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Editor’s Introduction

Fifteen sermons, gathered here as in the 1911 collected edition, preached across the fixed feasts of the church year that commemorate events in the life of Christ Himself: the Nativity and the Sunday that follows it, the approach to Theophany and the feast itself, the Meeting of the Lord, the Transfiguration (given twice, in two separate years), Pentecost, and the Exaltation of the Cross. Unlike the Marian collection translated earlier in this project, which returns again and again to Mary’s intercession, these sermons circle a different center: the concrete historical events of Christ’s own life as the pattern and guarantee of the believer’s own.

Two pieces stand out for their vividness. The sermon for the Sunday after the Nativity turns from the massacre of the Holy Innocents to a sustained meditation on regicide, written in the shadow of the assassination of Alexander II, a passage that shows how directly nineteenth-century Russian political violence entered even a feast-day sermon. And the sermon for the Exaltation of the Cross traces, in some historical detail, the three centuries of persecution before Constantine, and the later Justinian-era plague whose end, according to tradition, established the feast of the Meeting of the Lord. It is history mobilized in the service of a call to repentance.
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Instruction for the Sunday of the Holy Fathers

He (Jesus Christ) is our peace (Eph 2:14).

A great feast is drawing near for all Christians—the feast of the Nativity of the Lord and God and Savior of us all, Jesus Christ, from the most pure, unwedded Virgin Mary; the feast of the greatest, most wondrous, and all-saving event, foretold many times by the prophets, prefigured to the people of the Old Testament through various images and likenesses. Soon the holy Church will sing with the Angels: glory in the highest to God, and on earth peace, among men good will (Lk 2:14). But where, someone may ask, are the blessings of God’s peace, of heavenly stillness on earth, when upon it, from the beginning until now, wars have never ceased, when the earth has so often been, and still is, a fearsome spectacle of slaughter and bloodshed; when human passions, both in time of war and in time of peace, again and again stir up storms and tumults, both in the masses of men and in individual human souls?

Where, then, are the blessings of the heavenly peace brought to earth by the incarnate only-begotten Son of the beginningless Father, by the gentle Light of His holy glory? Without doubt the Angels proclaim the truth. Peace has been brought and given to the earth; but since this heavenly, holy, priceless treasure requires a reliable guard, keeper, and dispenser, lest men, in the outbursts of their passions, drive it once more from the earth, the King of peace, the Lord Jesus Christ, left this peace to His Church, to the well-ordered, grace-filled society of those who believe in Him, entrusting it especially to the faithful shepherds of His flock, and through them to the Church, to grant this saving peace to all who seek it. In what, then, does the peace brought by Jesus Christ to earth consist? In this: that through His only-begotten Son, God has been reconciled with men, that the unbreakable barrier between Him and lawless men has been destroyed, the curse abolished, the handwriting of sin torn to pieces, death struck upon the head; to all who desire it, saving grace has been given, all the divine powers for life and piety have been granted (2Pet 1:2-3); to all, free access to God has been opened, to all the full possibility has been opened to receive the forgiveness of sins, to become holy, and, amid all the storms and tumults of this sinful world, to be at peace. Come to Me, all you who toil and are burdened, and I will give you rest (Mt 11:28)—that is, come to Me in faith and repentance, all you who are weary and burdened with sins, and I will take from you the burden of sin, will drive away the storm of the passions, will turn the storm into stillness—and you will learn by your own experience that I have brought peace to earth for all who desire and seek peace, on the condition of faith in Me and unfeigned repentance. My yoke is good, and My burden is easy (Mt 11:30).

And so the peace brought to earth by Jesus Christ, and sung by the heavenly Angels, is contained and kept on earth in the gracious kingdom of Christ, that is, in the Church of God; here all who sincerely believe and sincerely repent may draw it in abundance. Do you not hear how often the Church, through the person of the priest, grants peace to all who stand before her, who, in their turn, send back their good wish of peace to him as well? Oh, how blessed and how sweet is the peace of the Lord Jesus Christ, granted to the Church and to all the faithful! Truly the soul accounted worthy of the peace of God tastes a paradisal blessedness in communion with God. And who among us would not desire this peace? For sins and passions rage ruinously in the souls of sinners, torment, oppress, scorch, and tear the poor soul, so to speak, into pieces.

Come, then, sinners like myself, to Christ the Savior with faith and unfeigned repentance—and He will give you peace. I myself have many times been subjected to the ruinous, deadly rebellion of the passions, and every time, in cases without number, I have received from the Lord swift deliverance and freedom from the storm of soul, and the gracious, heavenly peace. Such is the peace that the incarnate Son of God brought to earth! The sinful world does not know and does not seek this peace, which is the forerunner of the eternal peace in the heavens. The people of this world know only an earthly, enticing, momentary peace—a peace that comes from success in gain and acquisition, from success in self-love, ambition, self-indulgence, and voluptuousness; a peace that comes from the allurement of spectacles, from the satisfaction of the feeling of vengeance, and so on and so forth. This is not the peace of God, but a fleshly, sinful, diabolical peace. It is not this peace that the Son of God brought to earth. Therefore He Himself says: peace I leave with you, My peace I give to you: not as the world gives do I give to you (Jn 14:27)—that is, I give you not the peace that the world lying in evil gives (1Jn 5:19).

And so, that all of us may soon joyfully and sincerely sing with the Angels: glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, let us be reconciled with God, with our own conscience, and with our fellow men, in unfeigned repentance; then we too shall joyfully glorify the blessings of God’s peace, even as the Angels themselves, who possess this peace. Amen.
Instruction for the Sunday of the Holy Fathers (3)

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

Today the holy Church celebrates her weekly feast—the Sunday resurrection of Christ—and at the same time keeps the forefeast of the Nativity of Christ; therefore at the all-night vigil the Gospel of Christ’s resurrection is read, while at the Liturgy the Gospel of the forefathers of Jesus Christ according to His humanity is read. The Liturgy Gospel begins with the words: the book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham. Let us pause on these words and make them the subject of our present sermon.

What do they tell us? This: that the only-begotten Son of God, consubstantial and co-beginningless with God the Father, all-good, almighty, the hypostatic Wisdom of God who ordered the world and everything in the world, the Almighty Himself, who upholds all creation visible and invisible, having taken up human nature, entered into kinship with men—men whom He Himself had created in His own image and likeness, but who had sinned through bold disobedience and had become utterly corrupted through countless transgressions; the Son of God became the Son of Man, that is, a man, like us in all things except sin, without ceasing to be the beginningless and almighty God; full—He emptied Himself; rich—He became poor; untouchable in His essence—He became touchable for our salvation. What goodness! What mercy, what utmost condescension! What voluntary poverty! Having taken on our nature made poor by sin, He is born in poverty too, of a poor mother, though of royal lineage, and of the most pure Virgin, in a wretched cave!

O man! Awake from your sinful slumber, and consider what this wondrous dispensation of God for you means, this wondrous self-emptying of the Son of God for your sake, and respond to the loving voice of God calling you. What does He say? He says: I have come to seek and to save you, the lost (Mt 18:11) sinner. Repent, then; correct the paths of your heart, your whole conduct; be renewed, put off the old age of sin, love righteousness and hate lawlessness, for only those who keep His commandments are kin to the Son of God. Only call upon Me with your whole soul, and I will help you in everything; in My Church I have laid up every means to your salvation; make full use of them with diligence, and you will be saved with ease.

The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham. According to the flesh, Jesus Christ descended from Abraham and David. What great forefathers! What venerable names! Abraham was the friend of God, to whom promises were given by God that from his seed the Savior of the world would be born (Gen 22:18); from him the Lord, according to His promise, brought forth nations as numberless as the sand of the sea and the stars of heaven (Hebr 11:12). David was king of Israel, a man after God’s own heart (1Sam 13:14), meek and without malice, to whom likewise the promise was given that the Savior of the world would be born of his descendants. And behold, the Lord fulfilled His promise: the Son of God was indeed born, according to His humanity, of the line of Abraham and David.

You who are children of Abraham by faith and children of God by the grace of Christ, strive to imitate the great forefathers, the ancestors of Jesus Christ: Abraham—in faith, simplicity, hospitality, obedience to God, and the cutting off of one’s own will from every worldly attachment, in welcoming strangers, in friendship, in constancy of faith, hope, and love, in patience and long-suffering; David—likewise in faith, hope, meekness, freedom from malice, in repentance, in ardor of love, in prayer, doxology, thanksgiving, and in patience amid sorrows and misfortunes.

The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham. Hearing of the Lord’s kinship according to flesh and spirit with Abraham and David and the other forefathers, among whom were men not without sin—remember, brother, remember, sister, that with you too the Lord has entered into close kinship; He has become not only your God and Savior, but your Brother according to humanity, for it is said: He is not ashamed to call them brothers (Hebr 2:11); He has become one blood and one body with us, so that we are members of Him, of His flesh and of His bones (Eph 5:30); and when we estrange ourselves from Him by our sins, He again invites us to restore our union with Him, calling us to repentance, and, when we sincerely repent, again receives us into spiritual communion with Himself, imparting to us His Holy Spirit, by whom we cry to God, Abba, Father (Rom 8:15)! He renews His bond with repentant sinners in a manner of ineffable love, granting us to taste His own flesh and blood, and proclaiming with boundless meekness and love: take, eat: this is My body, and: drink of it, all of you: this is My blood, of the New Covenant (Mt 26:26,28). What condescension, what salvation, what an honor—to taste the most pure body of the Lord Jesus Christ and to drink His most pure blood! This is the highest honor! This is the most wondrous salvation! For everyone who sincerely communes, being dead in spirit, is brought to life, is loosed from sins, is sanctified by the Holy Spirit, and is deified with a most glorious deification.

Remember, then, O Christian, your kinship with the Son of God, who became incarnate for our salvation, and strive with all your might to conduct yourself worthily of your calling; flee sin in all its forms, resist every sin as a faithful soldier of Christ, be zealous for holiness in your whole manner of life, as it is said: be holy in all your conduct (1Pet 1:15). Whoever sins and does not repent with his whole heart is in kinship with the devil, the murderer of mankind. Such people the holy Forerunner of Christ, John, called a brood of vipers (Mt 3:7), and the Lord Jesus Christ said of the Jews: you are of your father the devil, and the desires of your father you wish to do (Jn 8:44). May God deliver us all from such a fearsome kinship with sin and its author. And so, however many times you sin, repent at once, secretly, before God, break your bond with the devil and restore your bond with God at appointed times before your spiritual father. Amen.
Instruction for the Third Day of the Nativity of Christ, a Sunday

Today we have two feasts: to the feast of the Nativity of Christ is joined the feast of the resurrection of Christ; one feast is annual, the other weekly. In both feasts, beloved brothers, our own Christian triumph lies hidden. Jesus Christ was born, and He rose, for us: He was born in order to die for us and to rise; such is the love of God our Savior for us—He gave the whole of Himself to us, only that He might make us eternally blessed, only that He might bring us into the dwellings of the heavenly Father. The life of our Lord Jesus Christ—from His birth to His sufferings, death, resurrection, and ascension into heaven—is, so to speak, a mirror in which is reflected everything that happens and will happen to His followers; or, put another way, His whole earthly life is a pattern for our own life, of what it ought to be. Therefore His birth is, as it were, our own birth—and indeed, it is only for our sake—and His resurrection is our resurrection. Through the birth and resurrection of the Savior, we are all, beloved, called to eternal life, to an incorruptible inheritance, kept in heaven for our sake. Without the Savior, without His birth, our own birth would be only a curse, so that our own resurrection, without Him, would become a sentence to eternal torment. By His birth Jesus Christ sanctified our birth, He raised up our horn; by His resurrection He gladdened us with the hope of our own resurrection. Christ is risen from the dead, the firstfruits of them that slept (1Cor 15:20)—that is, He laid the foundation for our own resurrection. Behold our triumph in the birth and resurrection of Christ! But why do we celebrate the feast of the Nativity of Christ only once a year, while we celebrate the feast of the resurrection many times, and one of these—the annual feast—with such brightness, with such solemnity, that its light seems to outshine every other feast? To resolve this question, let us take up another for the sake of explanation. Is it necessary to assure a man several times that he was born? It is not necessary, because everyone believes this without any need of assurance. But is it necessary to assure a man many times that he will rise again? It is altogether necessary, because, since the resurrection still lies ahead and is for us only a matter of hope, we need more often to revive, to reanimate our fading faith in the resurrection and our hope in it—all the more so the fewer examples of resurrection we see before our eyes, whereas examples of birth are always before our eyes. To this reason must be added another: that a year represents a human lifetime, and since the Son of God, Jesus Christ, having also become the Son of Man, though timeless, submitted Himself to the measure of earthly years, we remember once a year all the great events of the life of our Lord Jesus Christ, just as they occurred, in actual fact, only once—and this single remembrance suffices to revive our faith in them—while the resurrection of Christ, besides its all-radiant annual celebration, is celebrated many more times throughout the year, in order to revive more often in people faith in the general resurrection, which is the great triumph of our faith, because the resurrection of Christ is our own resurrection: you have risen with Christ, says the apostle (Col 3:1)—that is, you have, as it were, risen together with Christ.

And so, glory to the Lord who was born for our salvation, and glory to Him who rose from the tomb and raised us together with Himself.

What, then, shall I say to you in conclusion? Remember, all of you, with every Sunday that comes, that you will rise again, and, having risen, will appear at judgment; and therefore let each one take care to order his life so that at that dread tribunal he may not be put to shame and cast away into the outer darkness, and so that the feasts of the Nativity and the Resurrection of Christ may not condemn us, in that age, for our carelessness and disrespect toward their message. Amen.
Instruction for the Sunday After the Nativity of Christ

A voice in Ramah was heard—weeping, and lamentation, and much wailing: Rachel weeping over her children, and did not want to be comforted, because they are no longer (Mt 2:18; Jer 31:15).

The holy Church today honors the memory of the fourteen thousand infants slain by King Herod in Bethlehem and its surrounding country. This bloody event was foretold five hundred years earlier by God’s prophet Jeremiah, in these words: a voice was heard in Ramah, lamentation and weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and would not be comforted, because they are no more. By Ramah, or Arimathea, is meant the whole region soaked with the blood of the infant martyrs, and by Rachel, who was the wife of the patriarch Jacob, grandson of Abraham, are meant all the mothers whose infants were torn from them by Herod’s executioners and put to the sword. A terrible, inhuman sight! To this a man’s unbridled passions lead him—his self-love, pride, ambition, lust for power, malice, envy! And, generally speaking, with what evil deeds is the earth not filled, this dwelling place of the human race, throughout nearly eight thousand years of its existence! History unfolds before us terrible pictures of dreadful evil deeds in ancient and modern times. In our own day the atrocities of the Turkish Muslims against Christian children, fathers, and mothers are still fresh in all our memories. O earth, earth, soaked with human blood, filled with indescribable evil deeds, how long will you refrain from crying out to God for vengeance against evildoers? How long will you still stand, and not be subjected to the cleansing fire? How long will the justice of God delay its final recompense against the evildoers who have stained their hands with the blood of so many, and such, victims of inhumanity? But the justice of God assures us that soon the blood of all the righteous will be required, beginning with the blood of Abel, and it entreats us, impatient as we are, to wait yet a little while (Apok 6:11). But when I speak of Herod’s murder, and of murders in general, which have filled the whole earth with horrors, I call to mind the spiritual murder in which all of us are more or less guilty—this is the murder, by each of us, of his own soul, and often of his own body too, through his own sins—or the murder of the souls of our neighbors through temptation, or by teaching others to sin. Who among us is not guilty of this spiritual murder? Who among us is free from passions, from sinful habits and inclinations? Who has not killed his own soul, or the soul of his neighbor, through self-love, or pride, or cunning, lying, or envy, or gluttony, overindulgence, drunkenness, or love of money and avarice, or hardness of heart, or fleshly impurity, or anger, or suspicion, or partiality, or laziness and carelessness about salvation, unbelief, and so on? Thus, my brothers, we kill, again and again, our own souls, or the souls of our neighbors, through countless sins and our carelessness about correcting our own hearts, our own life, our own manners. And this spiritual or soul-murder, by which we kill souls created in the image of God, is even more guilty than bodily murder, because here it is the soul that is killed, a soul destined to live for endless ages, while there it is only the body, which will rise again at the general resurrection. The souls of the infant martyrs slain by Herod all rest in the bosom of Abraham, are comforted in the Kingdom of Heaven, and in their own time their bodies too will rise; but the soul of Herod is in eternal torment, and Herod, in slaying the innocent infants, had already, before their slaughter, killed his own soul with his shameful passions, and soon after, his body too, which endured fearsome torments before his death. And so let us not be murderers of our own souls, these priceless souls, redeemed at the infinitely costly price of the blood of the Son of God—let us revive them and preserve them, let us adorn them with repentance and virtue. But what shall be said of the murderers and suicides of our own time? This is a fearsome sign of the age, a fearsome time of unbelief, depravity, and falling away from God. Murders and suicides are frequent everywhere, and human life is counted as nothing; so trivial, so empty, so worthless, so aimless has it become! But what shall be said of regicides, who in their madness make an attempt on the most precious lives of the very kings of the earth? If it is fearsome and inhuman to kill an ordinary man, how much more to kill a king, the head of a state, the father of millions of subjects, the protector of the Church of God, for whom she, with the greatest love and motherly solicitude, ever prays, day and night, that the Lord would prosper him in everything and subdue under his feet every enemy and adversary—to make an attempt on the life of a king is the most abominable of crimes, and whoever touches him touches the apple of God’s eye. Our Russian forefathers always revered their tsars as the anointed of God, and would rather have endured every calamity than raise a bold and sacrilegious hand against their own tsar. And rightly so. The king’s heart, according to Scripture, is in the hand of God, and He turns it wherever He will (Prov 21:1). Touch not My anointed ones (Ps 104:15), says God.

And so let us not kill our own souls by our own sins—let us revive them through fervent repentance, if we have killed them, while we still have time for repentance—and let us always hold in abhorrence the very thought of murder and suicide; let us hold in abhorrence those who make attempts at regicide. God alone is the Master of life and death; He alone has power both to slay and to give life. The Sovereign is our shield, the guardian of our safety, both of the whole Russian land, of the faith and the Orthodox Church, and, in particular, the guardian of the safety and peace of each one of us. Amen.
Instruction for the Sunday Before Theophany

The voice of one crying in the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord, make His paths straight (Mk 1:3).

When people await the arrival of a king somewhere, they usually take care to prepare his way—that is, to level or clear the road. If the arrival of a king in a city is expected, the streets are usually swept, the houses whitewashed or illuminated, flags hung out as a sign of welcome to the honored guest; but if the king’s arrival is expected in a village, all its inhabitants dress in clean, festive garments, come out into the street, and chosen persons from the community bring out bread and salt to the exalted visitor. So it is at the meeting of an earthly king. But we, brothers, await the meeting of a heavenly King: for Christ, King of heaven and earth, comes to every Christian soul, to dwell in it and to establish in it His own kingdom, a kingdom of righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit, the kingdom of heaven. What must we do? How shall we meet such a Visitor of our souls, such a King? Prepare, says the prophet, the way of the Lord, make His paths straight. For a spiritual King a spiritual way must be prepared. In the East, to meet kings, roads were straightened and leveled, so that the way for the traveling king might be as straight, smooth, and convenient as possible; and among us now there are railways almost everywhere, and it is not only for a king, but for all of us, that the way is made straight and level, as if on glass. Let us then take this straightness and smoothness of earthly ways as an example and a likeness for the spiritual way. We await the coming, not into a city, but into our own souls, of the heavenly King, Christ. Let us, then, make the spiritual way too straight and smooth—that is, let us remove from our souls every crookedness and roughness of sin: for your paths are crooked, says the prophet, your ways are perverse and rough (cf. Is 40:4). How shall we remove it? By sincere repentance of sins, by the correction of heart and life, and by good works. Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand (Mt 3:2). Let the man of little faith remove the crookedness of his unbelief or little faith, and acquire the simple, unquestioning faith of the saints, or the faith of God, of which the Lord said: have the faith of God (Mk 11:23); let the proud man remove his pride, and acquire God-pleasing humility; let the man at enmity leave off his enmity against his brother, let him humble himself and live henceforth in love, heeding the apostle’s commandment: love one another earnestly from a pure heart (1Pet 1:22). Let the fornicator wash away his uncleanness with the tears of repentance and not return to it hereafter, like a dog to its own vomit, and let him live chastely, remembering that our bodies are members of Christ and temples of the Holy Spirit (Eph 5:30; 1Cor 6:19); let the intemperate man and the drunkard leave off his intemperance and be zealous henceforth for self-restraint: for drunkards will not inherit the kingdom of God (1Cor 6:10), and drunkenness is idolatry. Let the lover of money and the man hard-hearted toward the poor leave off his attachment to this precious or costly earth, as a crooked and rough path, on which he too is often inwardly wounded, and which blocks the road into his soul for the heavenly King: for what fellowship has the Merciful One with the hard of heart, the Lover of Mankind with the lover of money, the heavenly King with earthly dust? And so let the lover of money and the miser prepare a way into their heart for the heavenly King by almsgiving and generosity to the poor. Let us remove all cunning from our souls and acquire the God-pleasing simplicity of virtue. This is how the way must be prepared for the Lord; this is how His paths must be made straight! When we have thus prepared the way for the Lord, He will without doubt come to us and dwell in our heart, as He Himself promised: I will dwell in them and walk among them (2Cor 6:16); and in us will be the kingdom of heaven, even here on earth—the kingdom of righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit. Amen.
Sermon for the Sunday Before Theophany

This present Sunday is called, beloved brothers and sisters, the Sunday before Illumination, or, what is the same thing, before Theophany, before the Baptism. From the Gospel today it is appointed to read from Mark, the first chapter, from the first to the ninth verse. In the Gospel are cited the prophecies, or predictions, of the Lord’s prophets Malachi and Isaiah, that before the very coming of the Lord to earth in the flesh—that is, before His first, not His second, coming—a Forerunner would be sent, who would prepare His way; in the prophet Malachi, whose memory is also celebrated today, this Forerunner is called the Angel (Mal 3:1) of God, on account of the angelic, holy, dispassionate life of John the Baptist; and in the other prophet, Isaiah, he is called the voice of one crying in the wilderness — that is, of Jordan—proclaiming: prepare the way of the Lord, make His paths straight (Is 40:3). The Gospel goes on to say that these prophecies were fulfilled, for indeed, just before the appearing of the Savior to the world, the great prophet and Forerunner of the Lord, John, appeared, baptizing in the wilderness and preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And all the inhabitants of the land of Judea and the people of Jerusalem went out to him, and were all baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins (Mk 1:4-5). The Gospel goes on to describe John’s manner of life, his lofty, godly character, his complete indifference to everything by which we sinners are enticed, to which we passionately cling—it is said that he wore the plainest, roughest, most austere clothing, not soft and fine, made of camel’s hair, with a leather belt about his loins, and ate locusts and wild honey—that is, whatever vegetation lay at hand, uncooked, and the honey of wild, not domesticated, bees. And this is what he preached to the people: there comes after me One mightier than I, the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I have baptized you with water, but He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit (Mk 1:7-8). Such is the whole Gospel for this present Sunday. Let us ponder it, and reflect on it for our common spiritual benefit, and turn our attention to the predictions of the two prophets concerning John the Forerunner, to what they foretold of his office in the Kingdom of Christ. He, they say, will prepare the way of the Lord, will cry aloud to the people: prepare the way of the Lord, make His paths straight; and so he did, and so he prepared the people to receive the Lord. These are very important words, and must be understood, explained thoroughly, so as to grasp their meaning and act upon them. Their meaning is this: I, the Forerunner of Christ, preach to all of you, great and small, people of every rank and condition, sex and age—behold, the heavenly King has come to earth, the only-begotten Son of God, Christ God, made like us in every way according to His humanity, save only sin, in which He has not the least part; He has come for the salvation of each one of us, and wishes to enter into the house of every soul, into the heart, where a throne must be prepared for Him, as our King and God; but you, O people, are not ready to receive Him, because of your own sins, because of the uncleanness of your own souls: in one, the way into the heart is blocked by ignorance or unbelief; in another, by malice, envy, pride; in this one, by love of gain, avarice, hard-heartedness toward one’s neighbors and mercilessness; in another, by voluptuousness and the uncleanness of fornication; in one, by intemperance, drunkenness, foul speech; another is hindered from believing and receiving the Lord with a sincere heart by a false learning, distorted and clouded by the passions and by prejudices—a learning of which God has said, through the prophet: I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and bring to nothing the understanding of the prudent (Is 29:14); another is hindered by spectacles and games from receiving the Lord into the house of his soul, because some people have become so attached to them that there is no room left in their heart for the heavenly Visitor and Savior of our souls; in general, various passions and worldly vanities powerfully hinder us from receiving the Lord and establishing Him within us. Prepare, then, the way of the Lord: first, believe in Him with your heart; second, repent with your heart and utterly cast away your sins, your passions, your sinful habits, inclinations, evil lusts; cleanse yourselves, wash yourselves, amend yourselves, adorn your souls with virtue—with simplicity, meekness, humility, freedom from malice, self-restraint, purity, mercy, mutual sociability, friendliness, hospitality and welcome of strangers, righteousness, faithful service, honest trade, honest labor, obedience to parents, to the tsar, to authority, good instruction, diligence, good conduct. Such is the meaning of the prophetic words and of the preaching of John the Forerunner. My own duty is to address you with these same words: behold, Christ, the heavenly King, has come to us on earth, and wishes to enter into the house of the soul of each one of us. Let us prepare, then, without delay, to receive Him: let us repent sincerely, let us leave off our sins—malice, envy, pride, intemperance, drunkenness, foul speech, the uncleanness of fornication, hard-heartedness and avarice—and let us adorn our souls with faith, love, meekness, mercy, self-restraint, righteousness, obedience, mutual respect and communion—and the Lord will come to us by the way we have prepared, by straight paths, and will dwell in us, and will live and walk in us, as it is written by the apostle: I will dwell in them, and walk in them; and I will be their God, and they shall be My sons and daughters, says the Lord Almighty (2Cor 6:16,18; cf. Lev 26:12). Amen.
Sermon for the Day of the Holy Theophany of Our Lord and God and Savior Jesus Christ

Today, beloved brothers, the holy Church has set before us a most edifying reading from the Apostle—namely, from the epistle of the holy Apostle Paul to Titus. Here is that reading: «Brethren, the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all men, training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live sober, upright, and godly lives in this present age, awaiting our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for Himself a people of His own who are zealous for good deeds. Declare these things; exhort and rebuke with all authority. Let no one disregard you. Remind them to be submissive to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for every good work, to speak evil of no one, to avoid quarreling, to be gentle, and to show perfect courtesy toward all men. For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various passions and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, hated by others and hating one another. But when the goodness and loving-kindness of God our Savior appeared, He saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to His own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal in the Holy Spirit, whom He poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that being justified by His grace we might become heirs according to the hope of eternal life» (Tit 2:11-15,3:1-7). Such is today’s reading from the Apostle. The Apostle speaks of the grace, or mercy, and power of God—that is, of Christ—bringing salvation to all men, excluding no one who is willing to receive this grace. If this saving grace had not appeared through Jesus Christ, and in Him alone, then no one, not a single man, would have been saved, and all would have perished forever in their sins, for sin by its nature gives birth to death, both temporal and eternal. But now saving grace has appeared to all men, and all who believe and submit to it may be saved; no one can excuse himself on the grounds of impossibility or incapacity. This saving grace is found in the Church of Christ; hold fast to her, keep her precepts and commandments, take part in her Mysteries and her divine worship—and you will surely be saved.

And so the saving grace of God requires of us that, renouncing ungodliness—that is, coldness and estrangement from God, self-love, and every worldly and fleshly lust—we should strive to live righteously, chastely, and godly in this present age, awaiting our blessed hope and the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ. In speaking of the present age, the Apostle has in view another age, the age to come, which has no end, as is plain from the close of today’s reading, and indeed from the very next words; for he goes on to say that we must all await our blessed hope—that is, the resurrection of the dead, the universal judgment, the life of the age to come, and the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, meaning by the appearing of Christ’s glory His second coming in the fearsome glory of the heavenly Father, when His eternal glory will be seen by every nation and tribe of the earth, and they will not be able to help acknowledging Him as God, though then He will be, for many, only an avenging God and a stern Judge. The Apostle goes on to say that Jesus Christ gave Himself for us—that is, appearing in the world in the form of a man, He fulfilled for us all the righteousness of God, taught us godliness, suffered, died, and rose for us, and gave us every power for a righteous life, in order to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for Himself a people of His own, zealous for good deeds.

Here we too, brothers and sisters, have the happiness of being a people of His own—the people of Christ. But I ask: are we truly, in our life and deeds, a people of His own? Are we zealous for good deeds? Are we not, rather, quick and eager for sin? Very often we are. But may God preserve us from now on from readiness to sin—may this not be found in any one of us; let us, on the contrary, be quick for every good work. The Apostle goes on to remind us of the good works that Christians must perform—namely, submission to rulers and authorities, readiness for every good work, for instance, for self-denial out of love for God and neighbor, for mercy and mutual help—that we should not speak evil, not quarrel, not revile our neighbors with abusive words in anger and malice, not be quarrelsome or contentious, unyielding, but gentle and meek toward all. After this the God-wise Apostle confesses over himself the great mercy of God, in that the Lord saved him too, not for works of righteousness that he had done before—for he too was once foolish, that is, when he was still a persecutor of the Church of God, disobedient, led astray, a slave to various passions and pleasures, living in malice and envy, hateful, and hating Christians—but according to His own mercy the Lord drew him out of the abyss of ruin and washed him in the washing of regeneration, that is, of baptism, and of renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom the heavenly Father poured out on him richly through Jesus Christ our Savior—so that, being justified by His grace, both he and all Christians might become, according to hope, heirs of eternal life. And so, far from us be that dark foolishness in matters of piety proper to unenlightened pagans, who walk in darkness and the shadow of death; let us cast far from ourselves disobedience, lusts, and various unlawful, foolish, and coarse pleasures, malice and envy, every shameful deed and mutual hatred; and let us live in love and mutual help and in every godliness and purity; let us be a people of our own, zealous for good deeds. Let us always remember that a holy life is required of us—our life must differ from the life of Muslims and Jews as heaven differs from earth; we must live on earth in a heavenly manner, as children of God; our love for God and neighbor must be ardent, unfeigned, disinterested, firm, constant; we must at all times preserve purity and chastity, self-restraint, do all righteousness, hate falsehood; show meekness and patience toward all. Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord (Hebr 12:14). Amen.
Sermon on the Day of the Lord’s Theophany

The beginning of today’s reading from the Apostle points us to the appearing in the world of the grace of God, bringing salvation to all men, while its close points to the eternal life that will be inherited by all those who, in this present life, hasten to make use, for their own salvation, of the grace of Christ (Tit 2:11-16,3:1-7). And so give heed, Christians, incline your ear, sinners like myself! There has been sent down to us today, from God, the Father of mercies and of every comfort, a saving grace, or a saving power, with whose help we can all be saved, and not one of us will perish, if only we make earnest use of it in time. This grace teaches us, and at the same time helps us, to renounce ungodliness, or the various passions and lusts of this life, to which we have enslaved ourselves, and to live chastely, righteously, and godly in this present, brief, preparatory age, in expectation of our blessed hope and the appearing of the glory—that is, of the second, glorious coming—of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave Himself over as a cleansing and reconciling sacrifice to God the Father, suffering and dying for us, in order to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for Himself a people of His own, zealous for good deeds, as the Christian people ought to be—that is, all of us, Orthodox Christians. But are we truly such? Are we a people set apart from all other, non-Christian peoples—Jews, Muslims, idolaters? Are we zealous for good deeds? Are there not found among us Christians the very same, or even greater, sins as among non-Christians? To our shame, they are found everywhere, on every side; I will not name these sins, because they are plain, obvious, to everyone. Looking at our life, or at some who call themselves Christians, one sometimes thinks: are these the people of renewal, the sons of God, a royal priesthood, Christians, a people set apart from others? But alas—it is fearsome to say it—set apart, indeed, but only in a perverse sense: set apart by ignorance, by coarseness, by insolence, by unbelief, by drunkenness and depravity, by disregard and contempt for the gift of life, the greatest, most priceless gift of God, by disregard for chastity, by looseness of morals, by disregard and ingratitude toward parents, toward God-established authorities; by disregard for the gift of speech, madly, unchastely, and scandalously squandered in print and in mutual intercourse. Let us come to our senses, Christians, let us look around us, to see where we are going! What are we saying and doing? Where is our guiding light? Where is the Gospel, by which we ought to live? Do we listen to it, do we read it diligently? Do the educated remember what they have read, what they have learned, from this holy book of books? Among the uneducated, the barely literate and the illiterate, there is not seldom a greater thirst to hear and fulfill the word of God than among the educated—and the educated are often worse than the uneducated, because they distort their own education, giving it a purely secular, worldly, and not a Christian, ecclesial, spiritual character; they read only secular books and never the Gospel and other spiritual books. And without spiritual reading, as without divine worship, without participation in the Christian Mysteries of confession and communion, without deeds of Christian virtue—can Christian life develop, flourish, and grow strong? And so, Christians, let us strive to be Christians in fact—a people set apart, by our striving toward righteousness and holiness and toward eternal life, to which we have been called—by our zeal for good deeds, not for vicious ones. The Apostle Paul goes on to instruct Bishop Titus, to whom he writes his epistle or letter, that he should remind Christians to be submissive and obedient to rulers and authorities, to be ready for every good work, to speak evil of no one, to be not quarrelsome but gentle, and to show every meekness toward all men. This exhortation must be addressed loudly and with special force, in our own time, to many erring and perishing Christians, who insolently rise up to trample upon the authorities appointed by God, and even upon the very sacred life of the anointed of God. But where are they? How shall the word of the Church, the word of Christ, reach them? They reject the Church too. But the word of God, in its own action and in its own course and spread, is boundless. It will reach even them, and may it enlighten their darkened minds and hearts. As for you, brothers, beware of such people, and submit without murmuring to rulers and authorities, and be ready for every good work; give up evil-speaking and foul language, quarrels and disputes; be gentle, meek toward all, after the example of the gentleness and meekness of Christ. Brothers and sisters! If grace and a special power of God for salvation and for a holy Christian life have been given to us by God, then all the more strictly will it be required of us at the dread judgment of Christ, if we neglect the grace of Christ and live carelessly. Let us always remember the grace given to us, let us diligently cultivate within ourselves the pledge of grace; let us always remember that eternal life awaits us ahead, if we make use of grace to the glory of God and to our own salvation—or eternal torment, without fail eternal torment, if we reject the grace of God. Amen.
Sermon for the Sunday After Theophany

The present Sunday is called the Sunday after Illumination, a weekly day on which one ought not to occupy oneself with the ordinary, worldly, earthly affairs of daily life, but to do the works of the salvation of one’s own soul—after illumination, that is, after baptism, which was, and still is, called illumination, because through baptism a spiritual light is granted by God to our souls, the light of the knowledge of God and of piety, a sign of which is still given by the lamps or wax candles lit at the font, and also by the lit candles held in the hands of the godfather and godmother. This spiritual, incorruptible, eternal light, imparted to our souls, is Christ God Himself, the true Light, who enlightens every man who comes into the world; while spiritual darkness is sin, or the author and originator of sin, the prince of darkness, the devil, who darkens and beguiles the human race with sin, teaching every sin and drawing men toward eternal ruin. In keeping with such a meaning of the present Sunday, the Gospel read at the Liturgy is of the coming of Jesus Christ from the city of Nazareth, where He lived and was brought up, into pagan Galilee, to the people sitting in darkness in a land and shadow of death, and of their illumination, as the prophet Isaiah foretold seven hundred years before the coming of Christ to earth, saying: the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, toward the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles—the people sitting in darkness have seen a great light, and for those sitting in the region and shadow of death, a light has dawned (Mt 4:15-16; Is 9:1-2). And since spiritual illumination is accomplished through sincere repentance of sins—which are true darkness, eternal darkness and eternal torment—the Lord, having settled in this land of darkness and the shadow of death, began to preach, saying: repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand (Mt 4:17). And so true repentance drives away the darkness of sin, sin itself, and the author of sin, the devil, who lives and reigns in the hearts of sinners, and establishes in the heart of the believing and repentant the kingdom of heaven, the kingdom of righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit, the kingdom of Christ. Such is the content and meaning of today’s Gospel; it speaks of our spiritual illumination, of repentance for sins, of the nearness to us now, with the coming of Christ God to earth, of the kingdom of heaven, the kingdom of grace, which is His Church, this gracious kingdom on earth, in which all things pertaining to life and godliness are granted to us (2Pet 1:3): therefore today’s sermon must be about Christian illumination. Are all of us enlightened Christians? Do all of us live in constant, sincere repentance, as perpetual sinners, liable to the judgment of God, or do we add sins to sins? Do we strive earnestly to do good works, for which we were created; or have we grown vain, become petty, and chase after the fancies of our own hearts? I put these questions to myself and to you, in order to show that true Christian illumination consists in the knowledge of ourselves, of who we are, and for what purpose; of what we were in the beginning, when created by God; of what we have become through the commission of sin, and of what we must without fail become; further, true Christian illumination consists in sincere, active repentance, not empty, formal, false repentance, undergone by many of us every year on appointed days, and not followed afterward by the fruits of repentance—a corrected life, deeds of righteousness, mercy, self-restraint, purity and holiness, an earnest striving toward Christian perfection, according to Scripture: be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect (Mt 5:48)—further, that I might show that true Christian illumination consists, not merely in literacy, or in the study of various sciences concerning the earth and what is on the earth, or concerning heaven and the mechanics of the heavens, nor even in the study specifically of the Christian science of the knowledge of God—because one can be both literate and a theologian, and yet not have true illumination in one’s soul; one can even be, as indeed happens, a man wholly darkened by the shadow of the passions; but it—that is, Christian illumination—consists in the illumination of the eyes of the heart by the light of the Gospel of Christ, in the removal, with the help of the grace of Christ, through repentance and prayer, of every darkness of the passions, in the removal from oneself of cunning, unbelief, self-love, self-conceit, malice, pride, anger, hatred, envy, the condemnation of others, hardness of heart, and love of gain, in the removal of idleness and vanity, or of the ruinous art of passing and killing time—for instance, at cards and various spectacles such as theaters and circuses; of wrongdoing and extortion, of an unclean, adulterous life, of the reading of empty books, which may perhaps contain a skillful, ingenious web and play of words and a mastery of language, but which in their essence contain no edification whatever, and leave behind only regret for the time wasted on them. And so Christian illumination, beloved brothers and sisters, consists in sincere faith in Christ, in the knowledge of oneself, in unfeigned repentance and the removal of evil, and in a constant striving toward Christian virtue and perfection, for the sake of eternal blessedness in God and with God. If you have come to know that you are dust and ashes, that you are the stench of sin, that you are a sinner, ever deserving of God’s punishment; if you are without malice and simple of heart, meek, humble in heart, peaceable and peace-loving, patient and self-denying, love righteousness, stand up for it, and despise unrighteousness; if you are sincerely well-disposed, merciful and compassionate; if you are self-restrained, sincere of heart, honor purity and blamelessness, hate idleness and idle amusements, and meditate day and night on the fulfillment of the Gospel—this most wise, life-giving, righteous, eternal science of sciences—then you possess an incorruptible Christian, not an illusory worldly, vanishing, meteor-like illumination, and you are not far from the kingdom of God—or rather, the kingdom of God is already within you—it is so (Lk 17:21); with which may God grant us one day to congratulate ourselves. Amen.
Instruction for the Day of the Meeting of the Lord

Now Lord, You are letting Your servant depart in peace, according to Your word (Lk 2:29).

The present feast of the Meeting of the Lord is so called because the righteous elder Simeon, who lived in Jerusalem, met, in the Jerusalem temple, the forty-day-old Infant, the Lord Jesus Christ, together with His most pure Mother, took Him into his arms, and said: now Lord, You are letting Your servant depart in peace, according to Your word: for my eyes have seen Your salvation, which You have prepared before the face of all peoples: a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of Your people Israel (Lk 2:29-32). This elder was wondrous both in his holiness, for the Holy Spirit ever dwelt in him, and in his enlightenment, and in his great age—he was three hundred and sixty years old. One might say that the grace of God, beyond the ordinary law of nature, wondrously preserved him so long.

Here is what Church history tells us of this holy elder. When Ptolemy, king of Egypt, who lived almost three hundred years before the birth of Christ, the founder of the famous library of Alexandria, wished to translate the Bible from Hebrew into Greek, he sent a request for this to the Jewish high priest. The high priest chose from among the Israelites seventy men, wise and skilled in both languages. Among them we find the righteous Simeon. While working on the translation of the book of the prophet Isaiah, when Simeon came to the prophecy: behold, a virgin shall conceive in her womb and bear a son (Is 7:14), he doubted, and, pausing, reasoned within himself—how can a virgin bear a child? Then he took up his knife and wished to erase the prophecy from his manuscript. Suddenly an Angel of the Lord appeared to him and, restraining his hand, told him: believe what is written. You yourself will see the fulfillment of this greatest mystery, for you will not see death until you have seen the Christ of the Lord, who is to be born of the most pure Virgin. Confirmed by the words of the Angel and of the prophet, from that time Simeon awaited the coming of Christ with burning desire, lived righteously and blamelessly, and prayed constantly to God. When the newborn Savior, after forty days, was brought into the temple by His God-graced Mother, then Simeon, knowing from above that this Infant was the promised Savior and that His Mother was the Holy Virgin on whom Isaiah’s prophecy had been fulfilled, received the Lord into his arms with reverence and joy and uttered the words already given. Then, having given thanks to God, who had given comfort to Israel, he gave up his spirit. This is why the Lord so remarkably prolonged his days—that he might live to see that year in which the timeless, beginningless God was born in the flesh. We have a happiness and blessedness no less than Simeon’s, indeed even greater; for with our lips and our hearts we receive the Lord Jesus Christ, when we partake of His Mysteries.

On what occasion was the feast of the Meeting of the Lord established? For it was not established soon after the Lord’s ascension into heaven and the descent of the Holy Spirit, as some other feasts were—Pascha, Nativity, Baptism, Ascension, and Pentecost—but almost five hundred years after the Nativity of Christ. It was on this occasion: in the ill-fated year of the reign of Justinian, in the last days of October, in Constantinople and the surrounding regions, a plague broke out and raged so fiercely that in the end some ten thousand people were dying every day, and in some places such desolation resulted that there was no one left to bury the dead. And in Antioch, in addition to this scourge, terrible earthquakes continued, recurring several times, destroying houses and churches, and a multitude of people perished beneath their ruins. Among other things, the building of the church collapsed while Euphrasius, bishop of Antioch, was offering the bloodless sacrifice within it. The city of Pompeiopolis was destroyed by half, and its other half was swallowed by the earth together with thousands of its inhabitants. To turn away this wrath of the Lord, by a special revelation to a certain holy man, a solemn festival of the Meeting of the Lord was established. And as soon as, on the second day of February, they began the all-night vigil with the procession of the cross, the plague ceased that very hour, the pestilence stopped, the earthquake grew still. Such is the wrath of God that our lawlessness, our unbelief, our carelessness about salvation, our ingratitude, our ill nature and hard-heartedness bring down upon us and upon the earth itself.

O fearsome monster—sin! O all-destroying monster—sin! Let us flee with all our strength from this hundred-headed hydra, this serpent. Let us put sins to death within ourselves! Let us repent unceasingly. Beloved, without fasting, repentance, and prayer, a Christian cannot, any more than a soldier without weapons, conquer the sin living within him. Amen.
Instruction on the Transfiguration of the Lord

The holy Church celebrates today—and we celebrate with her—the most radiant feast of the Transfiguration of the Lord on Mount Tabor, and the glorification of our human nature in the person of the Lord Jesus Christ. Let me repeat in Russian speech the Gospel, or the all-joyous good tidings, of the Evangelist Matthew concerning this day, telling of the event of the Transfiguration. «At that time, Jesus took Peter, James, and John his brother, and led them up a high mountain by themselves. And He was transfigured before them: His face shone like the sun, and His garments became white as light. And behold, Moses and Elijah appeared to them, speaking with Him. Then Peter said to Jesus: Lord, it is good for us to be here; if You wish, let us make here three tents, one for You, one for Moses, and one for Elijah. While he was still speaking, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them, and behold, a voice from the cloud said: This is My beloved Son, in whom I delight; listen to Him. And when the disciples heard this, they fell on their faces and were terrified. But Jesus came and touched them, telling them: rise, and do not be afraid. And lifting up their eyes, they saw nothing except Jesus alone. And as they were coming down from the mountain, Jesus commanded them, saying: tell no one of this vision, until the Son of Man has risen from the dead» (Mt 17:1-9). Here the Gospel account ends. And so the Transfiguration of the Lord Jesus Christ consisted in this: that during His prayer on Mount Tabor, as another evangelist adds to this account, His face suddenly shone like the sun, and His garments became white as snow (Lk 9:29). At this time there appeared to the disciples the ancient prophet and lawgiver of the Jewish people, Moses, and the prophet Elijah, once taken up alive into heaven on a fiery chariot and fiery horses; they appeared in glory, that is, in heavenly light, and spoke with the Lord about His approaching sufferings and His death on the cross in Jerusalem, as the Evangelist Luke adds to this account. Why did the Lord show the Apostles His heavenly glory, the brightness of His Godhead, only to the extent that they could bear it, and no more—because otherwise they would not have remained alive? A man cannot see My face, God said in the Old Testament to Moses, and remain alive (Ex 33:20). This was in order, once again and yet again, after His countless miracles, to show them His Godhead in the most evident manner, and His oneness of essence with the Father, so that they might not waver in faith during His sufferings and death, but might understand and know that He suffered and died voluntarily, for the sins of the world—and might preach of Him to the people with boldness, that He is truly the only-begotten Son of God, eternal, Creator of the world visible and invisible, or angelic. Why did the prophets appear—Moses, who lived a millennium and a half before Jesus Christ, and Elijah, almost a thousand years before? And why in glory? They appeared to bear witness to the apostles that Jesus Christ is the true Messiah, foretold of old by the prophets, the Savior of the world, having dominion over the living and the dead, and to instruct the disciples in the urgent necessity of His sufferings and death for the redemption of the world. They appeared in glory in order to assure the disciples that a like, or even greater, glory awaited them for their labors on earth, as the disciples and friends of Christ. The prophets spoke with the Lord of the fearsome sufferings the Lord would undergo for us in Jerusalem; but Peter, not knowing what he said, wished to enjoy blessedness on Tabor in the Lord’s presence: it is good for us to be here, he says, Lord: let us make three tents — that is, tents of green branches — one for You, one for Moses, and one for Elijah. No, Peter the apostle, this is neither the place nor the time for you to be blessed here; instead grievous sufferings and a most shameful death await you. Did you not hear what Moses and Elijah spoke of with the Lord during His transfiguration? Not of blessedness, but of the suffering and death He was to undergo. But Peter himself, as it is said, did not know what he was saying, from great joy and happiness. It was necessary to bring him and the other disciples to their senses from on high, and before Peter had even finished his words, a voice was heard from heaven: This is My beloved Son, in whom I delight; listen to Him (Mt 17:5)—that is, do not follow what pleases you, what is agreeable to you, but listen to Him, My beloved Son. And what had He so recently said? If anyone wishes to go after Me, let him renounce himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me (Lk 9:23). This is what you must listen to Him in.

And we too, brothers and sisters, ought not to seek joys and blessedness on earth: here is neither the place nor the time for blessedness, but the place and time for tearful repentance and cleansing sorrows. Blessedness will be there, in heaven, for endless ages, for all who have truly believed and striven here.

The disciples were terrified by the voice of God, because they were still imperfect and earthly. The Lord took away their fear by His touch and His word: «do not be afraid». Opening their eyes, they saw the Lord alone, and now in His ordinary appearance. As they came down from the mountain, He did not allow them to tell the people of this vision until He should rise from the dead. Why? Because it was fitting that the Lord should suffer and die for the salvation of the world and of us, brothers, and He did not wish His divine glory to be proclaimed before His sufferings and the completion of the work of redemption, and He wished to give us an example of humility, that we too should not seek glory from men, but from God.

And so, brothers and sisters, let us not seek for ourselves joys and blessedness on earth, or vain glory, but let us be continually changed for the better by deep and unfeigned repentance, firm and unceasing, and by the earnest doing of good deeds—let us bear with patience and hope the sorrows, misfortunes, and sufferings sent to us. If we live in this way, then a wondrous transfiguration awaits us too, when the Lord will transfigure our lowly body so that it will be conformed to the glorious Body of Jesus Christ (Phil 3:21), as Scripture says. This will be after the general resurrection of the dead. Amen.
Sermon for the Day of the Transfiguration of the Lord

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

Today 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, according to His custom, went up a mountain to pray, as man, to the heavenly Father. While He was praying, His Godhead suddenly shone forth through His body: His face became bright as the sun, and His garments, from the inward light of His Godhead 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 of what did they speak? They spoke of the sufferings which the Savior of the human race was to endure for our salvation in Jerusalem. They spoke of His departure, which He was about to accomplish at Jerusalem (Lk 9:31). 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 tabernacles (tents): one for You, one for Moses, and one for Elijah. He was still speaking when a bright cloud overshadowed them, and behold, a voice was heard from the cloud: This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased: listen to Him (Mt 17:5). The voice was from God the Father. Hearing the divine voice, the Lord’s disciples fell on their faces and were greatly afraid. The Lord came to them, touched them, and told them: rise, and do not be afraid. They lifted up their eyes: there was no one there but Jesus Christ. As they began to come down from the mountain, the Lord told them to tell no one of the vision until He should rise from the dead. And so, beloved brothers, picture to yourselves the glorified appearance of the Lord’s most pure flesh, shining like the sun on Tabor, and dwell longer, longer still, on this heavenly spectacle; picturing it, exult in your spirit and rejoice: it is our own human countenance that shone in such glory, in its closest union with the very being of God the Word. Exult and rejoice in the hope that, if you are obedient in this temporal life to your Lord, and follow His divine commandments, then He will one day transfigure your bodies too 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 (Mt 13:43); and the holy Apostle Paul, who says that the Lord will transfigure our lowly body so that it will be conformed to His glorious body (Phil 3:21). But why did the Lord become transfigured in glory on Mount Tabor, and only before three of His disciples?

Brothers! It was necessary for the Lord Jesus Christ to suffer for us and to be so reviled and humiliated that, if His disciples had not, before His sufferings, been strengthened by various signs or miracles in their faith in Him as the Son of God, they might have been scandalized concerning His person, might have fallen away from Him, and scattered, each in his own direction. It was necessary, by some striking miracle, to assure them that He is truly the radiance of the Father, light of light, the Son of God, come of His own will to suffer for us. Such a miracle the Lord chose, among other things, in the transfiguration of His body on the mountain, and behold, 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 (Mt 17:5). And so the disciples of Christ were, by the Lord’s transfiguration, prepared beforehand 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 of His disciples, this is because, by the law, three witnesses were sufficient to confirm any truth.

Brothers! The Lord bequeathed to all His followers sorrows and sufferings also, in this world: in the world you will have sorrows (Jn 16:33), He said to His disciples before His sufferings; whoever wishes to come after Me, let him renounce himself, and take up his cross, and come after Me (Mt 16:24). And so bear without murmuring all the sorrows that God sends you. But do not be afraid of suffering and sorrow, for they will bring you to eternal joys in the heavens; just as the Lord Himself, after His sufferings and death on the cross and His resurrection, entered into the eternal joy of the Kingdom of Heaven, according to His humanity too. As gold is refined and made bright in the furnace, so too the human soul is purified and made bright in the furnace of sorrow and suffering. And this is why the Lord left, as a portion for His followers in this adulterous and sinful world, sorrows of many kinds; they serve as a great good for the sufferers themselves, and as a pledge of their future eternal blessedness. Your sorrow will become joy (Jn 16:20), says the Lord. Who among the saints, from the most blessed Mother of our Lord Jesus Christ herself down to the least of the righteous, did not sorrow in this life, and did not enter the Kingdom of Heaven through sorrow? No one. All entered the Kingdom of Glory through many sorrows. And so spiritual sorrows transfigure us, purify and brighten our souls. And this is one more reason why the Lord, going forth to His voluntary passion for our salvation, was transfigured in glory: He wished to show all His followers, who were to suffer for Him, that their sufferings would bring them to heavenly glory, that they themselves would be illumined, like the sun, in the Kingdom of the heavenly Father (Mt 13:43).

To what else does the feast of the Transfiguration of the Lord bind each and every one of us? It binds all of us to be transfigured inwardly. There is no need to speak of how necessary it is for each one to transform, to change himself for the better—only look impartially, each of you, into his own heart, look at your own thoughts, desires, intentions, undertakings, words, and deeds—and it will at once be plain how necessary it is to set about the transfiguration of one’s own heart without delay. With what are our hearts filled, almost every day and every 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, extortions, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, an envious eye, blasphemy, pride, foolishness (Mk 7:21-22). And indeed, every one of us, if attentive to himself, cannot but confess that his heart almost constantly gives birth to the abominations of sin: little faith, doubts, self-love, coldness toward God and neighbor, malice, condemnation, malicious joy and ill-will, envy, pride, arrogance, disobedience, false shame, contempt, attachment to earthly life and an insatiable greed for earthly goods, not seldom joined with wrong to a neighbor (namely, greed for money, for food and drink, especially for wine and for various delicacies, also for shameful deeds, an attachment to finery and glittering ornaments); laziness, especially in the great work of salvation, and idleness with all its idle pursuits, such as cards, tobacco-smoking, the utterly useless-for-the-soul playing of musical instruments, elevated into a scientific art, dancing, and the reading of books filled with idle talk, spoken idle talk and foul language, and so on. Until now almost every one of us has thought very, very little, and some not at all, on things above, but has thought only of things on earth, and has had in himself not the spirit of Christ but the spirit of this world, has cared for the body and despised the needs of the soul; has prized the earthly and corruptible dearly and disdained the heavenly and eternal, has been full of self-love and has had little, very little, love for God and for the brethren. Who, after this, will deny that every one of us must without delay set about the transfiguration of his own heart and his own life, which have until now been contrary to the Gospel?

And so, brothers and sisters, to the glory of the Lord who was transfigured on Tabor, calling His grace to our aid, let us set about, from this very day, the transfiguration of our heart’s dispositions and of our vain life. Let no one be dismayed by the difficulty of this transfiguration; the grace of God is almighty—let us ask it unceasingly of God; let us say: Lord! Without You we can do nothing (Jn 15:5); do You Yourself direct our steps to the doing of Your commandments. Let us not forget that the kingdom of heaven is gained by effort, and only those who strive earnestly gain it (Mt 11:12), in the words of the Lord Himself. Let the man of little faith labor to acquire faith, reading diligently the word of God and the lives of the saints; let the man cold in love for God and neighbor ask love of God: for every perfect gift, still more the most perfect gift of love, comes down from above, from the Father of lights (Jac 1:17)—and let him exercise himself in love; let the proud and arrogant man lay aside his pride and arrogance, and cling with his whole heart to humility; let the malicious and contemptuous man lay aside his malice and contempt, and look upon everyone with respect and love; let the envious man leave off his envy; the miser, his avarice; the lazy and careless man, his laziness and carelessness; the idle man, his idle pursuits; the money-lover, his love of money; the drunkard, his drunkenness; the glutton, his gluttony; the thief, his thievery; the fornicator, his fornication; the vain man, his vanity—everyone, every evil.

When we conduct ourselves in this way, then, as true followers of Christ, we shall worthily celebrate the feast of the Transfiguration of Christ. Then, transfigured and enlightened in soul on earth, we shall shine like the sun in the Kingdom of the heavenly Father (Mt 13:43). Amen.
Sermon for the Day of the Transfiguration of the Lord (14)

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

Thus the Lord was transfigured, according to His humanity, on Tabor. And by this we are given to know that He can, in a wondrous manner, transfigure and enlighten us too, our nature darkened by sin and worldly passions, our soul and our body—as indeed He does transfigure, transform, and enlighten them. There is no need to go far for examples. They happen every day with every believing Christian who prays and sincerely repents. Let me ask each one of you: tell me, what happens to you, when, burdened by some sin, you come, say, to this very temple, with sincere contrition and fervent prayer to God and His most pure Mother? Or when some heavy sorrow and anguish weighs on you, and you pray to the Lord with tears that He would lighten it, dispel it, drive it away? Have you not noticed, soon after, a great change in your own soul? You repented sincerely of your sin, condemned yourself, reproached yourself, looked soberly at your unworthy thoughts, feelings, and deeds, gave your word to change—and your sin is forgiven you, you have become calm; there is light and freedom in your soul, stillness and grace. And if you sorrowed and grieved deeply over something, and set forth your sorrows and troubles before God, or before the Mother of God, the joy of all who sorrow, in submission to the will of God—tell me, did you not soon feel a change in your soul then too? Peace and quiet tenderness settled into your soul, with hope in the fatherly providence of God, and you went away from your prayer comforted, encouraged. This, then, is a transfiguration that occurs in each of us too—that is, from sincere, earnest prayer we are wondrously transfigured for the better; we become calm, and sober from the sins that intoxicate us—truly, sins, whatever ones you take, make us drunk—and we feel a revulsion toward sin, and we leave off sin, and we feel an inclination toward virtue, and we draw nearer to God. But apart from this, cunning sin would altogether estrange us from God, if we did not pray, did not repent, did not undergo sorrows. But we, brothers, are people of little faith, weak both in prayer and in the labors of virtue, and so in us this spiritual change, this inward transfiguration, is not so noticeable, not so bright and glorious, as it was in the holy servants of God. In them the grace of God wrought a wondrous transfiguration, renewal, illumination. They were men subject to the same passions as we are, but see what the grace of God made of them, through their faith and the ardor of their love for God, through the mortification in them of everything fleshly and sinful: from sinful men they became, as it were, holy angels; from weak, strong by the grace of God; from lowly, glorious; and many, from vessels stinking with every sin, from vessels of the devil, became vessels wholly fragrant with the grace of God and with every virtue. Such is the miracle of transfiguration that the grace of God works in men. And this is only the beginnings, only a faint shadow of that glorious transfiguration which the Lord will accomplish upon those who love Him, at His second, dread coming, when He will pronounce the final judgment upon the world: then the righteous will shine like the sun in the Kingdom of their Father (Mt 13:43). It is this transfiguration, this glory, that I desire and pray to the Lord for all of you, my brothers, on this feast of the Transfiguration of the Lord. Only, in closing my brief sermon, I desire, first for myself and then for all of you, to be transfigured in soul, namely: to exchange self-love and love of the world for love of God, love of pleasure and love of money for brotherly love and mercy, hostility for love, cruelty for meekness, pride for humility, envy for goodwill, intemperance for self-restraint, foul and idle talk for good and God-glorifying speech, vanity for beneficence, uncleanness for holiness. Amen.
Sermon for the Day of the Holy Trinity

Do you not know that you are a temple of God, and the Spirit of God lives in you? (1Cor 3:16)

In what does the present feast consist?

In this: that our Lord Jesus Christ, having ascended from us into heaven, though not having left us, sent, according to His promise, on the fiftieth day after His resurrection from the dead, from God His Father, God the Holy Spirit—the third Person of the Most Holy Trinity—to the Apostles and the other believers who were with them in the upper room in Jerusalem, where they were abiding in united, earnest prayer. God the Holy Spirit, the Life-Giver, proceeding from God the Father, and worshipped together with Him and the Son and always glorified together with them, descended upon the Apostles and the others in the form of tongues of fire; from which they were suddenly reborn, illumined, enlightened, made wise, and began to speak in various languages, which they had not known before, of the great works of God; but let us hear how the holy Evangelist Luke, the writer of the Acts of the Apostles, relates this greatest of events.

«When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly there came a sound from heaven, as of a rushing mighty wind, and it filled the whole house where they were sitting. And there appeared to them divided tongues, as of fire, and it sat upon each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and began to speak in other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance. Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men, out of every nation under heaven. And when this sound occurred, the crowd came together and was confounded, because each one heard them speaking in his own language. And they were all amazed and marveled, saying to one another: are not all these who speak Galileans? And how is it that we hear each one in our own native language in which we were born?… we hear them speaking in our own tongues of the mighty works of God? And they were all amazed, and, perplexed, said to one another: what does this mean? But others, mocking, declared they were full of sweet wine. But Peter, standing with the eleven Apostles, raised his voice and said to them: men of Judea and all who dwell in Jerusalem! let this be known to you, and give heed to my words: these men are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only the third hour of the day; but this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel: and it shall come to pass in the last days, says God, that I will pour out My Spirit on all flesh; and on My menservants and on My maidservants I will pour out My Spirit in those days, and they shall prophesy. And I will show wonders in the heavens above, and signs on the earth below…» (Joel 2:28-32). Then the Apostle Peter, having mentioned in his speech how the Jews had unjustly and maliciously dealt with the Lord and Christ Jesus, killing Him on the cross by the hands of the Gentiles, and how He rose from the dead and ascended into heaven, having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, poured out that which they themselves now saw and heard. When the people had heard the whole of the Apostle’s speech, they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the other Apostles: «what shall we do, brothers? Peter said to them: repent, and let each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit… And those who gladly received his word were baptized, and about three thousand souls were added that day» (Act 2:1-41).

Such is the history of the great event that we celebrate with you today. This event is immeasurable in its importance, its fruitfulness, and its salvific power for the whole Christian Church: this day is the day of the actual founding of the Christian Church, or of the Christian society of those being saved in Christ; on this day the first pastors—the Apostles—were consecrated by the Holy Spirit, and from them, by succession, we too, your pastors, received the grace of the priesthood; on this day the saving Mysteries, still celebrated in the Church through your priests, received their power to act. To the Apostles and the other believers was given the gift of speech and of wisdom for the preaching of the Gospel to all nations, and an abundant gift of wondrous miracles, by which they, both at that time and afterward, drew multitudes to faith in Christ and saved countless human souls. From that time the Holy Spirit entered into the world, another Comforter besides the Lord Jesus Christ, equal to Him in power, equal in glory, and co-eternal with Him and with God the Father. Jesus Christ, having accomplished the work of the salvation of the human race—through His incarnation and life on earth, through His preaching, His countless miracles, His works of mercy to the suffering, through His sufferings, death, and resurrection from the dead—ascended into the heavens to the Father, and in His own place sent from the Father the Spirit, God, that He might order the work of man’s salvation, for the three Persons in God are consubstantial and undivided, and each equally shares in the salvation of the human race. And behold, the wilderness of the human race blossomed, as the Church sings, and from this event that we celebrate today, the Holy Spirit, having given it life, manifested a mighty, fruitful, and unconquerable power in the Church militant: in the labors of the Apostles, the Martyrs, the Hierarchs, strengthening them to bear, with joy and gladness, countless infernal sufferings for Christ, courageously, and working in them and through them innumerable miracles. From this event the Holy Spirit, through the holy Apostles and their holy successors, spread the preaching of the Gospel throughout the whole world, and through this preaching grew and enlarged the Church throughout the universe; He made the holy Fathers wise, to overthrow every error of the heretics, to compose God-wise writings, and He has preserved our faith holy and blameless down to our own day. The Holy Spirit has made holy and glorified with miracles and the incorruption of relics an innumerable multitude of people well-pleasing to God, and to this day helps in the salvation of each one of us.

My brothers! Without the Holy Spirit there is no true life in man, no peace in the soul, no light of God, no righteousness, holiness, true joy, or blessedness. Without the Spirit of God there cannot be in us, and there is not, true faith, hope, and love; holy simplicity, purity of heart, no true virtue at all—and no salvation. Let us, then, always earnestly pray to God the Father, that He would not cast us from His presence, and would not take from us His Holy Spirit. Amen.
Instruction for the Day of the Exaltation of the Cross of the Lord

We venerate Your Cross, O Master, and we glorify Your holy resurrection (Troparion of the Holy Cross).

The Cross of the Lord is exalted! How many important memories, sorrowful, fearsome, and yet joyful, are awakened in our souls at the sight of the exalted Cross of Christ, at the mere sight of the Cross! On it the God-man was crucified, the only-begotten Son of God, who willed by His sufferings and death on the cross to redeem the human race from eternal torment; it was stained with His most pure blood, one single drop of which is the cleansing of the world! For three hundred years it was hidden in the earth; for three hundred years the Church of God, those who believed in the Lord, lived beneath the fearsome cross of persecution; for three hundred years the earth was flooded with the blood of Christians: they were crucified on crosses, and often, too, head downward, cut, burned, drowned in whole crowds, torn limb from limb. Swords were blunted and the executioners’ arms grew weary—so many heads, hands, and feet, so many various Christian limbs, did they have to cut off. Such is how Satan armed himself against the Church of Christ, purchased by the blood of Christ! The shameful and fearsome death of Christ on the cross was, as it were, the forerunner and the sign of the death of His faithful servants. O fearsome mystery of the Cross! O all-ruinous sin, which brought down to earth the very Son of God, that He might become incarnate and suffer in His own flesh for us! O unchanging, eternal justice of God, which demanded so fearsome a sacrifice for the sins of the world! Glory to You, most righteous Master, who punishes sin and shows mercy to repentant sinners! And so—repentance, and again repentance! Let no one delay in a single sin! Bring at once a fervent repentance, that you may incline to mercy the merciful God, and not perish in your sins!

Three hundred years of persecution passed—and the persecutions ended. There appeared on the imperial throne of Rome the pious emperor Constantine, together with his mother Helen; he shows favor to the Christians, himself accepts the Christian faith, earnestly venerates the Crucified One, and not only permits, but commands all—both the clergy and his own senate, the army and the people—to bow down reverently to Christ. Temples arose, praise and thanksgiving rose to the heavens. The Empress Helen resolved to find the Cross of the Lord in Jerusalem, and it was solemnly raised up from the earth, exalted, and—oh joy! The Life-Giving Cross raises up the dead, for soon after its discovery, laid upon a dead man, the Cross brought him to life; it heals the sick, drives out demons; a sick woman was healed by its being laid upon her. For who was raised up upon the Cross? The very King of glory, the very Creator of heaven and earth, the only-begotten Son of God. For whom? For the sinful world, and for you and me; though we did not yet exist then, the Lord knew that we too would come to be, and what wretched sinners we would be, and therefore He suffered for all of us as well; much, much bitterness have we too poured into the cup of His sufferings. A wondrous marvel! The King of righteousness, God almighty, having taken human flesh upon Himself, endured execution for us, for our transgressions! And what execution? The most shameful, the most agonizing! O fearsome mystery! O mystery that draws forth tears of contrition and thanksgiving! For how can one not be horrified at the sight of the execution, not of a criminal, but of the greatest of the Righteous, meek, humble, without malice, merciful, who did countless good deeds to men and committed not a single evil? Not without cause did the sun grow dark, the earth shake, the veil of the temple be torn, the rocks split, the tombs open, the dead rise! All unfeeling nature shuddered and suffered together with the Creator of all things. But the stony-hearted Jews did not suffer with Him! And the frivolous crowd, walking about the cross, cried out, saying: You who would destroy the temple and build it in three days! save Yourself. If You are the Son of God, come down from the cross (Mt 27:39-40).

O most precious Redeemer of the whole world! The people did not know that upon You lay the weight of the sins of the whole world—that You, innocent and sinless, were suffering execution for us! They did not know that God Himself was entering into battle with hell and crushing its power, and wished to bring out from hell the souls held from the beginning of the age in its chains, and would deliver us too from its fearsome tyranny! O how precious to God are human souls, redeemed by the blood of His Son! How precious are the souls nourished by His flesh and blood! O what blessedness it is to partake of the most pure body and blood of the Lord and God and Savior of us all, Jesus Christ! O how fearsome and ruinous is sin, for the cleansing and blotting out of which the death of the Son of God was needed—and death on the cross! O how certain is the eternal punishment prepared for the unrepentant! For if this is what was done with the green tree—Jesus Christ—what will be done with the dry and fruitless one? How unfortunate are sinners, who in their blindness do not know the full ruinousness of sin! How fearsome is hell, the outer darkness and the gnashing of teeth, the Tartarus of the abyss, torments with demons!

Brothers! let us repent without delay, let us hate sin, let us love righteousness, let us cling with heart and lips to the Cross of the Lord, and let us cry out earnestly: Lord! who suffered for us and poured out Your most pure blood, and died on the Cross, by such judgments as You know, turn us all onto the path of salvation, and save us! Amen.
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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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