drunkard cannot be treated by anything at all unless he himself firmly resolves to give up drunkenness and turns with all his heart to the help of the Lord Jesus Christ, Who alone by His grace can heal this terrible, deadly passion. I have had occasion to see many drunkards; among them I have seen some completely healed by the grace of Christ, to whose help they themselves fervently resorted; but many I have seen – and you have seen as well – perishing by a terrible end, without repentance, by suicide or by drinking themselves to death.

So, I say, I have seen many drunkards completely healed by the grace of Christ, which they sincerely sought and which they received, and this gives me occasion to say, for the edification of all drunkards: earnestly seek help from the Savior, and He will certainly save you; He will drive out of you the demonic host which has taken up its dwelling in you because of your intemperance, your neglect of yourself, your laziness and coldness toward prayer, your little faith and unbelief, your departure from God and from the Church… But I have also seen true demoniacs, in whom demons had entered, by the unsearchable judgments of God, and produced in them derangement of mind, uttering through them terrible blasphemies and foul speech; I saw how dreadfully they threw one wretched man from corner to corner, or made him climb the wall, and so on. Such people, I think—together with the apostle—God has handed over to Satan for the wearing away of the flesh, so that the spirit may attain salvation[2]. But such demoniacs were, of course, in a state of non-accountability: they did not know what they were doing. But drunkards are held answerable for their actions: for they are not deprived of understanding or freedom of action, and they will be called to account for their drunkenness and their disgraceful acts. Drunkards will not be heirs of the kingdom of God[3].

But there is, brothers, another kind of raving. These are wicked, irritable, wrathful people. Have you seen wrathful, angry, wicked people? How ugly they are in their anger! And Scripture says: A furious man is not comely[4]. How deformed their whole face becomes! What gleaming eyes, like those of savage beasts, in which malice and fury are visible! We are all irritable at times, we are all prone to anger, and therefore all of us must in repentance ask the Lord for a spirit of meekness, humility, and patience. Do not avenge yourselves, beloved, exhorts the apostle, but yield place to the wrath of God; for it is written: Vengeance belongs to Me, I Myself will repay, says the Lord[5]. There are still several more kinds of quiet—silent or evil-speaking—frenzy: such is the frenzy of envious people, whom another’s happiness or well-being devours, and who either suffer in soul in silence as they see the happiness of those near them, or revile and slander those whom they envy.

There is the frenzy of misers, greedy for money, who for the sake of gain and its multiplication are ready for every kind of injustice, and who over its loss are ready to lay violent hands on themselves, and in whom demons have so hardened the heart that they are not moved by any calamity, neither private nor public; who, seeing the hungry, the naked, the sick, the maimed, pass them by every day and will not give a single kopeck, even though their treasuries are overflowing with the gifts of God. Is this not madness, even though those afflicted with it calmly pass the unfortunate by every day and do not count it a sin?

There is the frenzy of fleshly passion: those possessed by it fall into despondency and despair if their passions are not satisfied, or they resolve upon the most shameful actions for the sake of satisfying it, or not infrequently even upon suicide itself. So that this or other frenzied passions may not overcome us, we must curb them at their very beginning; when they have grown strong, it is then extremely difficult to master them, and without the aid of grace it is altogether impossible.

There is also the mania for card playing, when people calmly pass evenings and nights over their cards, killing their precious time, and pay no heed to the works of God, give no attention to their own soul or to its salvation, and take no care at all for repentance and virtue.

There is the mania, or passion, for spectacles. There are people who rave about the theater both awake and in their sleep, who applaud theatrical celebrities until they grow weary, while they step into church only once or twice a year—and even then only in order to yawn.

There is the mania of fearfulness, of vain fear, when a man is afraid of those like himself, or fears everything around him, suspects everyone of evil designs, or generally presumes unkind thoughts and intentions in all;—there is the mania of fastidiousness, when people consider everyone and everything unclean—and they wash ten or twenty times over some object that an outsider has touched.

There is also in people a mania, or demon frenzy, that fears or turns away from the church, from the divine services, from psalmody and the reading of the word of God, from what is holy in general: for anything in the world you cannot persuade them to come to church; lead them there, and they will tear themselves away and run off, or excuse themselves under all sorts of plausible pretexts:—such is the estrangement there can be from God and from His holy temple!—To this same category belongs the demon frenzy of nihilism, which rejects everything holy, all the truths of revelation… everything that is dear to a rational being, especially to Christians, everything that consoles, strengthens, adorns, and exalts man. There is the demon frenzy of foul speech, which defiles the heart and soul and mouth of those who use filthy language, seen chiefly among the common folk and especially among the lower military ranks.

What a number of different kinds of demon frenzy, or mania, there are in people! And even these are not all of them: for sinful frenzy has countless kinds, and the hydra of sin is many-headed. How then shall we be healed of this moral sickness, how shall we be saved from this many-headed monster, so as not to become the prey of the cunning of the deceitful, wicked, impure, and foul demons? Only by humble faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, who trampled down the power of the devil, by sincere and deep repentance, by prayer and fasting. This kind goes out only by prayer and fasting[6], says the Lord. For this very purpose, among others, the fasts were instituted by the holy Church, so that Christians might have in them a weapon against the devil and his countless wiles.

And so this fast too the holy Church has sent to our aid, beginning yesterday. Let us accept this remedy of the Church willingly, and to the best of our strength let us keep the fasts, that we may crucify the flesh together with its passions and lusts. Amen.


[1] Lk 8:26-39.

[2] 1Cor 5:5.

[3] 1Cor 6:10.

[4] Prov 11:25.

[5] Rom 12:19.

[6] Mt 17:21.

Where to Seek Help During Illness?

A Homily for the Twenty-Fourth Sunday after Pentecost

In today’s Gospel it was told of two miraculous acts of kindness bestowed by our Savior upon the woman with the issue of blood and upon Jairus, the ruler of the Jewish synagogue: the first the Lord healed in a single instant—through her touching of His garment; for the other He raised from the dead his only daughter, twelve years of age.

In this Gospel account, instructive for us, first of all, is the faith of Jairus, the ruler of the synagogue. His only daughter is at the point of death, and he turns with a request for help not to the physicians, but to Jesus Christ, believing that He can heal her with a single word. So also you, my brothers: when you fall ill, or when your wife or children fall ill, or anyone among your relatives, acquaintances, or servants falls ill, first of all turn in prayer for help to Jesus Christ, the Physician of our souls and bodies, swift to come to the aid of all who flee to Him with faith; invite to your home a spiritual father with the divine Mysteries of the Body and Blood of the Lord, and believe that, like Jairus, you will not be put to shame in your hope. How many examples there have been even in the course of my own spiritual ministrations of sick people who first turned for help to God, who fled to repentance and Communion, and who quickly recovered after partaking of the holy Mysteries! I can name for you many who were made worthy of so great a mercy of God. The faith of the Jairus mentioned in the Gospel in the divine Wonderworker did not put him to shame: do not fear; only believe — the Lord said to him, when word was brought to Jairus that his daughter had died — and she will be saved; and he, at the Lord’s word, believed without doubting that his daughter would be raised, and he did indeed see her raised. So, when your soul, my brother, has been made dead by sin, by the passions, has fallen into the depths of evils, do not despair of your salvation, but believe that the Lord, who came into the world to save sinners, can save you also and raise you up out of the depths of sin; rouse yourself from the sleep of sin; Rise up, you who sleep, and rise from the dead, and Christ will enlighten you[1].

Further, instructive in this Gospel story is the faith of the woman who had suffered from a flow of blood for twelve years; instructive too are the circumstances of her afflicted condition. This woman, as another Evangelist relates, before touching the Savior’s garment, said to herself that if she only touched His garment, she would be healed, and with such faith she touched the hem of His garment and was immediately healed; whereas before this, though she had been treated by physicians for nearly twelve years and had spent all her possessions on them, she had received no benefit from any of them, but had instead grown even worse. How many Christians there are even now who, in their illness, turn only to physicians, forgetting to turn to Jesus Christ, who makes physicians wise—especially those who believe in Him—and who, like the woman with the flow of blood, remain ill and under treatment for a long time and hand over to the physicians nearly all that they possess, and still receive no benefit, or only a little, when, if soon after falling ill they had turned to the Savior and invited His minister to come to them with the life-giving Mysteries and had partaken of the life-giving food, they would soon have received healing and would have glorified the Lord for His power and goodness. But for their little faith they are punished with the length of their illness and with the spending of their property on medicines and on physicians.

It is remarkable that the woman with the flow of blood was healed the moment she touched the Savior’s garment. This serves as an image of our spiritual healing. Our souls are healed instantly when we call upon the all-saving name of Jesus Christ with faith and in repentance, or when we partake of the all-pure Body and Blood of the Savior: what life, sweetness, and peace suddenly spread through the soul and body after the communion of the holy Mysteries! The flow of sinful thoughts and passions is stopped in an instant; holy, heavenly thoughts take their place; the soul becomes entirely sound and with joy glorifies the Lord, the Giver of Life. So, so touch the Lord with heartfelt faith and repentance; so partake of the Body and Blood of the Savior, and you shall be healed. But how few there are who touch the Savior sincerely, who partake of His Body and Blood sincerely, with deep faith and ardent love! During holy Great Lent, on the Saturdays at the Liturgies, the people press around and crowd the Lord in His holy Mysteries, seeking to partake of the all-pure Body and Blood of the Lord; but how many receive Him with the faith with which the woman we have spoken of touched Him? I think that even now the Lord would ask these communicants: who among you touched Me? that is, who among you touched Me with faith and received through faith the power that went out of Me—the power that cleanses, sanctifies, brings peace, enlightens, and strengthens? Are there not many who commune without living faith and, after communing, go away just as spiritually sick as they were before, and sometimes even worse? But those who commune with living faith receive the cleansing of their sins and the peace of their conscience; for in their conscience they clearly hear the voice of the Savior: take courage, O man! your faith has saved you; go in peace.

What else in the Gospel reading proposed to you is worthy of your attention? Here is one more thing to take note of: when the Lord saw the weeping and wailing relatives and friends of the dead daughter of Jairus, He said: do not weep; she has not died, she is asleep. These words are most consoling for us. The Lord, the Giver of Life, calls our death a sleep. Why? Because there will be a general resurrection of the dead, like a general awakening from sleep—and this by virtue of His death and resurrection: for Christ has risen from the dead, the firstfruits of the dead[2], as all die because of Adam, so all will come to life because of Christ. But what came of it when Jesus Christ called the maiden’s death a sleep (she has not died, she is asleep)? They mocked Him, knowing that she had died. That is not surprising: they did not yet know the mystery of the resurrection. But it is astonishing how some today can jeer when they hear about the resurrection—today, when the resurrection of the dead has become for us as undoubted as the present day is undoubted. Still, let us not marvel: such is the behavior of those who are Christians only in name, but pagans in deed—slaves of the belly and of unrighteous wealth, worshipers of this present world, for whom there is no higher pleasure than the pleasure of the palate as it savors sweet dishes and drinks, no higher pleasure, that is, than offering worship to the golden calf. But their end will be according to their deeds. And let us look upon the majestic spectacle of our Life-Giver raising the daughter of Jairus.

After sending out of the room where the dead girl lay everyone except Peter, James and John, and the girl’s father and mother, He took her by the hand and cried aloud: Maiden! Rise. And what happened? She rose at once, and He gave orders that she be given something to eat. Here, brethren, is an image of our future resurrection: the dead will hear a voice like this of the Son of God at the second coming of the Son of God, and hearing it they will come to life — and those who have done good will go out into the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil into the resurrection of judgment[3]. Here is a lesson for you about the resurrection: take it firmly to heart; remember that you will rise again. And is that all? No—but live also in a Christian way, so as to attain a blessed resurrection: be temperate and chaste, patient, free of malice, humble, forbearing, merciful, of one mind. Urge one another on, and draw one another into the kingdom of heaven. Amen.


[1] Eph 5:14.

[2] 1Cor 15:20.

[3] Jn 5:29.

The House of God

A Sermon on the Day of the Entry of the Most Holy Theotokos Into the Temple

With faith let us praise Mary the Maiden of God: for today she is led into the Holy of Holies to be brought up for the Lord (the ikos at Matins)

Today, my brethren, the holy Church celebrates the solemn Entry of the three-year-old Maiden Mary—the blessed daughter of her righteous parents Joachim and Anna—into the temple of Jerusalem, to be brought up for the Lord. The high priest, the elder Zacharias, received her with befitting priestly solemnity as she was accompanied by young maidens, and led her, at the prompting of the Spirit of God, into the innermost part of the temple, into the Holy of Holies, where the high priest himself entered only once a year and where the Lord Himself, the Holy One of the holy, made His dwelling—for she was to be His Mother according to the flesh.

How did the Most Blessed Virgin spend her time in the temple? Taught by the Holy Spirit Himself, through the mediation of maidens, in Hebrew writing and in prayer, She passed her time in prayer, in reading the word of God—as you see on the icon of the Annunciation—in godly meditation, and in handiwork. Her love for converse with God and for reading the word of God was so great that she forgot about food and drink, and the Archangel, by God’s command, brought Her heavenly food, as the Church sings in her stichera for today’s feast.

What a beautiful example for fathers and mothers and their children, for Christian maidens and young men! And they are obliged, as followers of the Lord Jesus Christ, as servants of the heavenly Queen, the Theotokos, and of the mistress of inward instruction—the Church to which they belong—to imitate, according to their strength, Her ardent love for God, Her zeal for reading the word of God, for prayer, for godly meditation, for abstinence, for industriousness! If we do not wish in vain to be called spiritual members of the Church of Christ—of this holy House of God, whose Queen and Mother is the Most Holy Virgin Theotokos—then the same mind must also be at work in us as in Her, the Queen Mother. May Her children be of one spirit with Her by grace! May they learn from Her how one must love the Lord, their Creator, above all things in the world, above father and mother, above all their kindred; how diligently to study the word of God—which, unhappily, is not seen among those who call themselves disciples, men and women, of Jesus Christ—with what heartfelt ardor of love to pray to the Lord, how to give oneself over to Him with all one’s heart, how to entrust one’s whole destiny to Him, the all-wise and all-good Providence; with what purity, meekness, humility, and patience to clothe and adorn oneself at all times—instead of the vain adornments of this adulterous, sinful world, which knows no measure of luxury and refinement in bodily attire—how to love dwelling with God and with the saints better than to live in the tents of sinners[1].

Since the Most Holy Virgin was brought into the temple to be raised for the Lord, let us now speak of the benefit and the necessity of visiting the church of God, as the house of God and the place of our upbringing for our heavenly homeland. We are called Christians, and all of us are summoned by Jesus Christ to a heavenly homeland—to be citizens of heaven, heirs of God, and co-heirs with Christ. Our calling is a very exalted one, and our duties are likewise most weighty; we must be of a spirit that is elevated, holy, meek, and humble. And who will show us in what our Christian calling consists and what its duties are, what kind of spirit we ought to have, and how we ought to conduct ourselves in the various circumstances of life? Who will impart to us the strength to live according to the Spirit of Christ—in holiness? The Church provides all this for us; we can obtain these spiritual powers in the church of God through the Mysteries. Here a heavenly, unearthly spirit hovers; here is the school of Jesus Christ, in which the future citizens of heaven are brought up; here you receive heavenly lessons from the Divine Teacher, Jesus Christ, and from the Holy Spirit in the Gospel; heavenly food and heavenly drink; clothing that is spiritual and heavenly; and the full armor of the spirit against the enemies of salvation; here you receive the peace that is above the heavens, so necessary in our spiritual pursuits and in our spiritual upbringing, together with strength for spiritual labors and for the struggle against sin. Here we learn sweet communion with our heavenly Father and with the all-pure Queen, the Theotokos, with the Angels of the Lord and with the saints; we learn how to pray and for what to pray. Here you will find examples of all the Christian virtues in the saints whom the Church glorifies day by day. Here, gathering together in the house of God as children of one heavenly Father, as members of the mystical Body of Christ, we learn to love one another as member loves member, as members of Christ, as Christ Himself. Do you see how profitable, how necessary it is for a Christian to visit the church of God—this school of faith and piety established by God—this sacred treasury of Divine powers for life and piety[2], this treasury of all the Mysteries of Christ!

But the benefit and necessity of visiting the church of God for a Christian becomes all the more evident when the church is compared with the vain world, in which we like to spend our time more than in the church. What do you encounter in the world, and what in the church? In the world—vanity at almost every step, spiritual delusion, vice; in the church—only truth, holiness, and every virtue; in the world—decay, sin, and death; in the church—the incorruption of the saints and eternal life. Outside the church you see objects of worldly vanity that feed the craving of the flesh, the craving of the eyes, and the pride of life[3]; you see the things by which people are continually beguiled and taken captive, and because of which they neglect the commandments of God their Creator and Savior; for example, here—in this building every variety of fabric of every color has taken up residence: these fabrics are the object of adoration for the daughters of men; by them they live, by them they are animated, by them they rejoice, but not by God. Here too various articles of silver and gold dazzle with their brilliance, beguiling the eyes of the admirers of everything gleaming and beautiful. In a word—in the world, wherever you turn your attention, almost everywhere you see only decay, only vanity and sin; everywhere there is the earthly and the worldly, idle and vain conversations, and vain deeds—almost nothing that calls to mind heaven, or God, or the life there. Only in the homes of pious people do the icons of the Lord Jesus Christ, of His most pure Mother, and of His saints remind those who understand that we are Christians and members of Christ, members of His kingdom, and that we await the resurrection of the dead and the life of the age to come, in which we shall be united with the Lord and with the saints, having cleansed ourselves here of every defilement of flesh and spirit.

So you see what a difference there is between the temple, or house of God, and the world. You see how beneficial and necessary it is for a Christian to attend the temple of God, so as to bring himself up for the heavenly homeland, to instill the spirit of Christ within himself, and to form within himself heavenly, holy ways! For where else but in God’s temple will you hear the word of God? Where, apart from the temple, will the mysteries of the faith be administered to you? From where will you take the strength to live as a Christian? Everything is in the temple, and comes from the temple. Love, then, to attend God’s temple, and prepare out of yourselves a temple for God, and be yourselves as living stones built up into a spiritual temple, a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ[4]. Parents, teachers, and relatives of children: let them take or send them to the temple more often, and without fail on all Sundays and feast days—to public prayer, and not to the theater, not to evening parties, where youth comes to know so early what it ought never to have come to know. In the temple they will often hear the name of the Lord; they will learn the great truths of the creation of the world and of man, of the fall and the redemption of man; they will come to know the Savior, the Mother of God, will learn the names of the saints, about the resurrection of the dead, the future judgment, the life to come, and the eternal torments of sinners; and they will learn from the Spirit of God to be good Christians—and this is more precious than anything in the world. Amen.


[1] Ps 83:11.

[2] 2Pet 1:3.

[3] 1Jn 2:16.

[4] 1Pet 2:5.

On the Love of God and Neighbor

A lesson for the twenty-fifth Sunday after Pentecost.

In the Gospel read today[1], our Savior God has settled a question of the utmost importance for all of us: what are we to do to inherit eternal life? This question was put to the Lord by a certain Jewish lawyer, who said: «What am I to do to inherit eternal life»? The Lord pointed him to the law given by God to the Jews through Moses: «What is written in the law? How do you read it? He said in reply: Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your understanding, and your neighbor as yourself. Jesus said to him: Your answer is right; do so, and you will live», that is, eternally. «But he, wishing to justify himself», that is, esteeming himself, like the other Pharisees, to be a righteous man who had fulfilled the law as he understood it—one-sidedly, incorrectly—said to Jesus: «And who is my neighbor?», supposing that one ought to count as a neighbor only a Jew, and not every human being.

By the parable of the man left mangled by robbers and of the merciful Samaritan, who took the most heartfelt and active part in helping him, the Lord showed that every person must be regarded as our neighbor, whoever he may be, even if he is our enemy, and especially when he is in need of help. So, then, in order to obtain eternal life, diligent fulfillment of the two chief commandments is required—to love God with all your heart and your neighbor as yourself. But since the whole law consists in these two commandments, it is absolutely necessary to explain them, so that we may know clearly what love for God and for our neighbor consists in. So, with God’s help, let us proceed to the explanation. Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind, that is, with your whole being: surrender yourself to God with all your powers; dedicate your entire self to Him without the slightest deficiency; do not divide yourself between God and the world; do not live—only in part for God and His law, and in part for the world, for the flesh full of many passions, for sin and the devil—but dedicate your whole self to God; be entirely God’s, entirely holy in your whole life. Following the example of the Holy One who called you (God), be holy yourselves in all your conduct[2], says the holy apostle Peter.

Let us explain this commandment by examples. Suppose you are praying to God. If you love God with all your heart, then you will pray to Him always with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength, with all your mind; you will never be distracted, lazy, careless, or cold in prayer; you will not give place in your heart, during prayer, to any worldly cares and anxieties: you will cast aside every worldly care, you will cast all your sorrow upon the Lord, for He cares for you, as the Apostle says. Strive to grasp the prayer, the service of God, in its fullness, in all its depth. If you love God with all your soul, then you will repent to God sincerely of your sins; you will offer Him deep repentance every day, for every day you sin much. You will repent, that is, condemn yourself for your sins with all your heart, with all your strength, with all your mind; you will convict yourself with utterly unsparing severity, with complete sincerity; you will offer God a full confession, the sacrifice of a whole burnt offering of your sins, so that not a single sin remains unrepented, unmourned. Thus, to love God with all your heart means to love with all your heart and all your strength His righteousness, His law, and to hate with all your heart every unrighteousness, every sin; to fulfill righteousness with all your heart and all your strength, to do good, and with all your heart and all your strength to flee evil, that is, every sin; to give no place in your heart to any sin, not for a single minute, not for a single instant; that is, not to consent to it, not to sympathize with it, not to make peace with it, but to be constantly, eternally at enmity with sin, to wage war against it, and thus to be a brave and victorious warrior of Christ our God.

Or let us take another example: suppose you are persecuted for piety, for truth, for virtue; if you love God, then you will not depart from piety, from truth, from virtue for a single minute, even if this devotion to truth should bring with it the loss of some advantages; for truth itself, or faithfulness to God and to His truth, is the greatest advantage for us, and God can reward faithfulness to His truth a hundredfold, both in this age and in the age to come. An example of this is the righteous Joseph, son of the Old Testament patriarch Jacob, and many righteous people in the New Testament. Thus, to love God with all your heart means to contend for God, for His truth, with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength, and with all your mind. This is how the holy fathers and holy martyrs contended for God, for His truth, especially in the struggle against heresies and schisms. This is zeal for God. Further, to love God with all your heart means to strive with all your strength to draw all people to God, to His love, to the glorifying of Him, to His eternal kingdom, so that all may know Him, love Him, and glorify Him. This, too, is zeal for God!

Having explained the first commandment, as best we could, let us now explain the second: love your neighbor as yourself. What does it mean to love your neighbor—that is, every human being—as yourself? It means to honor another as you wish him to honor you; to consider no one a stranger, but our own—our own brother, our own member—and the Christian a member of Christ as well; to count his good, his salvation, as our own good, our own salvation; to rejoice in his well-being as in our own, and to grieve over his misfortune as over our own; to strive for his deliverance from trouble, misfortune, poverty, sin—just as I would strive for my own deliverance. Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep[3], says the apostle. We who are strong ought to bear the weaknesses of the weak, and not to please ourselves; let each of you please his neighbor for his good, for edification[4]. Pray for one another, that you may be healed[5]. To love your neighbor as yourself means to respect him as yourself, if, indeed, he is worthy of that; not to think of him unworthily or meanly without cause for it on his part; not to bear him any ill will at all; not to envy him, but always to wish him well; to be indulgent toward his defects and weaknesses, and to cover his sins with love—just as we wish others to be indulgent toward our own defects. Bear with one another in love, says the apostle, not rendering evil for evil, or insult for insult[6]. Love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you[7]. If your enemy is hungry, feed him; and if he thirsts, give him drink[8], says the Old Testament Scripture. To love your neighbor as yourself also means to pray for the living and the dead, for kin and non-kin, for acquaintances and strangers, for friends and enemies—no differently than for ourselves, and to wish them as much good, as much salvation of the soul, as for ourselves. This is what the holy Church teaches in her daily prayers. To love your neighbor as yourself also means to love every person without partiality, regardless of whether he is poor or rich, good-looking or not—old or young, noble or simple, healthy or ill; useful to us or not, friend or enemy—because all are equally God’s, all are in the image of God, all are children of God, members of Christ (if they are Orthodox Christians), and all are our members: for we are all one body, one spirit[9], and one Head for all—Christ God. So let us understand the two chief commandments of the law of God in this way, and so let us strive to fulfill them, and by the grace of Christ God we shall inherit eternal life. Amen.


[1] Lk 10:25-37.

[2] 1Pet 1:15.

[3] Rom 12:15.

[4] Rom 15:1,2.

[5] Jac 5:16.

[6] 1Pet 3:9.

[7] Mt 5:44.

[8] Prov 25:21; Rom 12:20.

[9] Eph 4:4.

Wealth

A Teaching for the Twenty-Sixth Sunday after Pentecost

Now there was read the Gospel of St Luke about the foolish, self-loving rich man, who gathered only for himself and did not share of his wealth with the needy[1]. But this is a parable; therefore its meaning is evidently far broader than it appears at first sight, and by the rich man must be understood people of every rank, title, and station, endowed by God with every good and with material abundance—not landowners and people of the tax-paying classes alone; and likewise by the good harvest of the field must be understood not only natural, vegetable products, that is, wheat, rye, and the like, but every kind of material abundance: a rich inheritance, a large salary received from the state treasury, rich incomes afforded by some post or position, direct or indirect, open or secret, a good profitable trade, good income from houses let out for hire, a profitable craft, and so on. Thus this parable, like a net, catches up very many and, in a word, all those who have good means of livelihood. And what does our divine Teacher, the Lord Jesus Christ, want and require of us in this parable? He wants and requires of us that we should not enjoy God’s gifts only for ourselves personally, to our own pleasure alone, for the satisfaction only of our animal needs, habits, passions, and lusts, but that we should share, share without fail, our goods, according to our means, with the destitute and the needy, of whom there are so many everywhere; for every kind of material abundance the Lord sends us not for ourselves alone, but in our persons for our neighbors also. There lies before you a multitude of God’s gifts, given to you as much for yourself as for the common good, and they lie there without any profit, and you turn the fountain of God’s blessing into a fountain of cursing; you mock God’s goodness and bounties, you are the friend of the common envier and enemy, the devil: for you are an enemy to God and to men, because you are destroying many by your hard-heartedness.

This truth, which seems strange to many, is so clear that it speaks for itself, and for someone who looks at the matter squarely, without preconceived thoughts of his own or false convictions, there is no need to explain it and prove it: for all of us—the rich as well as the poor, the noble and the simple, the educated and the uneducated—are all neighbors to one another, as having come of one blood, members of one great family of God, members, if not of one church, then of one state, members of one common fatherland; we have one tsar-father who cares equally for the good of all his subjects, for whom the height of his desires is that all, in general, should be content and prosperous, that all should labor for the benefit of society, and each for his own. But our extreme self-love, by which we have grown accustomed to count our material goods exclusively as our own, a false view of our relations to others, and a strictly judicial, one-sided view of our neighbors who require our help, run counter to the truth indicated; and many, many say: what is mine is only for me and for no one else, and others have no business with it—although it is obvious that such a conviction is false and extremely inhumane, that is, without love for man. We will prove, on the basis of reason and the word of God, its unsoundness, and then draw the conclusion that we must not gather for ourselves alone, but grow rich in God as well, that is, grow rich in mercy, in righteousness, and in good deeds in general.

First of all, in all nature, in the whole visible world, we notice reciprocity and communality. From the height of the heavens the sun illuminates, warms, and gives life to the whole earth, to all creatures, of which there is no number; the air penetrates into all and everything—we all breathe it and feed on it every minute; the winds, blowing in their turns from all sides, work in different places a beneficial change in the air, purifying it and making it healthful; the rivers, watering the various lands through which they flow, bring manifold benefit to people and animals. Bees gather from the flowers a fragrant, wholesome, and nourishing juice, lay it up in their combs, and make honey, which many people use; the silkworm spins cocoons, or silken threads, and people use them for their own products. People of the sciences and the arts, of the crafts, of farming, of trade, and of industry share their treasures with other people; the army lays down its life for the faith, the tsar, and the fatherland: everything and everyone is in mutual interaction and fellowship. But here you have large sums of money lying idle, which would suffice to feed a thousand people; what use is there in them? Can it really be that property, money, bread, clothing, and dwellings are to be our possession alone, and that we will not willingly share them with our brothers who are in need? Mercy on us, my brethren: this is contrary to our nature and to our reason. Just as all nature shares with us its treasures, its riches, so must we in turn share our possessions with one another for the common good.

In the second place, since we all, insofar as we are Christians, together constitute the conjoined members of the spiritual body of the Church, whose Head is Jesus Christ and whose Helmsman, or Ruler, is the Holy Spirit, we are therefore obligated to take care, both spiritually and materially, not only of ourselves but also of the other members of the body, as the apostle Paul says: If one member suffers, all the members suffer along with it; if one member is glorified, all the members rejoice along with it. And you are the body of Christ, while each of you taken separately is a member of it.[2]. The Church and the state together form one living organism, but in this organism there are members who are sickly, feeble, of little capability, or who have no work and cannot by themselves obtain it. If this is so, then how can the rich fail to take care of the poor—the rich man of every station: whether a member of the clergy, a merchant, a man of civil or military rank, a scholar or one exercising authority in any station, or a well-to-do craftsman? And in this case people who stand higher or hold higher office, as being the better educated, ought to set an example by their own conduct for those beneath them, as the apostle says: We who are strong must carry the weaknesses of the weak, and not gratify ourselves.[3].

If the powerful, the distinguished, persons of high station, or the rich are only going to please themselves, taking no thought for the poor and the weak, then what can people do for their benefit—people who, though they have good intentions, good wishes, and good undertakings, are not strong in authority or capital? Take, for instance, what we have here in Kronstadt: a poor, unprivileged class of registered townsfolk, who have neither work, nor money, nor food, nor clothing, nor a dwelling, nor even the slightest moral voice with which to defend themselves, but who could be useful if the people honored with authority would turn a fatherly attention upon them. Tell me, what will become of them in the end if the powerful in the city do not pay attention to them? Will they either have to waste away and die prematurely of hunger and cold, or will they have to resort to unlawful means of gain so as not to die of starvation? And if the distinguished and the rich are unwilling to allot them what is necessary for life out of their granaries or out of their rich treasuries, then at least, by common effort, care must be taken to give them lodging, to employ them in labors according to their strength, and to assist them in common. After all, they are Christians as we are: subjects and children of the same sovereign as we are; members of the same society as we are. And yet they, our own members, through some strange negligence and hardheartedness of society, remain to this day without any care whatsoever. O self-love, O pride, O hardheartedness, O the devouring greed of men arrogant in their false enlightenment! What is scholarly enlightenment without Christian love? Nothing. The wisdom of this world is foolishness before God[4]. Humble yourself, haughty mind, before the teaching of the Gospel and before the poverty of Christ; come down from your pedestal, lower yourself, draw near to these poor, whom Christ Himself is not ashamed to call His own brethren, and stretch out to them a hand of help; do not gather for yourself alone, do not satisfy only your own whims—but grow rich toward God in good works as well, which will follow you even after death.

So then, both nature and reason and the word of God urge us to be ready to share our property with our neighbors—yielding, without complaining, without stinginess, willingly, with zeal, meekly and humbly—and to help the poor cheerfully, as brothers in Christ and as members of civil society. Amen.


[1] Lk 12:16-21.
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Modern Sins

A Sermon for the Twenty-Seventh Sunday after Pentecost

Today there was read the Gospel narrative of the Savior’s healing of the woman who was bent over, who had suffered from this infirmity for eighteen years. The healing was accomplished by a word and by the laying of the hands of Jesus Christ[1] on the woman who was bent over.

In reading this narrative of the Savior’s healing of the woman who was bent, or cramped together, I call to mind, my brethren, the penitential prayer of Manasseh, king of Judah, in which he, confessing his lawless deeds to God, likens those lawless deeds to fetters of iron, which bent him down so severely that he cannot lift up his head: I am bent down by many fetters of iron, so that I cannot raise up my head[2]. And indeed, the woman bent over whom we hear of in the Gospel read today depicts all mankind bent down by sin; she signifies us, my brethren, you and me. The Savior who healed the woman of her bent condition is also our Savior, who daily looses us from the bounds of sins. Ah, which of us has not experienced, and does not experience daily, that our sins and the enemy of the human race bend down our souls, if not also our bodies; that they do not let the soul gaze freely toward her homeland above, but forcibly bend her to the earth, cause her to cling to, and even as it were nail her to, earthly goods and pleasures!

So then, the bent-over woman healed by the Savior signifies our soul, bent over by sin and the devil. And what would have become of our soul if Jesus Christ had not come to earth to save the human race from the violence of the devil and of the passions? What would have come of us if He did not save us continually, loosing the bonds of our sins? We would all be like that bent-over woman: bowed down under many iron bonds, crawling along the ground like animals, looking only at the earth, never lifting our gaze to our heavenly homeland, having no higher, heavenly thoughts, desires, or strivings, and simply drowning in earthly, vain cares and occupations. But why do I say this? Are there not even now among Christians those who do not have the Spirit of Christ—people whose thoughts and strivings, words and deeds are all earthly? There are, and in great numbers. Who are they? All who rave and fuss about earthly happiness, about an abundance of money, about fashionable clothes, about the splendid furnishing of a temporary dwelling, about varied and beautiful tableware, about dinner parties, social evenings, banquets, about card games, about dances, about the theater, about all sorts of pleasures and about passing the time in vanity. Do you not see that people of this kind are like that bent-over woman of whom the Gospel speaks—in this respect, that they do not look toward heaven but look only at the ground, like animals; as if they were not made in the image of God, as if the earth were their everlasting homeland, as if they had never even heard of a heavenly homeland, as if they had not been called to it by the Gospel, by the Church, by Jesus Christ, and by the apostles, as if they had been created precisely for this: to dress themselves up and to kill time in vain talk, in games, in laughter, or in the pursuit of riches? But these bent-over ones are bent over by their own will, by their own whim, by their own passion; consequently they are themselves guilty and without excuse for their bent-over condition. The woman mentioned in the Gospel, on the other hand, was bent over in body, though perhaps also on account of a sin of the soul; consequently she deserved pity for her infirmity. She could not free herself from her bent-over state, straighten up, and look straight up at heaven; whereas our bent-over ones—or, better said, all of us—can, by the grace of God, ourselves be freed from the crookedness of the passions and desires, stand straight on the path of Christ’s commandments, and gaze on high; can leave the things below, the earthly attachments, and love with all our heart the Lord God, who created us in His image and likeness, and our neighbor—and especially his soul—and the city on high, Jerusalem.

My brethren! Why did the Lord God create us with an upright frame, with our heads raised toward heaven rather than bowed down toward the earth, like the animals?—So that we might gaze unceasingly upon heaven, so that we might strive toward heaven. Is it the natural posture of the human body to be bent and bowed toward the earth, unable to stand upright? No, it is painful, unnatural. Understand, then, what this is said for. Further, in this Gospel narrative the hypocrisy of the ruler of the synagogue demands our attention—a man indignant at the Lord because He healed the bent-over woman on the Sabbath, as though it were sinful on the Sabbath to do good deeds, or works of everyday necessity that brook no delay, such as giving water to a horse, an ox, a donkey, and so on. The hypocritical ruler of the synagogue did not consider it a sin to envy the divine Wonderworker, His miracles, and the woman who had received the blessing, but he considered doing good on the Sabbath a sin. So too today many Christians consider it a sin to do something on a feast day, such as some necessary task, but do not consider it a sin to envy their neighbor, to be at enmity, to take revenge, or to drink themselves drunk, to sing indecent songs, to spend their time in distraction, in games of gain, in reading empty books, in idle talk, foolish laughter, and foul language! Or they consider it a sin to eat, even out of bodily weakness, some meat or dairy food on a fasting day, yet without a blush of conscience they despise or judge their neighbor—for instance, their acquaintances—wrong or deceive them, give short weight or short measure, or give themselves over to fleshly impurity. O hypocrisy, hypocrisy! O failure to understand the spirit of Christ, the spirit of the Christian faith! Is it not inward purity, is it not meekness and humility that the Lord our God requires of us above all? Is it not the inward cups and dishes that must be cleansed, so that the outward may be clean as well? Is not the outward fast given for the aid of inward virtue? Why, then, do we pervert the divine order? O, let us come to hate hypocrisy and cleanse ourselves of every defilement of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God[3]. Amen.


[1] Lk 13:10-17.

[2] 2Chron 36:23 (the Prayer of Manasseh).

[3] 2Cor 7:1.

The Two Roads

A Homily for the Twenty-Eighth Sunday after Pentecost

Today I wish to declare to our love the will of the Householder of heaven concerning those invited to the supper of the kingdom of heaven who declined to come to it under various plausible worldly pretexts. You have heard the parable of this supper in the Gospel just read. The future blessedness is called the supper; the One who prepared the great supper is the heavenly Father; the servant is the Only-begotten Son of God, who took on the form of a servant for the sake of our salvation, and who ceaselessly proclaims to us in the Gospel: Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand[1]. We Christians are those invited to the heavenly supper. At the supper all is already ready—that is, the kingdom of heaven has been prepared for the worthy from the foundation of the world.

The invited guests, as you heard, turn aside from the invitation under various earthly pretexts: for one, a piece of land stands in the way of going to the supper; for another, oxen at work; for a third, a marriage: all of them refuse the high honor of being in the kingdom of the heavenly Father, and are not ashamed of their refusal but, as if nothing had happened, as though no one had invited them to the eternal supper, calmly go on with their vanities. Let each of you, then, recognize himself here.

One of us is taken up with land, with what is earthly—with corruptible earthly wealth, for example—and gathers riches all his life long, wastes his whole life away in the cares of gathering ever more of this land, and has no time to attend to the salvation of his soul; and all the while his poor soul cries out to him every day: Take care of me; you have only me; I am dearer to you than the whole world, and if you destroy me, nothing will ransom me back: for what will a man give as a ransom for his soul[2]? What use is it to you if you acquire the whole world, if you become the richest man in all the world, and lose your soul or destroy it? Take care of my unending blessedness, purchased for me by the merits of the only-begotten Son of God; do not disdain so dear a price, given to the heavenly Father as a ransom for me; do not sell me to the devil for silver—into eternal bondage and to the eternal torment prepared for him. Thus cries the soul, but the passion for earthly things drowns out the voice of the soul, and the rich man sells it every day, trades away his bottomless soul for corruptible riches. He is preached to: Give up your attachment to riches; how long will you keep binding yourself without end with cares about dust; make yourself ready for the eternal supper of the Kingdom of Heaven; but he says: I have bought land, and I need to go and see it: I ask You, excuse me, and he looks, and looks at his land, at his earthly treasures. Truly, you have bought land: you speak the truth. But what do you need so much of this land for? For does it not weigh down your soul? For does it not turn it away from the Source of your life—from God? For your life does not depend on the abundance of your possessions, as Christ, your Life, said. Ah! You yourself will soon become earth, and then you will need no more land than just enough to cover you over and level you with this common mother of all. So go, then, to the supper of the Kingdom of Heaven while there is still time: there everything is ready for you. There awaits you a great supper, a great, never-ending consolation.

Another is kept from going to the supper of the kingdom of heaven by oxen: I have bought, he says, five pairs of oxen, and I am going to test them: I beg You, excuse me. What are these five pairs of oxen? They are our five senses: sight, hearing, taste, smell, and touch. These are our working oxen, to which in this life we all have such a strong attachment, and with which we work so diligently for what is earthly. Is it not true that we are given over to sensuality? We have bought this fivefold team for ourselves from the Lord, and yet with it we labor with all our zeal not for the Lord, as we ought to do, but for the flesh, for the world that lies in evil, and for the devil: our sight and hearing we gratify with theaters, and circuses, and evening gatherings filled with worldly vanity, idleness, and empty chatter; taste and smell we pamper with tasty and fragrant dishes and drinks; touch we caress with soft beds, seats, and soft clothing. Every day we diligently work these five oxen; with greed we strive to taste every pleasure of the flesh – and we do taste it, and yet – alas, woe! How dearly our soul pays for this testing of sensual pleasures: she misses the time to gather for the heavenly supper, sinks into the mire of sensuality, and perishes. Ah! Let none of us say, brethren, give me leave to amuse my five senses; give me leave to try out every earthly pleasure; do not force me to give them up: they are so alluring. I will have my fill; then I will take thought for my soul. No, beloved brethren, time is precious: eternity is purchased with it: hasten, hasten to the heavenly supper, and abandon the attachment to sensual pleasures that draws our hearts away from God. Here you will delight yourselves, caring nothing for the salvation of your soul: there you will be in torment; here you will deny yourselves pleasures for the sake of the kingdom of heaven – there you will inherit eternal life. Woe to you who are sated now, for you will be hungry[3], says the Lord.

The third person whom a wife hinders from going to the supper of the heavenly kingdom says: I have married, – he says, – and therefore cannot come. But why does a wife hinder the salvation of the soul? Because he who has married is anxious about the things of the world, how he may please his wife[4], and not about the things of the Lord, not about pleasing the Lord above all. He who has married binds his own will to the will of his spouse: and what is that will like? Ah, experience tells us that the will of a spouse is often contrary both to the will of the husband and to the will of God: you may wish to please your beloved wife and, out of love for her, break the commandments of God; you may wish to drink with her to the bottom the cup of earthly vanity and refuse the supper of God; but no – if you are not willing to serve vanity together with her and destroy your soul, she will deprive you of her love: and quarrels and dissensions will follow. Ah! How many married men are truly compelled to say to the Lord, who invites us to His eternal kingdom: I have married, and therefore cannot come. I cannot come: because I must please my wife, her wishes and caprices, which have become a law for me. What, then – shall one not marry at all, some will say? No: no one says that: not all receive this word, but those to whom it is given; he who is able to receive it, let him receive it[5]. Please your wife, but not in what harms the salvation of your soul – but not in what is contrary to the will of God. As the head of your wife, know how to stand above her caprices and yourself direct her desires toward the heavenly world, not the earthly.

Choose, then, beloved brethren, what you will: either go to the supper of the heavenly kingdom, strive toward eternal blessedness by the narrow and grievous path of righteousness and of detachment from attachment to earthly things and pleasures – or, if you will occupy yourselves only with what is earthly, then without any doubt you will perish forever. Amen.


[1] Mt 4:17.

[2] Mt 16:26.

[3] Lk 6:25.

[4] 1Cor 7:33.

[5] Mt 19:11-12.

Leprosy

Instruction for the Twenty-Ninth Sunday after Pentecost

Were not ten cleansed? But where are the nine? How were they not found returning to give glory to God? (Lk 17:17-18)

Today the Gospel was read about the Savior’s healing of ten lepers, of whom only one returned to give thanks to the Lord for his healing. But what is this disease—leprosy—from which the Lord healed the ten lepers mentioned? No such diseases exist in our parts: they occur in the East, in hot countries. Still, we do have a disease somewhat similar to leprosy—that is, smallpox, when it takes its most severe form—or else a disease that comes from an unclean way of life. In those suffering from leprosy, the whole body as a rule becomes covered as if with a crust and with sores, the eyes become full of pus, the whole face and the tongue swell, and an unbearable stench comes from the mouth and from the whole body. Finally, when the disease reaches its highest stage, all the hair on the head falls out; the sores eat into the body down to the bones and become covered with worms; the limbs of the body fall away, and the sick man, tormented by his sufferings, dies. Anyone in whom signs of this disease appeared was considered unclean, and the law obliged him to go at once to the priest, who would decide whether he really had leprosy. If it was leprosy, then the sick man, on account of the extreme contagiousness of this disease, was cut off from his own family and driven out beyond the town or village. The exiles withdrew into the forests, built huts for themselves there, and lived on what their relatives brought them. From such a horrible, malignant, contagious disease the Lord healed the ten lepers mentioned, of whom only one, a Samaritan, proved grateful before the divine Wonderworker.

While marveling at the ingratitude of the nine who were healed, let us turn to ourselves and see whether we are better than those nine, and whether we resemble the tenth. We all suffer from spiritual leprosy, that is, from sins; before the purest and most radiant eyes of God all people are full of spiritual leprosy and impurity, such as: pride, condemnation, vainglory, vanity, weak faith, hardheartedness, evil, guile, fornication, intemperance, sloth, partiality, hypocrisy, envy, and foul, wicked, and blasphemous thoughts. This leprous sin penetrates a person to the very bones and marrow, infects the whole of human nature, soul and body, and infects it continually. We have, too, a Physician for this leprosy—this same Lord Jesus Christ, Who is always ready to heal us of it. Are we better than those lepers who came to the Savior for healing and, standing afar off, cried aloud to Him: Jesus, Master, have mercy on us? Do we have as much faith and as much zeal for the wholeness of our soul, for our spiritual health, as these lepers had? Holy Church daily raises her voice on behalf of all of us who are ailing with the leprosy of sin: Lord, have mercy, and sometimes many times over in a single act. And what then? Do we also raise this brief but necessary prayer from the depths of our hearts? For it was precisely from the lepers that holy Church took this prayer and applied it to us, lepers in soul. Indeed, for all of us this prayer is as necessary as breathing, as food. Sinning without ceasing, we must without ceasing repent, acknowledge our guilt, ask mercy of the Lord, and not exalt ourselves: for God resists the proud[1]. Each of us must be zealous for his own salvation and not let his spiritual leprosy go untended, not put off his repentance to lengthy days, which may come to an end not today, then tomorrow—every day repent diligently in secret before God, asking forgiveness, and at least once a year show the whole of his leprosy at confession to a priest, to whom God has given the authority to absolve and to heal the leprosy of the soul. This is one thing; here is another obligation laid upon us: when, after the prayer of repentance or after the Mystery of confession, we sense that our spiritual leprosy has been healed and has passed away, and that we have become sound in soul—we must be thankful for this to our Savior, Who even now heals us unceasingly—and out of a sense of gratitude and out of respect for righteousness guard ourselves henceforth against sins and falls. This feeling of gratitude and this fear of sin will dispose the Benefactor toward still greater benefits in the time to come, and will make our soul gentler, more sensitive, more alive, more righteous, and firmer in virtue.

Let us then imitate the tenth of the lepers, who, sensing himself healed by the word of the Savior, returned to the Benefactor and with deep feeling gave Him thanks, and heard from Him that his faith alone had saved him, and not any merit, not any virtue. So then, since all of us are full of inward leprosy, like the ten lepers let us all cry out from the depths of our soul: Jesus, Master, have mercy on us! Lord, have mercy! And let us unceasingly call out in secret: Lord, have mercy! Amen.


[1] Jac 4:6; Prov 3:34.

A Deadly Passion

An Instruction for the Thirtieth Sunday after Pentecost

And a certain ruler questioned Him (Jesus Christ), saying: «Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?» (Lk 18:18)

This most important, vital question, put to Jesus Christ by one of the rulers of the Jews, was resolved later, over the course of centuries, by the holy saints of God in the most positive, decisive manner worthy of universal imitation: by the diligent fulfillment of Christ’s commandments, by contempt for this vain earthly life and for the passion-ridden flesh, by the most earnest care for the soul, the immortal essence, and by an unswerving striving toward eternal life. The examples of this are beyond number in ancient times, in the middle ages, and in modern times. But let us hear what answer Jesus Christ gave to the ruler, the Jewish official, in reply to his question: what must I do to inherit eternal life? The Lord answered him: «You know the commandments: do not commit adultery, do not kill, do not steal, do not bear false witness, honor your father and your mother. And he said: all this I have kept from my youth. Hearing this, Jesus said to him: one thing is still lacking for you. Sell everything you have and distribute it to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven, and come and follow Me. But when he heard this, he was grieved, because he was very rich. Jesus, seeing that he was grieved, said: how hard it is for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God! For it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. Those who heard this said: who then can be saved? But He said: what is impossible with men is possible with God»[1]. On these words the Gospel reading for today ends.

From what has been said it is evident that everyone who wishes to inherit eternal life must keep the commandments, the essence of which is love for God and for one’s neighbor. The Jewish ruler, it seemed, kept them and was not far from the kingdom of God, but when put to the test it turned out that he lacked one labor, and a very important one—namely, to renounce his attachment to riches, which was the idol of his heart, drew him away from God and made him hard-hearted toward the poor, and because of which he could not sincerely love either God or his neighbor. Such is the passion for riches! It takes deep root in a man’s heart and imperceptibly undermines his spiritual life, as a woodworm undermines wood. A man devoted to the passion of covetousness may, apparently, be pious; he always prays to God, though superficially; he observes outward chastity, and honesty in his dealings and affairs with his neighbors and fellow citizens; he turns away from lies and slander—and he is not averse to almsgiving either, though in accordance with his own view of it, his own understanding and taste, or out of vainglory; when, however, a greater sacrifice is required of him, one demanding self-denial and the surrender of a few of his possessions—when heavenly righteousness demands of him that he shatter the idol he has zealously served, which he has always cherished, perhaps without noticing it himself—then it turns out that he is wholly in the power of that idol, that is, of covetousness. Then he suddenly grows cold toward God and his neighbors; then even eternal life, of which he had formerly thought and which he desired, is no longer so dear to him; then the passion for riches proves to be, as it were, a cancer—a certain disease of the body—which has driven its deadly roots deep into his heart and is destroying it. All the virtues he formerly practiced are choked and, as it were, die, like wheat seeds choked by noxious weeds. This is what, according to the well-known folk saying, is called «a barrel of honey, and a spoonful of tar»: how one passion infects all good deeds and ruins them!—And since covetousness poses such a danger to the immortal soul, it is evident that it must be rooted out by diligent almsgiving, by contempt for luxury, by moderation in everything, by fasting and prayer—by convincing oneself of the vanity and corruptibility of everything earthly, and of the incomparable superiority of the eternal, enduring goods over the corruptible, coarse goods that vanish like smoke. Therefore, my brethren, we must practice not one, not merely two or three virtues, but all of them, as far as we are able, so that we may be perfect and be lacking in no virtue. That you may be perfect and whole in every way, deficient in nothing[2], says the holy Apostle James. Be perfect, then, as your heavenly Father is perfect[3], says the Lord in the Gospel.

When the rich young ruler went away from the Lord in sorrow, and the Lord said that it is hard for those who trust in riches to enter the kingdom of heaven, the Lord’s disciples asked their Teacher in astonishment: Who then can be saved? He said: what is impossible with men is possible with God. This means that God can, by His grace, soften and heal even the heart of the money-loving rich man, enlighten the eyes of his heart blinded by greed, convincingly set before his mind and heart the corruptibility and worthlessness of earthly riches and the eternity, incomparable beauty, and sweetness of the blessings of the heavenly kingdom, which he can receive in place of earthly goods—and the impossible will become possible for him—he will give alms generously to the poor whom he had formerly disdained, will make progress in every virtue, ascend from strength to strength, and thus be counted worthy of eternal life.

The epistle reading for today serves as a kind of continuation, explanation, and development of the Gospel; it sets before us a whole array of Christian virtues: mercy, kindness, humility, meekness, peace, patience, forbearance and all-forgiveness, and the head and root of all the virtues—love. It is read as follows: Put on, as God’s chosen holy and beloved ones, mercy, kindness, humility, meekness, patience, forbearing one another and forgiving one another, if anyone has a complaint against anyone: as Christ forgave you, so also do you. But above all, put on love, which is the bond of perfection. And let the peace of God reign in your hearts, to which you were also called in one body, and be friendly. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, with all wisdom; teach and admonish one another with psalms, praises, and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord[4]. So then, if we desire eternal life, let us detach ourselves from attachment to life temporal and to temporal goods, until the time comes to part with them of necessity—and let us put on love for God and our neighbor, which is the bond of perfection; let us hold fast to peace with all, without which no one will see God[5], and let us continually practice praise, in church and at home. Amen.


[1] Lk 18:20-27.

[2] Jac 1:4.

[3] Mt 5:48.

[4] Col 3:12-16.

[5] Hebr 12:14.

The Called and the Chosen

A Sermon for the Sunday of the Holy Forefathers

Come, for all things have already been made ready (Lk 14:17)

Today’s Sunday is called, in the Church’s order of days, the Sunday of the Holy Forefathers, because in anticipation of the feast of the Nativity of our Lord, God, and Savior Jesus Christ the holy Church finds it right to honor the memory of His forefathers according to the flesh: Adam, Seth, Noah, Shem, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, and others; and the Sunday following this one is called the Sunday of the Holy Fathers, that is, His kinsmen according to the flesh who were nearest to Jesus Christ in time (and especially the holy Ancestors of God Joachim and Anna). For the present day the Church has appointed the reading of the Gospel about those called to the supper, because Jesus Christ, whose coming to earth in the form of a slave, or His nativity, we shall soon be celebrating, is the Servant sent by God in His humanity, who unceasingly invites us to the great supper. By the great supper is meant the future blessed kingdom, of which very many saints have already been counted worthy; it is called a supper, or an evening meal, because it will arrive after the end of this brief and changeable age, and great, because the blessedness then will be ineffably great; and by those called to this supper we must understand, brethren, Christians, because all of us, from the time the Mystery of Baptism was performed upon us, are inscribed in the book of life, from which, however, we can be crossed out very quickly if our deeds prove out of keeping with our calling.

But let us recount this fearsome and instructive parable in the words of the Gospel. «A certain man gave a great supper and invited many. And when the hour of the supper had come, he sent his servant to tell those invited: Come, for everything is already ready. And they all, as if by agreement, began to excuse themselves. The first said to him: I have bought a piece of land, and I need to go and look at it; I ask you, excuse me. Another said: I have bought five pairs of oxen, and I am going to try them out; I ask you, excuse me. And a third said: I have taken a wife, and for that reason I cannot come. And that servant, when he returned, reported this to his master. Then the master of the house, in anger, said to his servant: Go quickly out into the streets and alleys of the city, and bring in here the poor, the disabled, the lame, and the blind. And the servant said: Master, what you commanded has been done, and there is still room. The master said to the servant: Go out to the roads and the hedgerows, and persuade them to come in, so that my house may be filled. For I tell you, not one of those invited shall taste of my supper. For many are invited, but few are chosen»[1]. There you have the fearsome parable of those invited to the supper, of the multitude of the invited and the small number of the chosen. By the man who gave the supper is meant God the Father, while the servant who was sent is the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who took on the form of a servant. The excuses of the invited signify the various pretexts for avoiding the fulfillment of Christ’s commandments on account of various worldly attachments. The poor of the city are the simple folk, who in their simplicity are better able to heed and follow the Gospel. The people whom the master sent to seek along the roads and hedgerows are those being joined to the Church from among the pagans and from various tribes and faiths. The meaning of the parable is that God calls all people to His heavenly kingdom, but very many will be deprived of it for their attachment to worldly goods, for their unbelief, for their lawless and unrepentant life.

Now let us apply this parable to ourselves. Do not very many of us in one way or another, under various pretexts, refuse the supper of the heavenly kingdom—if not in word, then in deed? The image of the visible kingdom of God on earth is the Church of God and the divine services in the temple of God with its Mysteries. Do not many Christians abandon the churches of God and the services of God—some out of various worldly vanities, some simply out of laziness, some out of unbelief and free-thinking, some out of various attachments, for example to the theater, to gambling, to feasts and merriment, and so on? And indeed, among Christians, even in our God-protected city, how many there are who precisely justify in themselves the words of the Gospel read today; and to the Lord’s call to the great supper they respond in deed: I cannot come; I ask You, excuse me—and even, as it were in opposition to the Lord Himself, who invites His servants to the great supper, they send invitations, printed ones at that, to Christians and during the fasting season no less, to a worldly, vain supper—to horse races, for example. Where here is even a shadow of reverence for His saving institutions on earth? Where is respect for the Church’s rules? What is there in common between preparation for a great Christian feast and these spectacles?

But let us leave them. Let us turn again to ourselves: do not all of us, you and I, sometimes refuse the great supper in one way or another? Do we not resist the Lord, who calls us into His kingdom to enjoy blessings that are spiritual, eternal, perfect? Ah, how often we oppose the Lord, who longs for our salvation! Which of us keeps His commandments perfectly? Who guards himself carefully from every sin? Who strives to practice every Christian virtue—or which of the Christians labors at least in some one virtue with special diligence? We all slumber and sleep spiritually. And when shall we awake? Shall it be when the voice sounds: Look, the Bridegroom is coming; go out to meet Him[2]? Let us rouse ourselves, rouse ourselves, my brothers and sisters, from the heavy sleep of sin, and let us keep watch, keep sober vigilance, continually testing our faith and our deeds: is faith in Christ alive within us, or has it long since died? Are our Christian deeds good and thoughtful? Can we give a good account of them at the Judgment of Christ? Above all, let us guard against being attached to worldly, so-called goods, for attachment to them extinguishes the lamps of our souls, cools our hearts toward God and our neighbor, and becomes the cause of a multitude of sins.

So then, be attentive: in a short time the Envoy of the heavenly Father, His only-begotten Son Jesus Christ, will come to us from heaven to earth in the form of a servant, in poor swaddling clothes. Why will He come? To invite us to the great supper prepared by the heavenly Father in His kingdom. Do not be ashamed of His poor swaddling clothes, and when He invites you—to forsake, for the sake of His kingdom, your attachment to wealth, to luxury, to worldly amusements—let no one say: Pardon me, I do not want to listen to You, I do not want to give up my attachment, I do not want Your poverty, I do not want to be merciful, I want to live in luxury, I want to grow rich for myself; for that will mean renouncing God and eternal blessedness, and offering bold defiance to God.

So then, soon there will come to us the Servant sent by God through His incarnation, the Son of God, to call us to God’s supper: Come, everything is already ready. Then let us all answer Him in word and in deed: We are coming, Lord, we are coming. Our hearts are ready! Amen.


[1] Lk 14:16-24.

[2] Mt 25:6.

The High Kinship

An Instruction on the Sunday of the Holy Fathers

The book of the ancestry of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham (Mt 1:1)

In today’s Gospel the genealogy of our Lord Jesus Christ according to His humanity was read. A wondrous miracle, a wondrous providence of God’s goodness toward the fallen human race! The only-begotten Son of the heavenly Father—almighty, co-eternal with the Beginningless One, the Creator of the world, the Source of light and of wisdom, good in Himself, infinite—enters into kinship with the human race; the Son of God becomes the Son of man, the Brother of men—the Brother, to speak more closely, of you and of me. O goodness, O bounty, O condescension beyond measure! O voluntary impoverishment! What fruits come from such kinship of the Son of God with us—for us, what does such a high and most noble kinship of ours with God require of us, what qualities, what deeds? Of this we shall speak today.

We, my brethren, are called Christians, that is, children of Christ, members of His most holy Body, as the apostle says: we are members of His body, of His flesh and of His bones[1], members of His Church. Do you not see that through His incarnation we have been received into the very closest kinship with the Son of God? But if even in this world those well-born, or noble by blood, want to have noble relatives as well, and do not wish their relatives to disgrace that nobility by any immoral conduct—although it is only outward, temporary, of this world—then tell me: what nobility of thoughts, feelings, desires, intentions, of words, of deeds does the only-begotten Son of God, who is in the bosom of the Father[2], the perfect Partaker of the Father’s holiness, infinite holiness itself, require of us? Yes, brethren, our kinship with the Son of God, the Lord Jesus Christ, requires of us great nobility, upright conduct in life; and I will not be saying anything superfluous if I say that Christians must live on earth like angels in the flesh—and this is why virginity has such high significance in the Christian world. But purity and chastity are not the only virtue that our kinship with the Son of God requires of us.

What is required of us is simple-heartedness: if your eye, that is, the eye of the heart, is simple, your whole body will be bright[3], that is, your whole life; what is required is goodness of heart, humility, and guilelessness, as the Savior said: learn from Me, for I am meek and humble in heart[4]; what is required is mercy toward one’s neighbors, as He also said: be merciful, just as your heavenly Father is merciful[5]; what is required is abstinence: take heed to yourselves, – says Jesus Christ, – lest your hearts ever be burdened with gluttony and drunkenness[6]; what is required is indifference to earthly goods, to food, drink, clothing, and the glory of this world: do not be anxious for your soul, what you will eat or what you will drink, nor for your body, what you will be clothed in:for the soul is more than food, and the body than clothing;seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things will be added to you[7]; what is required is patience: in your patience win your souls[8]; obedience, submission of Christians to the Church, for the Lord said: tell about the one who has sinned to the Church – but if even the Church does not listen, let him be to you as a pagan and a tax collector[9].

Do you see what qualities our kinship with the Son of God, Who was incarnate for our sake, requires of us! Let us treasure our kinship with Christ, and let us count nothing in the world dearer than this kinship– neither ranks and worldly distinctions, nor worldly nobility, nor wealth, nothing at all; for everything in the world passes away, everything is transitory, and, above all, all is vanity; if a man who possesses the goods of the world – nobility of birth, a high rank, or wealth, or a secular education – does not have faith in Christ and does not follow the Gospel of Christ, the Gospel of the kingdom of God, the kingdom eternal, holy, blessed, then he will not correspond to his Christian calling. Let us take care to acquire holiness, as the Lord said: be holy, for I, the Lord your God, am holy[10], or, as the apostle says: have peace and holiness with all men, without which, that is, without which, no one will see the Lord[11]. Let us acquire, with the help of the grace of Jesus Christ, singleness of heart and that quiet disposition of the soul which is called meekness, which does not allow us to be angry with anyone, to be irritated by anything, or to grow embittered; let us acquire humility, which always abases itself and exalts others, sincerely calls itself the first of sinners, and even if conscience did not reproach it with any sinful act whatsoever, it would still not on that account justify itself: for I have nothing in myself (nothing against myself) that I am aware of (I know): and I am not on that account justified[12]; let us acquire mercy toward the poor, who are the brothers not only of us but of Jesus Christ; let us not be ashamed to call brothers and sisters those whom Christ, the Son of God, is not ashamed to call His brothers[13]; let us cast off our vain and false grandeur, which debases the nobility of our soul and which the devil teaches us, and let us offer a helping hand to those whom the goodness of God, equally with us, has made partakers of His grace and of all the gifts of Christianity, and to whom the kingdom of heaven has been assigned even in preference to the rich: did not God choose the poor of this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which He promised to those who love Him?[14]; Wealth puffs up, fattens and hardens the heart and estranges it from God – because the rich man’s heart is attached to his wealth and not to God; while poverty endured for the sake of God humbles and softens the heart, often pouring forth tears of repentance at the thought that we are rich in sins and terribly poor in God, in His grace, which cannot dwell in a body and a heart that partakes of sin and clings to the goods of the earth.

Let us acquire constant self-restraint, especially during the fasts established by the Church. Holy Church has appointed a forty-day fast to prepare us for the worthy celebration of the Nativity of Jesus Christ; and this fast must be kept as strictly as the Great Fast. If anyone has not practiced restraint until now, let him from this time forward, at least during the remaining week, bridle his belly for the sake of the salvation of his soul; for gluttony makes the soul, so to speak, earthbound, renders it very susceptible to various passions and incapable of holy meditation on God, on His dispensation of our salvation, on the Mystery of the coming of the Son of God to earth, on our final goal on earth, on the necessity of virtue, on the resurrection of the flesh, on the eternal judgment, on eternal blessedness, and so on. Fasting, together with prayer, on the other hand, cleanses, enlightens, humbles, and strengthens the soul.

May God grant that all of us meet the approaching feast of the Nativity of Christ worthily, in peace and with heavenly joy.—One more word: in order to honor as we ought the feast of the Nativity of Jesus Christ, who for our sake was made poor, that we might be made rich by His poverty[15] — let each of us, according to his ability, show mercy to the poor before the feast: let one give a poor man money for shoes, another for a coarse garment, another let him pay for lodging, another let him give money for bread. When we see the poverty of our neighbors, let us consider that we ourselves are far poorer in soul[16]; for which of us does not recognize in himself at times pride, and malice, and envy, and ill will, and stinginess, and love of money with covetousness, or greediness and gluttony—and some even fleshly impurity and foul fornication? You see, my brethren, that we have within ourselves a poverty more terrible and shameful than the poverty of those who are poor in body. Who knows—perhaps the soul of a poor man is at times higher than all of us in the eyes of God and, like gold in a crucible, shines before Him. This is hidden from us. Let us despise none of them, even when their appearance is at times unseemly. Let us leave judgment to God, and let us ourselves condemn ourselves for our various passions and attachments, for excess in food, drink, clothing, the furnishing of our rooms, and so on. That will be far more profitable. Let us not forget also these words of Jesus Christ: many will be last who were first, and the last first[17]. Let these words humble our pride and lead each of us to take care to acquire poverty of spirit, that is, humility; for blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven[18]. Amen.
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At the Manger of the Savior

A Sermon for the Day of the Nativity of Christ

For our sake is born the young Child, the Pre-eternal God (Kontakion for the Nativity of Christ)

The Eastern Orthodox Church today celebrates with its customary solemnity the Nativity according to the flesh of our Lord and God and Savior Jesus Christ—an event of infinitely great importance.

The Beginningless, All-good, Almighty Creator and King of the ages bowed the heavens and today came down to earth; the Bodiless One became a Bearer of flesh from the Most Pure, ever-virgin Maiden, by the action of the Holy Spirit.—And where was this wondrous Child-God born? In a poor shepherd’s cave, for there was no room for Him in the inhabited city.

Come here, and press close with mind and heart, with sight and hearing, to everything glorious on the earth, everything great, noble-born, intelligent, and enlightened, and marvel at the unspeakable condescension of God—at this Infant and Pre-eternal God—and listen with an intelligent ear to the angelic song: Glory to God in the highest, and peace on earth, and goodwill among men![1] Stand here at the manger of Bethlehem, you ranks of rhetoricians, philosophers, theologians, and interpreters of the stars—strain the whole power of your purified mind, your sound philosophy, and your pure theology, and weave a crown of words for this Infant God, Whose lineage no genealogy can trace and which is fearsome—for He is the only-begotten Son of God, before Whose fearsome majesty heaven and earth tremble, and before Whom all the powers arrayed against Him are shaken and vanish away like smoke. Come here, earthly nobility, riches, royal dominion, every authority; come, youth, manhood, old age, men and women—and prostrate yourselves with faith, humility, and love before Him Who, being the beginningless God Whose dominion rests upon His shoulder[2], humbled Himself for our sake to the likeness of a slave and became Man, in order truly to exalt man and deify him. Now heaven and earth form one assembly, and together they glorify the birth of the God-man.

Let us press close with a philosophizing mind into the mystery of the Incarnation, insofar as the Word of God Himself has opened it up to us.

For our sake He is born,—as is sung in the Church’s nativity hymn — a young Child, the Pre-eternal God. This means: for our sake the Pre-eternal God became Man, without ceasing to be God, but always remaining God, without confusion and without division of the natures.

Lift up your drooping head, sinful man, or lower your proud brow, you who are puffed up with earthly wisdom, power, riches, glory, strength, beauty, and with whatever else is earthly and vanishes like smoke. You were cast away from God, the source of life, for your sins, for the countless passions to which you had enslaved yourself; you bore on yourself the mark of God’s curse, you dwelt in shadow and in the shadow of death, and you would have remained through endless ages in the bonds of death and the torments of hell. And now, out of mercy alone, for the sake of His boundless goodness, God Himself came down to the earth for you, to seek you out, strayed and perishing; He Himself became Man and was made like you in everything except sin, to come closer to you—more tangibly, more visibly—to enlighten you in your darkness, to lift you up when you had fallen, to cleanse you who were defiled, to steady you who wavered like a reed shaken by the wind[3], to break down the insurmountable barrier that sin had set up between God and man, to abolish the curse and take that curse upon Himself through the fearsome sufferings of Golgotha and the most agonizing death on the cross—to pour forth the blessing of the heavenly Father upon all who believe, to destroy hell and lead out of it all whom God’s righteousness and boundless mercy found worthy of deliverance from that dungeon prepared for the devil and his servants, to conquer death and raise all the dead by His glorious resurrection, and to bring the worthy up to heaven for eternal life and co-kingship with God in light and blessedness.

Here is what the words of the church’s truth, sounding so often in our ears on today’s feast, mean: for us is born the little Child, the Pre-eternal God. Such are the wondrous, sweet, life-giving fruits of the incarnation of the Son of God!

Rejoice and be glad, all the earth; shine forth, O Church of Christ, who have received from your Head, Christ, all the riches of His redemption and blessing, and the countless spiritual gifts—righteousness, peace, sanctification, and countless wonders. You have already enlightened, sanctified, and strengthened, by the invincible power of Christ, in their struggles for the faith, and saved, a countless multitude of the chosen—Apostles, hierarchs, martyrs, ascetics, and righteous ones, who everywhere and from every station of life pleased God, being wholly reconciled to the everlasting justice of the heavenly Father and receiving from Him honors worthy of the high calling, for which the incarnate Lord Jesus opened the gates of the Kingdom of heaven, transplanting them from earth to heaven—our true homeland.

So the Pre-eternal King has come to earth for us. And what must we do on our side? Reciprocity is needed. If such condescension, such self-emptying, has come from God’s side, then self-denial is required from us as well. The Lord gave Himself wholly for us: let us give ourselves, and our whole life, to Him, our Lord and life everlasting. He desires to draw near to Himself and make His own us, who became strangers to Him because of our sins, through faith, repentance, and virtue: let us draw near to Him with our whole being: let us surrender to Him our mind, heart, will, soul, and body. The Lord drew near to us, clothing Himself with the whole man: let us also put on Christ, according to the word of the Apostle: all of you who were baptized into Christ have put on Christ[4]. The Liberator has come to us, captives of sin and death: let us hasten, in our turn, to be set free from the captivity of the passions: for our whole soul and our whole body, all five of our senses, are in captivity to sin, our whole heel, of which it was said to the enemy who beguiled the first men: you shall watch his heel, while the Seed of the Woman, that is, the Redeemer of man, shall crush your head[5]. The Renewer of our nature, grown old through sin, has come: let us hasten to be made new and to strip off the old man with all his dead works, with all his passions. The Lord broke down the strong barrier that separated us from God, destroying it by His cross and death, and brought us near to God, His heavenly Father: let us then go to God earnestly, firmly, swiftly, with a repentance that never turns back, with good works, while we still have time to act, before death deprives us of the ability to hasten toward eternal life. The Lord stretched out to us a hand of help, without which we would have perished beyond recall: let us grasp His saving right hand, so as not to drown in the abyss of sin that floods the world. The Lord founded the Church on earth, to which He entrusted all the means, all the grace-filled powers, for a righteous life: let us hold fast with all our heart to His Holy Church, be instructed from the Gospel, receive the saving Mysteries, be edified by the divine services; obey the pastors appointed by God, and beware of schisms and sects.

May all tribes and peoples be united in love and mutual goodwill; may there be established on earth—peace, unity of mind, honest labor, well-intentioned learning and useful arts; mutual obedience and respect for every authority; the obedience of children to their parents; reverence for marriage and the steadfastness of the marriage bond. And let us all now cry out, as with one mouth and one heart: Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill among men! Amen.


[1] Lk 2:14.

[2] Is 9:6.

[3] Lk 7:24.

[4] Gal 3:27.

[5] Gen 3:15.

A Sacrifice Pleasing to God

A Homily for the Sunday after the Nativity of Christ

For the Son of man came to seek out and to save the perishing (Lk 19:10)

At last we have awaited the feast of the Nativity of Christ, and we have bowed down before the pre-eternal Infant together with His all-pure Ever-Virgin Mother, and together with the Church we have sung of God’s uttermost tender mercy and condescension toward us, for the Son of God became the Son of man in order to save perishing humanity.

But we have not yet done anything great by bowing down before the divine Infant, for many of us bowed down only with the body, and worship with the body without worship of the spirit is a sacrifice far from pleasing to God; while His ineffable tender mercy and condescension toward men was sung, strictly speaking, by the Church and not by us: we were only listeners. I want to ask you, and to ask myself as well: are we doing anything on our part in answer to such unspeakable condescension of the Son of God? For such an extreme and astonishing self-emptying of the Son of God for the salvation of perishing humanity demands from us too, my brethren, urgent and strenuous labor of salvation. The incarnation of the Son of God—I am using a comparison—is, as it were, a strong and reliable rope let down from heaven by the heavenly Father to us who are perishing in the abyss of sins. Whoever with all his strength grasps hold of this rope and keeps hold of it during the whole time of his earthly voyage, despite the strong waves and the gusts of winds, will not drown in the abyss of sins, but will reach the quiet haven of heaven; but whoever disdains this saving rope, whoever, frightened by the winds and waves, grows faint in spirit and lets go of the threefold rope of faith, hope, and love, whoever falls away from the Church of Christ through schism, or through unbelief and heterodoxy and a corrupt life, will perish forever.

So I will say with the apostle: let us hold fast the confession of the hope without wavering; for faithful is He who promised eternal life. Let us be attentive to one another, encouraging one another to love and good works. Let us not forsake our own meetings, as is the custom of some; but let us exhort one another, and all the more as we discern the day of judgment drawing near. For if all of us, having received the knowledge of the truth, sin willfully, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a certain dreadful expectation of judgment and a fury of fire ready to devour the adversaries. If he who rejected the law of Moses is punished with death without mercy on the word of two or three witnesses, how much heavier a punishment, do you think, will he deserve, who tramples the Son of God underfoot, who does not regard as holy the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and who insults the Spirit of grace! We know the One who said: vengeance belongs to Me, I will repay, says the Lord. And again: the Lord will sit in judgment upon His people. It is a terrifying thing to fall into the hands of the living God[1].

Take note, then, my brothers, that the incarnation of the Son of God, His coming to us on earth—or, better, the Christian faith itself—is, so to speak, a saving rope, which we must seize with all our strength and hold fast to from the beginning to the end of our life. This means the following: every one of us must believe with all his heart in Christ as our only Savior from the devil and from sin—for there is no other name under heaven given to men, by which we are to be saved[2]; hold fast with all his heart to His Church, the only ship of salvation, and not turn aside into schism, for the schismatic, as one who disobeys the Church, is counted by God as a pagan and a tax collector; study the word of God and the commandments of Christ unceasingly, and govern his life by those commandments; strive by every means to correct the thoughts, strivings, and inclinations of the heart; apply himself with diligence to unceasing repentance before God; visit the temple of God without laziness, unite himself with the Lord in the Mystery of Communion for the cleansing of sins and for the reception of spiritual strength for the struggle against sin, and live in mutual love and in every virtue. This is what the incarnate God the Word requires of us! The incarnation of the Son of God is the one extraordinary remedy that God, in His pre-eternal counsel, appointed for our salvation. What, then, does a dangerously sick man at the edge of the grave do when a skilled physician offers him the last and strongest remedy to save him? The sick man receives it with joy, though with effort, and in this way is often healed. But we are all dangerously sick spiritually—because we are all sick with sin, that dreadful disease that gnaws away at the whole being of man, soul and body; we are sick so severely that, like those sick with consumption, we often fail to recognize our dangerous illness and do not imagine the eternal perdition that follows in its wake; we dream that we are healthy—and just as madmen imagine that they are not only healthy but kings, and generals, and princes, or some other such thing, so we, quite in earnest, often picture ourselves as altogether other than what we really are, and in one way or another disguise ourselves—we imagine ourselves to be great personages of God knows what kind, when in actual fact we are great sinners.

So what remains for us to do, sinful brethren, when the heavenly Physician offers us, with such love, with such self-sacrifice, so powerful and extraordinary a remedy for our salvation—His incarnation, His becoming man, His self-abasement, His teaching and His miracles, His cross and His death?—Nothing else but to make use of this remedy without delay and with all earnestness, and to live according to the instructions of this heavenly Physician, instead of living so carelessly in this world as we have lived, and above all not to spend these holy days in unruly conduct. For some, like madmen, having dressed themselves in all sorts of costumes unbecoming to their persons, go about like phantoms from house to house, allow themselves unseemly gestures, unseemly words, and unseemly laughter, and turn so great and holy a feast into sinful idleness and service of Satan. When shall we spend the feasts of the Lord decently and holily, as befits Christians? When will these immodest amusements cease; when shall we remember to hallow the day of the sabbath, or of rest, so as to rest from the works of sin with a rest like the Lord’s own, for every Christian feast ought to be a sabbath to the Lord; when will the Lord, who has nowhere to lay His head within our heart because of our unceasing bondage to sin, take His rest in us? O, how constantly we demean that human dignity which the Son of God so exalted and made divine by His becoming man! If only we were ashamed, if only we were horrified to commit such disgraceful deeds and to degrade our own nature on those very days on which we celebrate the incarnation of the Son of God! In the presence of an earthly king we are ashamed and afraid to indulge in immodest amusements, still more in vices—or to besmear and deface his portraits; yet now, in the presence of the heavenly King who has taken on our form, we shamelessly and fearlessly deface and besmear with the mire of the passions His living image—our own souls; many give themselves over to drunkenness, gluttony, impurity, and unseemly amusements; painted masks are put on living faces, women dress in men’s clothing and men in women’s, contrary to the words of Scripture: a man shall not put on a woman’s garment, and there shall not be a man’s adornment upon a woman[3]. If only these people were ashamed, if only they blushed at their deeds! But they have no shame at all! O shameless faces! O satanic images!

I beseech all of you who stand here—as though God were entreating through me—to admonish the unruly and not to receive them into your houses, and to terrify them with the dread judgment of God. Entreat all who are unruly to spend these holy days of God holily, for God in the flesh is among us. God is with us: understand, O nations, and submit yourselves, for God is with us[4]. Amen.


[1] Hebr 10:23-31.

[2] Act 4:12.

[3] Deut 22:5.

[4] Is 8:8-10.

The Royal Service

A Sermon for the Day of the Accession to the Ancestral All-Russian Throne of His Most Pious Sovereign Emperor Nicholas Alexandrovich

I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end, says the Lord, who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty… I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last (Apok 1:8,10)

Whenever talk turns to the dominion of reigning monarchs on our earthly planet, one is naturally led to think of the One All-Sovereign, who by His almighty hand upholds in constant, unbroken, beautiful order all the countless worlds, before which our earth is but a single point.

Today is the festive celebration of the Russian Realm; today Russia and the Russian Church celebrate the accession to the throne of the Crowned Head of the state—and the Tsar, together with his countless subjects, gives thanks and glory to the One All-Sovereign, God the King and Master, who makes the tsars of the earth partakers of His dominion. To you has been given dominion from the Lord, and power from the Most High[1], says the wise Solomon.

The Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end of all that is visible, of all the elements, of all that passes away—and, as much as of all the kingdoms and tsars of the earth, of every single person—the First and the Last, who is one day to put an end to all the kingdoms of the earth and Himself alone to receive the kingdom and be all in all—is the Lord All-Sovereign, who now is, and who was, and who is to come, the pre-eternal God.

Celebrating the accession to the all-Russian, ancestral throne of the Sovereign who by now has reigned prosperously for seven years, we cannot help thinking of the immense importance and difficulty of the Tsar’s service, of the heavy burden that the tsars of the earth lift upon their shoulders—above all the Tsar of all boundless Russia. How many peoples the Lord has entrusted to one reigning Person, subjecting them to a single dominion! How many different faiths, ways of life, customs, and needs there are within one state; how many branches of administration, of needs of the most various kinds—of the calamities of every sort inevitable on this earth: diseases, crop failures, famines, fires, or floods, disorders, upheavals, the deep-rooted tribal hatred between tribes and nationalities! His heart aches over all these calamities and disorders.

How many chosen and faithful helpers He needs, who would care sincerely, tirelessly, and selflessly for the good of all His subjects.

How much care there is for the dignity, the security, and the defense of the fatherland from enemies external, and sometimes internal as well; for maintaining, commensurate with the size and extent of Russia, the height of military learning and the valor of the army; for the exact administration of justice; for the proper course of life of all the estates of the State; for the education of the people; for the development of the means of communication, of the arts, of industry, and of trade, on which the common well-being and contentment depend; for the relief and protection of widows and orphans; and for peace and for the most just possible satisfaction of the subjects of all the tribes that make up the great body of the State.

And how much care there is for maintaining good relations with all the neighboring States; for peace with all of them wherever possible, or for defending one’s own rights when they are violated to the harm of the fatherland, as happened in the recent war with China.

So heavy is the sovereign rule of the Tsar, and there is no greater accountability before God than the Tsar’s: Is all well in the State? Is due attention paid to everything—to all the tribes and peoples, to all the branches of governance? Is what is due rendered to all? Is due, or at least possible, satisfaction given to all? Does any region, or people, or estate suffer hardship from injustice, or from the harmful effects of the elements, or from anything else?

The Tsar has care for all and for everything, as the common father and guardian of all. And so His subjects are bound to love Him sincerely, to obey Him and the authorities appointed by Him willingly, to pray for Him, and each—in his own place and station—to increase the talents given him by God and to labor for his own good and the common good. All, while under the sovereign rule of the earthly Tsar, must stand in awe of the sovereign rule of the Lord Almighty, who sets earthly tsars over the nations for their good and flourishing, and must increase and strengthen faith in God, love and thanksgiving to Him, mutual love, truth and mercy toward their neighbors, and must attain to everlasting citizenship in the heavens, where all the chosen will rejoice and triumph forever under the one sovereign rule of the One God and King. Amen.


[1] Solom 6:3.

The Uprightness and Truth of the Orthodox Faith

A sermon for the day of the memory of the holy, glorious Wonderworker Nicholas, Archbishop of Myra in Lycia, and for the Name Day of the most pious Sovereign Emperor Nicholas Alexandrovich

As a rule of faith and an image of meekness, a teacher of abstinence, the truth of things has shown you to your flock… (Troparion)

Today Russia and the Orthodox Greco-Eastern Church celebrate a twofold triumph: the glorious memory of the great Wonderworker, Hierarch Nicholas of Myra in Lycia, and the Name Day of the most pious Sovereign Emperor Nicholas Alexandrovich.

With great praises the holy Church honors this Hierarch and man of God as the defender and champion of the Church of Christ and the denouncer of pernicious heresies, who together with the other holy Fathers preserved for us holy Orthodoxy from the wiles of the heretics, and who showed in his own person both a pattern of the faith and an example of pastoral meekness and humility and of firm abstinence from all the passions that agitate the life of man. From the very essence of things, from his very life and deeds, St Nicholas appeared to the whole world and to all the ages as a rule of the holy and saving faith of Christ and as a pattern of every virtue. Through his humility he attained great glory, and by his love for the poor and his non-acquisitiveness he gained the wealth of God’s grace, so great that he filled the whole universe and all the ages with his miracles, on land and on the seas.

St Nicholas lived at the beginning of the fourth century, at the close of the persecutions of the Christian faith by the pagan emperors and at the beginning of its triumph under the Equal-to-the-Apostles Emperor Constantine, at the very height of the pernicious heresy (of the heretic) Arius, who rejected the Divinity of Christ. He was present at the First Ecumenical Council as a defender of the true Faith, and displayed a special zeal in the defense of the Divine dignity of the Son of God.

As the need made itself felt then, so now all of us need, for the salvation of our soul, to confess firmly before everyone the following mystery of godliness: God appeared in the flesh, justified Himself in the Spirit, showed Himself to the angels, was preached among the nations, was received in faith in the world, was taken up in glory[1]. Or: the word is faithful and worthy of all acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners[2]. This is the great and saving mystery of the faith of Christ that St Nicholas firmly and zealously confessed before everyone throughout his whole life, and for which he suffered bloodlessly in the last persecution. It is precisely this great Mystery of godliness—the appearance of God in the flesh on earth and His founding of the holy Orthodox Church, in which He always abides and will abide to the end of the age (I am with you all the days, to the end of the age[3])—that we in our time also must hold firmly and confess before everyone, since now even among us in Russia there has appeared and is being boldly preached a blasphemous teaching that rejects the Divinity of our Lord Jesus Christ—the author and preacher of which proved to be the new Julian and new Arius, Count Leo Tolstoy, who boldly raised his gray head against Christ and the Church and carried after himself many of his admirers.

Holy Father Nicholas, come down from the heights of heaven and by your awesome appearing expose this madman, who dares to preach not only in his own heart but openly and loudly, as though Christ were not God. Come to us from the heights of heaven and expose today’s apostates—they do not want to listen to us, nor to the Gospel itself, nor to the Church of Christ—they have set themselves above Christ Himself and His Church. It would seem that the time has come for people to cease wandering in faith or unbelief and to accept with simple hearts the saving light of the Faith of Christ, which has illumined all the ends of the universe—for them to be enlightened, made alive, saved, and to attain the perfection for which we are destined. For it is said in the word of God: be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect[4]. What faith is more vital, more effective, holier, wiser than the Faith of Christ? If the learned sons of this age, in their elemental wisdom, have blinded their own eyes, like the ancient Pharisees, and do not wish today to see the truth and the life-giving power of the faith of Christ, then let them turn to the glorious history of the Church from its beginning to the present day: it was not invented by idle people, after all; it was taken from eyewitnesses and from the journals or chronicles of the Church.

Read the truthful, exact account of the persecutions of Christians in the first three centuries—this living depiction, in countless forms, of the most bloody and inhuman tortures endured by the holy martyrs; see with what courage and adamantine endurance, and with joy, they bore the most terrible torments and went to them as to a feast, as to a wedding banquet—and then render a sound judgment on this supernatural phenomenon in the life and struggles of the passion-bearers of Christ. Was it not the supernatural power of God that strengthened them in these awful torments? Was it not a firm conviction of the truth and the life-giving power of the faith they confessed that strengthened them in their endurance? Was it not the uprightness of their conscience before God and men, and their firm, unbending love for the Creator and their hope of eternal blessed life in God in heaven?

Yes, you will find no other reasons for such a wondrous, supernatural conduct of the martyrs; or if you do, they will be causeless and groundless. And it was not hundreds, not thousands of these witnesses to the rightness of the Faith of Christ who suffered at the hands of the enemies of the faith, the pagans and the Jews, but millions and tens of millions. Here are unlying, steadfast witnesses to the truth of our Faith and Church; that is why they are called by the Greek word martyr—witness. It is they who will be the accusers of all today’s godless men—the Tolstoyans, the Pashkovites, the Stundists, and every kind of unbeliever—at the Dread Judgment of Christ. And have you read the history of Christian monasticism in the East? How it shone forth with the light of a heavenly, holy life; with what an equal-to-the-angels life of its venerable men and women; how it triumphantly vindicated the whole truth and saving power of the Gospel teaching; and was a support for the whole Christian world; their divinely wise writings served, and still serve today, as a source of consolation and edification for all the faithful.

And has our Orthodox Russia really run short of her saints? Do not the incorrupt, wonderworking relics of her holy ascetics rest in all her far corners? Go to Kiev, to Moscow and beyond Moscow—to the Trinity Lavra, to Solovki, to Nil of Stolbensk, to Nil of Sora, to Joseph of Volokolamsk, to Anthony of the Siya, to the wonderworkers of Novgorod, of Nizhny Novgorod, of Rostov, of Smolensk, and to others beyond number. Do not all of them bear witness, by their very lives and by their miracles, to the saving power of our faith in its Divine Founder?—but—enough. The Orthodox Christian faith has been vindicated to overflowing, beyond all measure, by its countless children. What remains for us to do, with such a multitude of truthful witnesses?—To believe steadfastly, to hold fast to our faith and to the Church with all our strength, and to save our sinful souls.

Let us then, dear brothers, hold firmly to our holy faith, whose truth is sealed by countless testimonies—those of apostles, martyrs, hierarchs, venerable monks, and all the saints, who studied and passed through in deed and by experience the whole truth and life-giving power of the faith of Christ, and who were renewed through it in their whole being and attained the eternal, quiet harbor and the blessed life in heaven; it is time for us to cease erring in the faith. For well over five thousand years before Christ the world went astray and worshipped created things instead of the Creator. In the person of the Savior, God Himself brought true Faith to the earth and planted it in the world through His Apostles. Let us prize our divinely revealed Faith as we ought, and be saved by it, looking to its example and rule in the person of St Nicholas and of all the saints who shone forth and were glorified in the faith and in the Christian life. Let us imitate the Hierarch in his faith, in holiness, meekness, humility, abstinence, mercy, love for the poor, and in firm confession.

Today is the name day of our Most Pious Sovereign Emperor Nicholas Alexandrovich, who shines with the true Faith and piety. May the Lord preserve him in unshaken health and well-being for many, many years. Amen.


[1] 1Tim 3:16.

[2] 1Tim 1:15.

[3] Mt 28:20.

[4] Mt 5:48.

Autocracy

A Sermon for the day of the Sacred Chrismation and the Coronation of Our Most Pious Sovereign Emperor Nicholas Alexandrovich

I will give you the nations as your inheritance, and the ends of the earth as your possession (Ps 2:8)

The solemn day has arrived for the remembrance and celebration of the Sacred Chrismation and Coronation of our Most Pious Sovereign Emperor Nicholas Alexandrovich.

I thank the Lord, who deemed me worthy to stand very near as a beholder and partaker of this sacred royal and all-Russian solemnity. May the grace of the Sacred Chrismation abide upon our Sovereign indelibly and ever effectually, and may the Holy Spirit rest upon Him always—the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of courage and strength.

Let us converse, beloved brethren, in honor of the present all-Russian solemnity, on the superiority of autocracy over all other forms of state government.

I will give you the nations as your inheritance, and the ends of the earth as your possession, says the Lord through the Prophet-King; that is, I will give you the peoples as an inheritance, and the bounds of the earth as your possession. Strictly speaking, this saying refers to the promised Messiah Christ, the expectation of all nations; but it can justly be applied also to the sovereign Leader of the Russian Kingdom, which comprises many tribes and peoples and stretches almost to all the ends of the earth; for the Russian Sovereign is the only Orthodox Anointed One of God and the image of God’s dominion on earth, the first crowned Son of the Church.

From ancient times our tsars and emperors have been called autocratic and sole-sovereign, and in their autocracy and sole sovereignty, together with Orthodoxy, lies the might, breadth and glory of Russia: for ever since our pious tsars gathered our fatherland and knit it into one whole political body, it quickly began to grow strong and to spread in every direction, and now it stands by the mercy of God at the height of its political position. Autocracy is the most natural, most rational, and most beneficial form of government for earthly kingdoms, the most reliable authority, since it comes directly from God, the one Creator and Sustainer of the world. Authority has been given to you by the Lord, and power from the Most High[1], says the wise Solomon.

The world, created by a motion of the will and by the word of the one God, is governed in all its parts, infinitely great and small and invisibly small, by the wisdom and power of the one God.

The earth and an infinite number of heavenly bodies, or luminaries and planets, incomparably larger than our earth or equal to it or smaller, hang in the depths of cosmic space on nothing at all and move in wondrous order for whole millennia, never meeting or colliding with a single luminary and producing not the slightest disorder in the moving worlds—why? Because one almighty Hand holds them, moves them and guides them according to the laws of gravity. Everywhere in the universe and in all created worlds there is seen one infinite Mind, a single power and will of the Creator.

On our earth, as a planet, the same laws operate in all creatures, in all the elements, in all the kingdoms of nature. The human race is subject to one moral law—conscience.

The Creator and God common to all subjected all people to a single law—the law of love and mutual obedience. From the most ancient times, human families and societies were subject first to fathers, or to the elders of their kin, then to patriarchs, as among the Hebrews, and then to princes and tsars. Every species among the countless multitude of beings or creatures of the earth, animate and inanimate, is guided in its existence by the same instincts and habits given to it from God; by these it lives and is governed, supplying well-being to itself, or to the man who tames them to himself.

In all the reasoned actions of people, in all their works—in the sciences, in the arts—there can be discerned a single unifying thought; in writings, in treatises, in books there is a single one that binds together the whole multitude of thoughts and words—an idea, or a thought, that permeates the whole book as the soul does the body, and gives it order, life, interest, edification.

In every well-ordered institution—state, educational, charitable, or medical—there is one statute for all, and likewise one chief person governing the institution; in the army—in time of war or of peace—there is one chief commander who unites and directs all the parts and actions of the army; in the institutions of government all ranks are subject to one chief head—the minister—and the whole state is subject to one person, the monarch or sovereign.

Thus, sole rule and autocracy in a state is the most natural form of government, one pointed out and sanctioned by God, the form most of all conducive to the prosperity and success of the state and to the good of its subjects, and indeed to the good of the peace of other states as well. A single sovereign word from a mighty monarch can put a stop to the bloodshed of war and establish peace between warring powers, as has just now taken place, at the word of our Sovereign, between the warring Greeks and Turks—something a republic of any state would scarcely ever have been able to achieve.

Let us recall the internal discord of our ancient Russian princes, who warred against one another and weakened Russia. What did this discord lead to? To enslavement by the Tatars. And what did the unification of Rus by one autocratic tsar, Ivan III, lead to? To complete deliverance from the Tatar yoke. And by the policy that followed, and by the monarchical power of the tsars and emperors of Russia, she has been brought to her present greatness and glory.

So then, let us always thank God with all our heart that He has given, and to this day still gives, us autocratic and sole-sovereign tsars after His own heart, preserving the succession of the house of Romanov, and in them the spirit of Orthodoxy and of striving for the exaltation of the Orthodox faith and Church, and of the Russian state. Amen.


[1] Solom 6:3.

Houses of Industry

A Sermon on the Birthday of the Most Pious Sovereign Empress Alexandra Feodorovna

The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which a man took and sowed in his field; which, though smaller than all seeds, yet when it has grown, is larger than all plants, and becomes a tree, so that the birds of heaven come flying and take shelter in its branches (Mt 13:31-32)

Nature now is in the full strength of spring life: all the gardens, forests, fields, and meadows have clothed themselves in green; everything lives, blossoms, sings, plays, rejoices, and glorifies the Creator—for every breathing thing and all that lives render praise to Him[1]. At such a joyful, life-filled time there sprang forth into the world, though not here among us in Russia, but transplanted to us by the will of the Creator, a beautiful flower: our young Sovereign Empress Alexandra Feodorovna, whose birth we now solemnly celebrate.

To the solemnity and joy of spring nature, which praises the Lord in manifold ways, let us also add our own voices—solemn, prayerful, and giving praise and thanks to the Lord—for the health and blessed childbearing of our Most Pious Sovereign, and for the success of all her undertakings.

But what praise and thanksgiving from us can be pleasing to the Lord, who is holy, righteous, and the lover of mankind, if not praise through our good deeds: mutual love, help given to one another, gracious forbearance, and mercy—as it is said in Scripture: be merciful, as your heavenly Father is merciful[2].

Our most merciful Sovereign Lady thanks the Creator and Provider for all His benefits to her precisely with such deeds—deeds of mercy, condescension, and aid to the poor Russian folk—and renders Him a tribute of praise and thanksgiving. She is like the Gospel mustard seed, which, being smaller than all seeds, becomes in its growth greater than all garden plants and becomes a tree, in whose branches the birds of heaven take shelter. Indeed, do not these numerous refuges for the poor and homeless folk, which arose at her behest in many Russian cities and towns—these Houses of Diligence and Work Houses—signify the branches of the great shady-leaved tree of mercy, spread wide everywhere, beneath whose shadow she has gathered and continues to gather a multitude of toiling, bread-winning people? This shady-leaved Tree is she, our Tsarina. See how she has spread forth her green, life-rejoicing branches of mercy! How can we fail to thank and glorify the Creator, who so graciously provides for Russia through His chosen, faithful Servant, the Most Pious Sovereign Lady? How can we fail to thank her for her mercy and her works of such beneficence in Russia? Could anything like this have come about without her merciful initiative! It was precisely for a royal Person seated on the royal throne to begin this great work of mercy, so that it might spread so widely and take root. Glory and Thanksgiving to God for our Tsarina! Thanksgiving to our Tsarina for her care for the least of Christ’s brethren. Amen!


[1] Ps 150:6.

[2] Lk 6:36.

Why Are We Given the Names of the Saints?

A Sermon for the Name Day of Her Most Pious Sovereign Lady the Empress Alexandra Feodorovna

Thus says the Lord: do not be afraid, for I have redeemed you, I have called you by your name; you are Mine (Is 43:1)

Today we celebrate the name day of our young Sovereign Lady the Empress Alexandra Feodorovna, who is flourishing in spirit and in body. And all of us celebrate our own name day, or saint’s day, every year—and we count our angel’s day as especially important and significant for ourselves. What, then, does the name day mean, and for what does the Church of God give us the names of the Saints? The name day means bearing the same name, that is, the very name which some holy servant of God or holy woman bears—for example, the holy Martyr Queen Alexandra, after whom our Most Pious Sovereign Lady is named.

Why are the names of saints given to Orthodox Christians? To signify that we have been enrolled, soon after our birth and our baptism, in the Church of God, or in the society of the saints who live in heaven—the society of the city of God, the heavenly city, eternal and holy—and that we ourselves must lift our minds to the things above[1] and imitate the virtues of those saints whose names we bear, and strive toward that same eternal city; for here we have no city that abides (a permanent one), but we seek an eternal city (we look for it)[2]. The names of the saints are given to us for yet another reason: so that we may be entrusted to their spiritual protection and guidance. Besides the name of a saint, male or female, all of us, as members of the Orthodox Church, are also called by the common name of Christians, the most precious and holy name of all, since we have been redeemed by the Blood of Christ, since we sincerely believe and have been baptized into Him: for those who are baptized into Christ are clothed in Christ[3], in His righteousness, holiness, meekness, humility, obedience, and patience—and in eternity they will be clothed in His glory, honor, and immortality. So, we bear two names; one is the name of a saint, male or female, and the other is the name of a Christian, man or woman. The ancient Christian martyrs, to the question of their persecutors: who are you?—answered only: I am a Christian, I am a Christian woman, naming no other name, and they counted this name the greatest honor.

When we bear the name of a saint, man or woman, we must know the brief account of their life, their struggles and the virtues by which they pleased God or attained to holiness and eternal life, and we must strive to imitate them according to our strength, asking for their prayerful intercession for us, so that we also may be counted worthy to attain eternal life. Bearing the name of Christians, we must strive to have the Spirit of Christ—the spirit of meekness, humility, mercy, guilelessness, obedience, holiness, and righteousness—for if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, then he is not His[4], according to the word of Holy Scripture. Belonging to the Orthodox Church, we are all called members of the Body of Christ, members we are of His body, of His flesh and of His bones[5], and each of us is obligated to keep his own vessel, his body, in sanctification and honor, not in the passion of lusts, as also the nations do that do not know God[6]. The greatest honor is to be called a Christian—for the true Christian, as a struggler in the faith, as a warrior of Christ and victor over sin, as a child and heir of Christ, is promised eternal blessedness and co-reigning with Christ in His everlasting glory. To the one who overcomes I will give to sit with Me on My throne, as I also overcame and sat down with My Father on His throne[7].

May the Lord grant to our Sovereign Lady, after her earthly kingdom, the heavenly kingdom—eternal, unshakable, of which there will be no end. May the Lord multiply her natural beauty with the grace-filled beauty of all Christian wisdom and virtue—meekness, humility, mercy, and compassion; may He add days to her days and years to her years, may her days be like the days of heaven, and may the Lord grant her the longed-for gift—a male child, an heir to the throne. Amen.


[1] Col 3:2.

[2] Hebr 13:14.

[3] Gal 3:27.

[4] Rom 8:9.

[5] Eph 5:30.

[6] 1Thes 4:4-5.

[7] Apok 3:21.

Mutual Love

A Word on the Birthday of the Widowed Most Pious Sovereign Empress Maria Feodorovna

All things came into being through Him, and without Him nothing came into being that came into being (Jn 1:3)

The holy Apostle and Evangelist John the Theologian, who began his sublime proclamation of the gospel with an account of the eternal being of God the Word and of the creation through Him and by Him of the whole world, visible and invisible, and of all creatures, animate and inanimate alike, proclaimed at the very beginning of his Gospel: all things came into being through Him, and without Him nothing came into being that came into being. Thus we all owe our very being and our blessed well-being to God the Word, Who at the end of the ages was pleased to become incarnate and to remain forever, without end, the perfect Man Jesus Christ, while continuing from eternity and forever the infinite God.

Today we celebrate the birth of the Empress, the Mother of the Tsar, foreknown by God before all ages and called into being in due time—precisely in our own time—for an exceptional and lofty childbearing, whose fruit was and is, among others, our reigning Sovereign Emperor. Great is the election and destiny of the Empress-Mother. Look—her Son, the Emperor of all Russia, commands a fifth part of the world. What a divine election and appointment, what a rare lot among mankind; and in keeping with such an election, what a sacred and great duty lies upon her before God and humanity; for the higher God’s election, the greater, loftier, and more responsible the duties before God and men that the chosen person takes upon herself: first, she is the Mother of the Tsar and of the royal children, whom she raised in accordance with their lofty calling; and second, she is the royal Mother of all her loyal subjects, but especially of all the maidens who have been and are being raised in Russia in those educational institutions that bear her name. She is their Patroness, well-disposed toward them not in name only but in deed: for they enjoy the most careful oversight and guidance of her faithful and zealous helpers, men and women, in the important work of Christian upbringing. As the former Consort of the late Tsar the Peacemaker, who knew his royal ideals, thoughts, intentions, desires, and undertakings well, she graciously passed them on to her reigning Son, and in this respect an important share in the upbringing of the Tsar her Son belongs to her: for who could have known and handed down the behests of the Tsar the Peacemaker and Father of the Russian people better than his Consort? She was the most faithful interpreter of the behests of her sovereign Consort to the Son who had come to the throne; and he firmly keeps the behests of his father the Tsar—firmly walks in his footsteps, vigilantly stands guard over his realm, protecting it with the sovereign power given him by God from every encroachment upon its integrity, whether by internal or external enemies, just as he stands guard over its outward protection—the security of the faith and of the Orthodox Church, as the firmest bulwark and repository of the Russian realm; for in the firm unity of Church and Kingdom lies an invincible strength, the strength of God.

And each of us, dear brothers, together with his being, given to him by God, has received his own purpose—to build up the well-being and salvation of himself and of those near him, as members of one great body politic, whose good rests upon the common, unanimous striving toward the general and the private good of all its members—and as members of the one spiritual body of the Church, or of the grace-filled kingdom of Christ. This purpose is: fidelity to God and to the Tsar; fidelity to family, civil, and Christian duties; fidelity, goodwill, honesty, and justice in our relations with one another; the solicitous guarding of the family, of the spiritual family hearth; the faithfulness of husbands and of wives; the Christian upbringing of children, their protection from every allurement, and their being brought near to the Holy Church, which God Himself has given us as a Nurturer for time and eternity; the keeping by each of his own faith in a pure conscience; the upholding of the true spirit of piety, in which our forefathers were so strong, and by which with unshakable firmness they defended for us the integrity of our Holy Faith and of our Church; fidelity to the Tsar and to the authorities appointed by Him for the ordering of the common good; private and common care for the observance of chastity and of self-restraint, and for the mutual help of one another in faith and in life, in sorrow, sickness, need, and grief. For at the present time many sorrows and calamities have pressed down upon us, especially from the instability of morals, from the fragility of marital and family unions, from all-consuming, ruinous drunkenness and debauchery—from failures of the grain and grass crops, or from the complete spoiling of fields and mown meadows by unceasing rains.

Let us bear the burdens of one another according to our strength, and in this way fulfill our appointed purpose. Bear the burdens of one another, and so fulfill the law of Christ[1]. Amen.


[1] Gal 6:2.

Why Is Life Given to a Person?

A Sermon for the Birthday and Name Day of the Faithful Sovereign Heir and Grand Duke Michael Alexandrovich

For Your sake (O Christ) we are put to death all day long: we have been counted as sheep destined for slaughter (Rom 8:36; Ps 43:23)

Today the Orthodox Church, especially the local church of Tver, joyfully keeps the feast of the memory of the passion-bearer, the Right-Believing Prince Michael of Tver, who was tortured to death in the Horde by the Tatars and glorified with wondrous signs of holiness, of incorruption, and of many miracles from his relics. It was an evil time for Russia, by the righteous judgments of God, when even our great princes underwent a martyr’s death at the hands of the Tatars, who were then our enslavers. Now, by the mercy of God, it has long since been free, great, and glorious; and the holy passion-bearers pray with boldness to God for our whole Reigning House and for Russia.

Today as well the Church and Russia keep solemn festival on the Birthday and Name Day of the Faithful Sovereign Heir, Grand Duke Michael Alexandrovich, the third son of the Peacemaker, Emperor Alexander III, who reposes in God.

Two birthdays have met in one day for one person: his birth after the flesh and his rebirth after the Spirit, that is, holy Baptism and his enrollment in the holy Church under the glorious name of the holy passion-bearer of Russia, the Right-Believing Prince Michael, whose holy relics rest in the city of Tver.

And the birth after the flesh of the Faithful Sovereign Heir is most illustrious, as the birth of a royal son; but his birth after the Spirit, through faith, is incomparably more glorious, a birth from God by the Holy Spirit, the day of his enrollment in the Church of God and of his adoption by God, for walking the path of earthly labors toward the inheritance of eternal life in the eternal heavenly fatherland.

To us all Christians the Creator gives a temporal existence for inheriting life eternal: for the Christian faith, sealed with the Mysteries and with Christian love and good works, gives us the right to it. And this right was purchased for us by the Most Pure Blood, shed on the cross by Jesus Christ for the salvation of the human race. For God loved the world so much that He gave His only-begotten Son, so that everyone who believes in Him would not perish, but would have eternal life. He who believes in Him is not judged, but he who does not believe (like the new apostate Count Tolstoy) is already condemned, because he did not believe in the name of the only-begotten Son of God[1].

So then, what is the chief purpose of our life?

Every single thing, all that breathes and moves on the earth has its purpose from the Creator, and there is not one smallest creature without a purpose: for all was created wisely, purposefully, and beautifully. Man is the crown of creation and the king of the earth, created in the image and likeness of God, with a rational and immortal soul. His final goal is not here, for on earth everything is corruptible and passing, and man here is only a temporary sojourner, a wanderer, a transient warrior and soldier: he must by the cross and patience clear for himself the path to heaven, for which he was created—for man, the lord of the earthly creatures, himself, through his own heedlessness at the beginning, became from a free being the slave of the devil and of his own countless passions, which altered and disfigured his beautiful God-like nature, made him a slave of corruption and of every sin and an enemy of God the Creator, removing him far from Him by an impassable chasm. Only the Lord Jesus Christ destroys this chasm for those who believe in Him and leads them to God through faith and repentance.

Thus, the defining quality and character of our life here is unceasing struggle and warfare with oneself, with one’s passions and with every vicious inclination, the cleansing of oneself from all defilement of flesh and spirit[2], the restoration in oneself of the fallen image of God. The kingdom of heaven is won by force, the Lord says, and those who seek it earnestly acquire it[3].

You are right-believing Christians, and you have heard or have yourselves read by what struggles the saints in this world attained eternal life and glory, how they overcame senseless, hideous sin and trained themselves in every virtue. Imitate their way of life according to your strength; learn their faith, self-restraint, prayer, simplicity, meekness, humility, patience, repentance, obedience; be fervent in spirit, serve the Lord[4]. What is asked of you now is not the martyric struggle for winning eternal life with which the first Christians contended, or our Russian passion-bearers—the right-believing Prince Michael of Tver, or Prince Michael of Chernigov with his boyar Theodore and the other martyrs who suffered in the Tatar Horde. We all freely confess the holy Faith under the sovereign rule of Orthodox tsars. But we too have enemies—these are our sins—and enemies of the faith—the sectarians of today, who openly revile our holy, saving Faith and the Orthodox Church and preach senseless, pernicious teachings. What is asked of you even now is firmness in the faith and a courageous struggle against the sectarians—the exposing of their madness by the sound word of the Faith. There are now no bodily torments endured for the Faith, but believers often have to suffer torment of soul from the audacity of the sectarians, especially the Tolstoyans, who blaspheme the most holy and magnificent Name of the Holy Trinity and of the One of the Trinity, our Lord Jesus Christ. So guard your faith steadfastly, struggle for your faith, in which our saints and our forebears labored toward salvation and were saved—and attain to eternal life, to which you are called by the grace and mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.


[1] Jn 3:16-18.

[2] 2Cor 7:1.

[3] Mt 11:12.

[4] Rom 12:11.
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Saint John of Kronstadt (1829–1908) was a Russian Orthodox archpriest, pastor, and spiritual writer, and one of the most beloved and influential figures of the late Russian Church. A married parish priest rather than a monk or a bishop, he became renowned across the whole empire for his fervent celebration of the Divine Liturgy, his ministry of prayer and healing, and his tireless charity among the poor of Kronstadt.

He was born Ioann Ilyich Sergiev to a poor clerical family in the far north of Russia, in the village of Sura in the Arkhangelsk province. He was educated at the Saint Petersburg Theological Academy, and in 1855 was ordained to serve at Saint Andrew’s Cathedral in Kronstadt, the naval town near the capital, where he would remain for more than half a century. He gave himself to the destitute of the town, founding the House of Diligence to give work and dignity to the poor, and thousands sought him out for confession, counsel, and prayer.

He is best remembered for his spiritual masterwork My Life in Christ, a collection of reflections drawn from his diaries on prayer, repentance, and the Eucharist, marked throughout by a vivid sense of the reality of God and of the Church’s Mysteries. His many sermons, catechetical talks, and later diaries—among them A Living Ear of Wheat and his Lenten preaching—extend the same ardent, experiential piety, and everywhere his eucharistic realism is stated without reserve.

He reposed in 1908 and was mourned throughout Russia. He was glorified by the Russian Orthodox Church Outside Russia in 1964 and by the Moscow Patriarchate in 1990, and is commemorated on 20 December and on 1 June, the day of his glorification. His writings remain a standard of modern Orthodox spiritual life.
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