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Editor’s Introduction

The second of three collected volumes of sermons for the Sundays after Pentecost—this one covering the sixth through the fifteenth Sundays—drawn from the Gospel readings appointed for each week: the healing of the paralytic, the feeding of the five thousand, Christ and Peter walking on the water, the healing of the demon-possessed boy, the parable of the unforgiving servant, the rich young man, the parable of the vineyard, the parable of the wedding feast, and the greatest commandment.

Several Sundays recur more than once in the collection, each with its own sermon on the same Gospel text approached from a different angle. A recurring theme is the contrast between attachment to earthly wealth and the treasure of eternal life, most sustained in the several sermons on the rich young man and the vineyard parable, alongside a call to steadfast faith amid life’s storms drawn from the account of Peter walking on the water.
Words, Instructions, and Talks for Sunday Days (The Sixth to Fifteenth Sundays After Pentecost). Issue IX

By Archpriest John Ilyich Sergiev

Delivered at various times in St. Andrew’s Cathedral in Kronstadt.

But we will remain in prayer and in the ministry of the word. (Act 6:4).
A Word for the Sixth Sunday After Pentecost

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

Today we heard read the Gospel from Matthew, of the Lord’s healing of a paralytic, brought to Him on a bed. It reads thus: «At that time Jesus came to Capernaum. And behold, they brought to Him a paralytic lying on a bed. And Jesus, seeing their faith, said to the paralytic: be of good cheer, child! your sins are forgiven you. And at this, some of the scribes thought within themselves: this man blasphemes. But Jesus, seeing their thoughts, said: why do you think evil in your hearts? For which is easier, to say, «your sins are forgiven you,» or to say, «rise and walk»? But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins—then He said to the paralytic: rise, take up your bed, and go to your house. And he arose and departed to his house. Now when the crowds saw it, they marveled and glorified God, who had given such authority to men» (Mt 9:1-8). Here ends the Gospel. And in today’s Gospel reading we hear of the mercy of our common Savior toward an unfortunate man, and in last Sunday’s Gospel too there was talk of His mercy; then it spoke of the healing of the demon-possessed, who suffered terribly from evil spirits, and now it speaks of the healing of a paralytic; there the cause of the calamity and misfortune was sin, as we see from Jesus Christ’s moral lesson to the man He healed at the Sheep’s Pool: «see, you are made well: sin no more, lest a worse thing come upon you» (Jn 5:14). And here too the cause of the paralysis of his bodily members, and of his very soul, was sin; 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 works of mercy of the Lord Jesus Christ toward suffering and erring men; and everywhere in it, too, it is proclaimed that the chief cause of almost all sicknesses, calamities, and misfortunes among people is sin—this greatest evil, this misfortune of the human race, this fearsome root of all evils and of the greatest evil of all—temporal and eternal death. This is why the Lord, in healing the paralytic, heals first the soul, sick with sin, and only then the body. «Child!» He says to the paralytic, «your sins are forgiven you». And this means, and teaches us, that in our sicknesses we ought to acknowledge our sins humbly and deeply, and repent of them sincerely, and ask the Lord’s forgiveness for them, with the intention of sinning no more. For the chief part of our being is the soul—a being made in the image of God, rational, with a free will, immortal, but a being fallen, sick with sin and corruption, and redeemed from sin and death by the death of the Son of God; it is for this soul, for its salvation, that we must care with all our strength—for pleasing God, for keeping His holy and blessed commandments, for its righteousness and holiness. For the passions of the flesh enslave the soul, defile it, estrange it from God, and in the end often bring it to temporal and eternal ruin. Look at the drunkard: he is forever paralyzed in soul and body, there is no faith or fear of God in him; he does not pray; every moral foundation in him is shaken; he is ready for every evil—he grows angry, curses, fights, defiles himself; and nothing goes well for him, every task falls from his hands. Look at the man who loves to eat and drink too much: he too is paralyzed, and therefore lazy, sluggish; just as moderate food and drink strengthen the body, so their excess burdens and weakens it. And the man given to voluptuousness is, as it were, weakness itself made flesh, often dying alive in soul and body. Thus do sins weaken the whole being of a man—and whole societies, whole states!

So too do sins and social passions weaken Russia. What sins have flooded Russia? Unbelief, drunkenness, roguery, lying and deceit, a passion for gain, frequent murders arising from a passion for gain or from unsatisfied fleshly desire, a passion for gambling, plunder, bribery, self-love, which desires exclusively that things go well, richly, and merrily for itself alone, though others may starve to death. Yes, one cannot fail to see, in Russia, a general weakening of morals, and, as a consequence of this weakening of morals, social calamities grow: famine, want of money, the impoverishment of the people, an inclination and drive to migrate from place to place, malicious arson, and the rest. What, then, is to be done? Let me say, with the Apostle: «strengthen the hands that hang down, and the feeble knees, and make straight paths for your feet, so that what is lame may not be dislocated, but rather be healed» (Hebr 12:12-13). «Look diligently lest anyone fall short of the grace of God; lest any root of bitterness springing up cause trouble, and by this many become defiled» (Deut 29:18; Hebr 12:15). Let us strengthen our souls and hearts with the grace of God, as the Apostle Paul teaches: «for it is good that the heart be established by grace, not with foods, which have not profited those who have been occupied with them» (Hebr 13:9). Let us confirm our souls through sincere prayer—private and public—and, in general, through unceasing inward prayer, through the reading or hearing of the Word of God or the writings of the holy, God-wise fathers, through the earnest reading or hearing of the lives of the holy servants of God, that we too might imitate their faith and their life, their good deeds; and also through spiritual conversation, and especially through sincere 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 our sins have weakened us beyond recovery. For a time will soon come—perhaps it is already coming—when all will give themselves over to drowsiness and sleep, all will grow weak in morals, when faith too will grow scarce, and love will run dry, and lawlessness will spread over the earth like a sea. But then it will already be too late to amend. For a voice will resound: «behold, the Bridegroom comes, go out to meet Him» (Mt 25:6); the archangel’s trumpet will thunder, and gather all the living, and all who have risen from the dead, to the place of the general Dread Judgment, at which the final, righteous sentence will be pronounced—either to eternal life, or to eternal torment. Amen.
A Word for the Sixth Sunday After Pentecost (3)

At today’s Sunday Liturgy there was read, beloved brothers and sisters, the Gospel from Matthew, of the healing, by our Lord Jesus Christ, of a paralytic lying on a bed. Let me relate to you this Gospel account in the Russian tongue, copied out from that very Gospel: «At one time Jesus arrived in His own city» — that is, where He lived, in Capernaum. «And behold, they brought to Him a paralytic lying on a bed. And Jesus, seeing their faith, said to the paralytic: be of good cheer, child! your sins are forgiven you. And at this, some of the scribes thought within themselves: this man blasphemes. But Jesus, seeing their thoughts, said: why do you think evil in your hearts? For which is easier, to say, «your sins are forgiven you,» or to say, «rise and walk»? But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins—then He said to the paralytic: rise, take up your bed, and go to your house. And he arose and departed to his house. Now when the crowds saw it, they marveled and glorified God, who had given such authority to men» (Mt 9:1-8). Here ends the Gospel appointed for today. Have you seen the twofold gift of Christ our Master and God to a weak man—the gift of the forgiveness of sins, and the gift of bodily healing? But to understand how great this gift is, especially the gift of the forgiveness of sins, one must know thoroughly what a great loss, misfortune, and ruin sin is for a man; for bodily infirmities are more visible, and their misery is more or less evident to everyone, while the calamity and ruin of sin, for many—either through pride and unbelief, or through blindness and ignorance—is imperceptible or unknown, or, at the very least, not evident.

So then, to understand the greatness of the gift given to the paralytic—the Lord’s forgiveness of his sins—let us make clear to ourselves what a great misfortune, what great ruin, sin in general is for a man. Sin, first of all, is lawlessness (1Jn 3:4), according to Scripture—that is, the transgression of the Law of God, given to man, and, first of all, the law of love for God and neighbor—a rebellion against God, against His majesty, His holiness and His righteousness, a disobedience to Him, and an agreement and alliance with the devil, the originator and instigator of every sin—a rebellion of the sinful man against himself, against his own soul and body, against his own conscience, this guardian of the soul and body, of their holiness and purity; it is the distortion, the perversion, the defilement in us of the image of God, in which we were created in the beginning; sin is the abominable uncleanness of the soul, which estranges it from God, the Source of life—the enemy’s delusion, the shameful captivity and voluntary chains of the soul, sorrow and distress; it is a hellish darkness, a moral chaos, disorder, a weakening of the powers of soul and body, a demonic tumult, a storm within the soul, tossing the poor sinner’s soul this way and that, the loss of the soul’s quiet haven, which is God; it is a willing sickness and disease of the soul, and, if the sinner does not repent, it is the hardening of the heart, and temporal and eternal death.

Such, in general terms, is the ruin of sin. And yet many, many sinners commit every kind of sin, often love sin, play with sin, repeat their sins, adding sin to sin. And it was from just such a calamity of soul and body that the Lord delivered the paralytic, as He delivers us too. For what, then, did the Lord deliver the paralytic? For the faith of those who carried him, and for his own faith: «Jesus, seeing their faith, said to the paralytic: be of good cheer, child, your sins are forgiven you». See how strong faith is! For faith alone, deliverance from how many evils! Have, then, the faith of God; and if anyone does not have it, let him ask it of God, who gives to all simply and without reproach: «and it will be given to him» (Jac 1:5). With faith, life is blessed; without faith, it is heavy and joyless. Having faith, one may be delivered from sin every day, seventy times seven, and be found worthy, just as many times, of the peace of God and the righteousness of God; but without faith it is easy to perish altogether in sin, as many indeed do perish.

Yes, brothers and sisters, faith is a priceless, incorruptible, heavenly treasure; let us all take care to acquire this treasure. Whoever believes lives in the light; he strives to live a holy life, guards himself against sin in every way, and if he sins through human weakness, he at once brings to God a heartfelt repentance, and is found worthy of forgiveness. But let us return to the subject we were speaking of, and continue to speak of the evil consequences of sin for our body, and of the Lord’s mercies toward the very body of the repentant sinner, and especially toward his soul. Since the consequences of sin are usually ruinous for our body too, on account of the close bond between soul and body, and the sinner is subjected to various sicknesses, the Lord, in having mercy on the soul of the believing and repentant sinner, has mercy on his body too, and heals it. «See, you are made well: sin no more, lest a worse thing come upon you» (Jn 5:14). Such is the bounty of the Lord toward the repentant sinner!

His whole being is healed and renewed. And when the sinner’s sins are forgiven him, he is reconciled at once with God, with the hosts of heaven, with himself, and with the Church, this holy society of those being saved in Christ, and is once more found worthy, from God, of the adoption of sons, which he had boldly cast off before, in committing sin, and once more receives the grace and the power to do good works, to which each of us is called by our Christian calling, and is found worthy of the hope of the future inheritance in the Kingdom of Christ God, of which everyone who remains in sin deprives himself; to him return heavenly peace and quiet of conscience, an inward light, freedom and largeness of soul and body, boldness before God and men—in a word, the sinful man, forgiven by God, is renewed, is changed by a good change, becoming a new creature, and remains so, so long as he guards himself from new inclinations to sin. But if he falls again into the same or similar sins, his punishment is already redoubled and trebled, because he has rejected the grace of God and shown himself ungrateful to God his Benefactor. See, then, brothers, how great a gift the paralytic mentioned in today’s Gospel was found worthy of: all his sins, the cause of his sickness, were forgiven him; he was healed of the sickness itself; he was reconciled with God, with his own conscience, and, as we must suppose, believed in Jesus Christ as the Son of God, became a Christian, a child of Christ, and an heir of the heavenly Kingdom. See, then, what a great gift of God repentant sinners are found worthy of, for their faith. May we too, brothers, be found worthy from the Lord of His great mercy—the forgiveness of all our sins, and the all-blessed inheritance to come, and joy with the saints. Amen.
A Word for the Seventh Sunday After Pentecost

Two blind men came to Him, and Jesus said to them: do you believe that I am able to do this? They answered Him: yes, Lord. Then He touched their eyes, saying: according to your faith let it be to you (Mt 9:28-29).

What an astonishing power of faith in the Lord! By faith alone in His omnipotence, two blind men instantly receive their sight. We heard this read today in the Gospel. Let us repeat what it says. «As Jesus went on from there, two blind men followed Him, crying out and saying: have mercy on us, Son of David! And when He had come into the house, the blind men came to Him. And Jesus said to them: do you believe that I am able to do this? They said 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 warned them, saying: see that no one knows it. But when they had departed, they spread the news about Him in all that country» (Mt 9:27-31).

So then, let me say it again: what a power faith is! What a precious treasure—a sincere, firm, and unwavering faith in Christ—if through it one can obtain every blessing from the ever-flowing Source of every blessing, the Lord God! And indeed, which of us has not received from the Lord, if only he came to Him with sincere faith and sincere repentance, every blessing of soul and body—and that, many times over in a single day? Christians who always live by faith, and are accustomed to turn to the Lord in every need, testify loudly that, for their faith, the Lord works for them, in their inner world, and not infrequently outside it too, countless miracles of His goodness and power; that they move mountains by the grace of God—not earthly mountains, though even these obey the believer, but mountains of sorrows and the enemy’s assaults, weighing down upon the soul; that by faith they heal their own infirmities of soul and body, conquer their passions, are cleansed from the defilement of sin, receive moral strength which they did not have before, and accomplish every righteous thing. But if faith is so great a good for man, why do not all possess it; why do not all strive to acquire this treasure, more precious than every earthly treasure? Why are unbelievers met with more often than believers? For God is no respecter of persons, and is ready to pour out His treasures upon all who earnestly desire and seek them.

Many do not have faith, do not possess faith, from their own ignorance, and because they do not seek it and do not ask it earnestly of God; for faith is a gift of God. Others do not have faith, from the pride of a haughty mind; or because they have turned with their whole mind and their whole heart to the world and to the flesh, and not to God and His holy law—do not treasure faith, as though it were something of little importance, without which one could supposedly easily get along—and, finally, because they do not cleanse their heart with sincere repentance: for faith cannot dwell in an unrepentant heart, as a pure daughter of heaven. This is why sincere, firm, and unfeigned faith is counted as a merit in a man, and for the sake of it the Lord imparts to us countless blessings. And this is why the Lord Jesus Christ sought faith in people, and for their faith forgave sins, worked miracles—namely, healed every kind of sickness, raised the dead; and gave this same authority to His own apostles too, commanding them to heal the sick, to raise the dead, to cleanse lepers.

One can also point to yet another reason why the Lord required faith as a condition for receiving His mercies. Faith of the heart serves in a man, as it were, as hands or a mouth for receiving the gifts of God: what the hand or the mouth is to the body of a man, faith is to the soul; faith is the instrument and the means for receiving the mercies of God. Faith is the mouth of the soul: open the mouth with prayer and repentance, and the soul will be filled with grace. To destroy the soul of a man, the devil shuts the mouth of the heart, so that the man will not converse with God, will not pray, will not ask of Him, will not glorify or thank Him; it is plain, then, that we must open the mouth of the heart as often as possible, must kindle within ourselves a cooling faith, and turn to God again and again with a prayer of faith: for we are all wretched, poor, blind, and naked without God. And here is yet another reason why the Lord requires faith in God from men. After the fall, people were darkened and fell into ignorance of God, fell away from God and from His commandments, and began to worship the creature instead of the Creator, even counting demons as gods and serving them as gods, though the demons did them every possible harm. To correct this ruinous error of men, and desiring to bring all to the knowledge of the true God, the Creator of all things, the Lord Jesus Christ, as Creator and Master, appeared in the flesh, showing to all, by His deeds, His Godhead and His power, and required, as a rightful tribute, faith in Himself as the Almighty Creator, «who for us men and for our salvation came down from heaven» — this is why He asks the blind men, before working the miracle: do you believe that I am able to do this?—that is, do you believe that I am the Creator, who has appeared for you in the flesh?—and when He heard their affirmative answer, He said: according to your faith let it be to you. «And their eyes were opened».

Let us too, brothers, believe without doubting that even now «the Lord is near» (Phil 4:5) to us, that He is «the same yesterday, today, and forever» (Hebr 13:8)—All-good, Almighty, Everywhere-present, All-knowing, Knower of hearts, All-merciful, All-bountiful, Good and Swift to hear, Comforting, Bountiful—and, as His children, let us come to Him in our prayers with faith, in repentance, as sinners, with hope and boldness: and we shall receive from Him every mercy.

O Lord! Add faith to us too, and heal the blindness of our hearts, the blindness of our sins and passions, which in this present corrupt time have grown especially strong. Amen.
Instruction for the Seventh Sunday After Pentecost

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

Today’s Gospel account tells us, beloved brothers, of the wondrous healing, by the Savior, of two blind men and of a mute, demon-possessed man, whose tongue a demon had bound. This took place in the vicinity of the city of Capernaum, after the raising from the dead of the daughter of Jairus, the ruler of the Jewish synagogue. These two blind men followed after Jesus Christ, crying 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 said to them: do you believe that I am able to do this? They said 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 warned them, saying: see that no one knows it. But when they had departed, they spread the news about Him in all that country» (Mt 9:27-31). The matter is plain: the blind men suddenly received their sight by a single word of the Savior—the Creator of man, Himself the Light and the Giver of light, spoke a word, and the word became deed. He spoke the creative word: let it be—and those who had been blind were now able to see. And He granted so wondrous a gift for the blind men’s faith alone, without any merit on their own part: according to your faith let it be to you. So pleasing to God, in a man, is a single simple, sincere faith in the omnipotence of God! So powerfully does faith work! Such miracles come through faith! Do you and I have faith? If we have it, then we too cannot fail to see, within ourselves, the wondrous works of God, both in our souls and in our bodies: the Lord is with us even now, by His own divine promise: «behold, I am with you always, even to the end of the age» (Mt 28:20)—so He said to His disciples before His ascension into heaven; «Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever» (Hebr 13:8). I see the miracles of His mercy and power in myself every day, and I glorify His mercies daily, for they are without number.

Speaking of the blind men of the Gospel, and of their wondrous healing by Jesus Christ for their faith, my thoughts turn to blind men of another kind—namely, to those seized by a blindness of soul, which is far more dangerous and ruinous than blindness of the body. This is, first, the blindness of the half-educated, or of certain people of our own time who have quite over-educated themselves, who do not see, in the all-wise ordering of the world, the finger of God, who made all things and governs all things, and who count it instead a product of chance, as they do themselves; and they make of their own life, as it were, a plaything and a toy, and, when this toy wearies them for some reason, they pitilessly break it—that is, they lay hands upon themselves; or else they make of it a series of crimes against others, and mock at human misfortunes. This blindness is the more ruinous, for themselves and for society, because people of this kind consider themselves sighted, clever, and all but good people, and count everyone else—everyone not of their own faction—as ignorant, base. Reading the daily news of various occurrences, we meet again and again with murders, suicides, drunkenness, debauchery, the most brazen embezzlement of public funds, the burning of towns and villages. Summing up all these occurrences, we draw the necessary conclusion that these people have recoiled 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 for, what will come of all this. O calamitous times! O times of unbelief! O times foretelling the nearness of the dread day of judgment! Guard yourselves, brothers, against this blindness, this unbelief, this self-willed folly. Forgive the expression, but I know no other way to describe people who act so brazenly and so senselessly. Where, in these people, is the light of reason, of conscience? How have they been deprived of the light of faith?

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

Third, blindness of soul is the blindness of the common people, who do not know the most necessary truths of their own faith and the rules of Christian life. But this blindness is more excusable than the one we spoke of before: it is involuntary.

Hold fast, brothers, all the more firmly to your holy faith, to the Church of God, which teaches you everything good, useful, holy, and soul-saving; do not listen to the self-willed fools of today, who have taken the devil for their teacher and strive to corrupt your simple, Christian, Russian understanding. Have the fear of God in your whole life; remember the second, dread coming of the Lord Jesus Christ and the fearsome judgment of the whole universe, and diligently keep the commandments of God and the duties of your own calling. Learn the faith, and its obligations; be enlightened, be sanctified, amend yourselves, and be saved. The other miracle of which today’s Gospel tells was the casting out of a demon from a mute, demon-possessed man. The Lord cast out the demon, and the mute man began to speak. Glory to Your divine authority, O Christ our God! You command the evil spirits, and they, trembling, carry out Your command, though with the same malice in which they remain unrepentant. O Lord! Cast out from us too the spirit of muteness: for we too are subject to it: when we ought to repent earnestly to You, we become mute and do not know what to say; when we ought to pray earnestly, we are mute again and do not know how to pray, what to ask, for what to give thanks, or how to give thanks; for idle talk about the affairs of this life our tongue moves freely and sometimes speaks without ceasing, but when it comes to divine things, to the salvation of the soul, the tongue falls mute. Where, in society, is it customary to speak of the Godhead, of the salvation of the sinful soul, of eternal life? Almost nowhere. Here we are mute. O Lord! Deliver us from the spirit of muteness, and teach us what to say and what to do that is pleasing to You, our God and Savior. Amen.
Instruction for the Seventh Sunday After Pentecost (6)

As Jesus passed on from there (from the house of Jairus, the ruler of the synagogue), two blind men followed Him, crying out and saying: have mercy on us, (Jesus) Son of David (Mt 9:27).

I have cited the opening words of today’s Gospel reading. The whole passage read today from the Gospel tells of the Lord’s healing of two blind men by a single touch of His hand, and of the casting out of the demon of muteness from a demon-possessed man; of the Pharisees’ slander against the Lord, that He casts out demons by the power of the prince of demons; and, finally, of how the Lord went about the cities and villages, Himself teaching the people in their gatherings, «preaching the Gospel of the Kingdom, and healing every sickness and every infirmity among the people» (Mt 9:27-35).

Let us turn our attention, first of all, to the faith of the blind men, and to their unrelenting request. They go after the Lord, crying out loudly: have mercy on us, Jesus, Son of David—and when the Lord entered the house, they came boldly to Him, with full confidence in the mercy of the divine Wonderworker. To make manifest, before all, the great faith of the blind men, the Lord asks them: do you believe that I am able to do this?—and receives the answer: yes, Lord! Then the Lord touched their eyes, saying: let it be to you according to your faith—and their eyes were opened. See, then, the reward of faith—a great reward: for two words, a perfect restoration of sight! Great too is the power of faith! For all things are possible to him who believes (Mk 9:23), says the Lord. But the more astonishing the power of faith is, the more astonishing, on the other hand, is unbelief in people! The Pharisees looked upon the Lord’s miracles with the very same eyes, listened to the Lord’s teaching with the very same ears, as everyone else—and did not believe, and were offended. So do pride and prejudice blind the eyes of a man’s heart! From this it follows that people have, besides bodily blindness, a spiritual blindness too, worse than bodily blindness, since it arises from the evil will or evil heart of the man himself—not, as with bodily blindness, independent of the man’s own will. Guard yourselves against unbelief! Guard your faith with all your strength, whoever has it; it is good for a believer to live in this world: he is always with God.

After the healing of the blind men, a mute, demon-possessed man was brought to the Lord. The Lord cast out the demon, and the mute man began to speak; the people, witnesses of the miracle, marveled, saying: never was such a thing seen in Israel—but the Pharisees, that is, the learned men, the Jewish scribes, who took upon themselves the role of teachers of the people, said: He casts out demons by the power of the prince of demons—as though, according to the proverb, a raven could peck out the eye of another raven, or a demon cast out a demon. From what did such a vile slander against the Lord arise in the Pharisees? From their pride and envy, from their malice, for the passions blind the eyes of the heart; if your heart’s eye is simple, then you look simply upon people and their deeds, as they are, without cunning, without twisting the sense of things; but if it is cunning and unclean, then people, their words, and their deeds will appear to you cunning, unclean, filthy—or, as they say, everything will appear inside out. To the pure, everything is pure, but for the impure, everything is impure (Tit 1:15), for in him both mind and conscience are defiled. Woe to us, sinners, from an unclean conscience! Therefore let us be simple and sincere of heart, and let us always ask of the Lord a clean heart. «Make a pure heart in me, O God, and renew an upright spirit within my inward parts» (Ps 50:12).

The Lord, brothers, is always one and the same. Even now He works great miracles among believing people, both directly, Himself, and through His Most Pure Mother, the Virgin Mother of God, and through His Saints, and through His chosen ones, still living upon the earth. Oh, how often He heals in me the blindness of the eyes of my heart! For every day my sins blind the eyes of my heart, and, through the prayer of repentance, they are wondrously cleansed, made bright, made to see again.

Cataracts, sinful cataracts, brothers, lie upon the eyes of our hearts; and, alas, many do not understand this; people do not see their own dangerous, ruinous state; the drunkard does not see his own calamity, for drunkenness has blinded his eyes; the fornicator does not see his own calamity, for lust has blinded his eyes; the thief does not see his own ruin, for easy gain has blinded his eyes; the lover of money does not see the calamity of his own soul, for money has blinded his eyes. Every sinner, until he sincerely repents of his sins, is blind in spirit, and knows not where he goes, for darkness has blinded his eyes. Let us, then, truly repent, that we may see, may see with our hearts. Amen.
A Word for the Seventh Sunday After Pentecost (7)

At today’s Liturgy there was read, beloved brothers and sisters, from the Gospel of Matthew, of Jesus Christ’s healing, for their faith, of two blind men, and of a mute demoniac. At every Liturgy Holy Church sets before our attention brief passages, or lessons, from the writings of the Apostles, from their Acts or their Epistles, and from the Gospel, in order to edify us daily with God-inspired instruction—to comfort, to expose, to instruct, and to strengthen us in the truths of the Christian faith and in a life conformed to that faith—and so that we should not be deprived of the happiness of hearing, little by little, all their writings, or the words and deeds of Christ, so that Christians might not be ignorant of the law and of their own life, but might know the whole substance of their faith and their law, and might be able not only to know it themselves, but also be ready to give an answer to everyone who asks about their hope (1Pet 3:15), and so that, with the weapon of the word of God, they might more readily war against the enemies of salvation and against sinful habits and passions. Let us repeat today’s Gospel in the Russian tongue. At the time when Jesus Christ was passing through the city of Capernaum, «two blind men followed Him, crying out and saying: have mercy on us, Jesus, Son of David! And when He had come into the house, the blind men came to Him. And Jesus said to them: do you believe that I am able to do this? They said 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 warned them, saying: see that no one knows it. But when they had departed, they spread the news about Him in all that country. As they went out, behold, they brought to Him a man, mute and demon-possessed. And when the demon was cast out, the mute spoke. And the multitudes marveled, saying: it was never seen like this in Israel! But the Pharisees said: He casts out demons by the ruler of the demons. Then Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every sickness and every disease among the people» (Mt 9:27-35). Here ends the Sunday Gospel.

What is there here for our edification, our instruction, in this Gospel? Instructive is the faith of the blind men, and their persistent, earnest petition for mercy and healing. Have mercy on us, they cried, Jesus, Son of David — that is, the Messiah promised to the world, the King, the Savior! More than that, they came to Him, when He entered a certain house, with a firm resolve not to leave Him until they received what they desired. To make manifest their great faith before the people, the Lord asks them, as though not knowing, whether they believe that He is able to do this. They answer: yes, Lord! Then the Lord, to show all that nothing is impossible for a believer, «touched their eyes, and said: according to your faith let it be to you». And their eyes were opened. O faith! Holy gift of heaven! How many wonders you work! You have heard too, my brothers, from earlier Gospel readings, what miracles the Lord worked among people, how many sicknesses He healed, how many demons He cast out, how many dead He raised, for the faith of the people, or for the glory of God! All things are possible to him who believes (Mk 9:23); a believer can even move mountains. And for us too, children of the Orthodox Church, the miracles of our Savior are no novelty, even in our own day: we ourselves are constant witnesses of the miracles of the Lord and of His Most Pure Mother in ourselves. What city, what land, what faithful Christian soul has not experienced within itself, through a prayer of faith, the miracles of God’s mercy—deliverance from the passions, healing in sicknesses, help in difficult circumstances, comfort in sorrows? So then, ask in prayer, believe that it will be given you—let me say it, not in my own words, but in the words of the Savior Himself: «ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you; for everyone who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened» (Mt 7:7-8). Like the blind men of the Gospel, we too often cry out: Lord, have mercy; for all of us suffer from a spiritual blindness, a sinful blindness, from the moment we are conceived, and born, and as we live, in iniquity. Every worldly vanity, every sinful worldly care, sorrow and grief, every worldly passion, has blinded the eyes of our hearts. We are blind when we take no care for the salvation of our soul and the amendment of our life, but care instead for the body and its pleasures and whims; we are blind when we labor for fleshly passions, serve mammon diligently, and take no care to please God. Let us too, then, brothers and sisters, cry out earnestly to the Lord for the healing of the blindness of our hearts, with an utmost desire for the sight of our soul: have mercy on us, O Lord Jesus, Son of God, true Light, who came into the world, that everyone who believes in You should not remain in darkness!

Instructive too, in this Gospel, are the Savior’s words to the blind men once their sight was restored: see that no one knows it. They teach us not to trumpet our own good deeds before people, in order to be glorified by people for them, but to be modest and humble, ascribing all glory to God, not desiring to become idols ourselves and to seize for ourselves the glory that belongs to God alone, who alone is the God of glory (Act 7:2).

In the account of the healing of the demon-possessed man, the following circumstances are remarkable: first, the amazement of the people at hearing the speech of the man who had been mute; and second, the slander and blasphemy of the Pharisees—these learned men of the Jews—who dared to ascribe the miracles of Christ to the power of the prince of demons. So too, even now, the common people, in simplicity of heart, look upon the wondrous works of God and see in them what they truly are, and glorify God; while many of our learned, or half-learned, clever men reject even the miracles of Christ and of God’s saints, and count them either as fabricated tales, invented, as it were, for the people, or as ordinary phenomena of nature. O cunning of the human heart! What will you not distort, what will you not pervert? To you even light seems darkness, and truth a fable. Repay them, O Lord, according to their cunning! While the mute spirit dwelt in the man, that man could not speak; but when the Savior cast out the mute spirit, the man began to speak. Even now there is a spirit of muteness—either in those who are truly mute, or in those people who, by their calling and office, ought to speak the truth to people, and do not, allowing injustice to oppress people; or when they ought to preach the Word of God in season and out of season, and do not preach, do not instruct, do not expose the wrongs of the people entrusted to them, sunk in ignorance of their own faith and their own duties. Such men the Prophet calls mute dogs, unable to bark. One must speak the truth boldly to every man, even though it be bitter and unpleasant to those who hear it.

The spirit of muteness is found too in drunken people, in whom the excess fumes of wine, and demons, bind both heart and tongue against every good word, and open them only to shameful and foul speech, abuse, and every kind of disorder.

Finally, remarkable in the Gospel is the Evangelist’s account that Jesus Christ went about all the cities and villages, teaching in the synagogues, preaching the Gospel of the Kingdom, and healing every sickness and every infirmity among the people. See—the King of heaven and earth humbly walks on foot from city to city, from village to village, labors, journeying, for us; should we not labor for our own eternal salvation, for deliverance from all-ruinous sins and passions; should we not serve one another, each with what he can? This is why, in the reading from the Apostle, it is said: we who are strong must bear the weaknesses of the weak, and not please ourselves, for Christ also did not please Himself (Rom 15:1-3). Jesus Christ preached the Gospel of the Kingdom—that is, of the Kingdom of God within us, and deliverance from slavery to sin and the devil—an eternal, incorruptible Kingdom, a kingdom of righteousness, peace, love, and endless blessedness. Let us, then, free ourselves from attachment to earthly things, and lift up the eyes of our hearts on high, to heaven. He healed every sickness and every infirmity among the people, as the Source of life and the Physician of soul and body; let us too always turn to Him in our sicknesses and infirmities of soul and body. He alone is swift to help, delivering quickly and surely from ailments and bitter sicknesses. Glory, O Christ our God, to Your healing power, made manifest in us even now, every day, felt by us, seen, and unceasingly glorified. Amen.
A Word for the Seventh Sunday After Pentecost (8)

Today, beloved brothers and sisters, there was read the Gospel from Matthew, of the Lord Jesus Christ’s healing of two blind men, for their faith and their plea: have mercy on us, Jesus, Son of David!—and of the casting out of a mute demon from a certain man, after which the mute man began to speak—and of the envy and malicious slander of the Jewish Pharisees against Jesus Christ; at the end of the Gospel it speaks of the Lord’s journeying through the cities and villages, preaching the Kingdom of Heaven, and healing every sickness and infirmity among the people.

You have heard, beloved, how, by a single touch of the Lord’s own life-giving right hand upon the eyes of the blind men, and by a single word—let it be—they suddenly received their sight. «He spoke, and it was done,» just as at the creation of the world: the Lord had only to utter the word—let this or that be—let there be light, let there be a firmament, let the waters be gathered together into their places, and let the dry land appear, let the earth bring forth grass and fruit-bearing trees, let there be lights in the firmament of heaven (Gen 1), and so on—and at once everything came to be, at the word of the Lord. I do not exaggerate this comparison in the least; for the same will and the same power were at work here, in this healing, as there, in the creation—the very same Almighty Creator. It is remarkable that, before granting sight to the blind men who asked the Lord’s mercy, He asked them: do you believe that I am able to do this—that is, to grant you sight? Why such a question? In order to grant the blind men not only bodily sight, but, dearer than all else, sight of the soul—to establish in them faith in Him as the true Son of God and God, as the Savior of the world, as the Messiah promised from the beginning, and thereby to make them worthy of eternal life and of seeing God face to face: for «the pure in heart shall see God» (Mt 5:8). The Lord asked them, as it were: do you believe that I am not only the Son of David according to the flesh, but at the same time the true Son of God according to the Godhead, who has come into the world to heal those blind not only in their bodily eyes, but especially in the eyes of their soul—to heal them of sinful blindness, to open the light of the knowledge of God to those who do not know Him, and to teach them to walk, without stumbling, without straying, in the path of the commandments of God? Do you believe that I am the true, eternal Light, the Creator of the heavenly luminaries and of all creatures, who has granted to all living creatures the light of their eyes and all their organs—who preserves all things, and governs all things, and re-creates all things? And when they believed in Him as the almighty Creator and Savior of the world, saying: yes, Lord—that is, no longer saying merely: Son of David, but: Lord, as the Creator of all—then the Lord works the miracle, and, at His word—let it be to you according to your faith—their eyes are instantly opened and become perfectly clear. Wondrous are all the works of the Lord! Wondrous is the healing of the blind men! But still more wondrous, more saving, more majestic is the miracle of the healing of the eyes of our soul, the miracle of the salvation of our souls! Bodily sight, though it is the noblest and most necessary organ of the body, is nevertheless still of the earth, and serves us only for a time; but our soul—this is our spiritual eye («if our eye is clear, our whole body will be full of light» (Mt 6:22))—is eternal, and if it remains in sinful blindness through the time of this life, it will no longer be healed, and will be in the outer darkness forever and ever. What, then, is blindness of the soul? Pride, cunning, hatred, envy, immoderate love of gain, hardness of heart and mercilessness, gluttony, drunkenness, riotousness, foul speech, foul deeds, sloth, idleness, lying, deceit, slander, theft, despondency, despair, and the rest.

So it was that the scribes and Pharisees, the chief priests and others, ailed with blindness of soul during the earthly life of Jesus Christ—who, seeing the miracles of Jesus Christ and hearing His all-wise teaching, did not believe in Him, even blasphemed Him, slandered Him, and finally crucified Him; seeing, they did not see, and hearing, they did not understand, for they had blinded the eyes of their hearts, and heard with difficulty with their ears, and hardened their hearts by their own free will, and were therefore rejected by God for their willful blindness, for their hardening in evil. Even among us, even in our own time, there are many morally blind people—not only among the common folk, among the unlettered, but also among many of the learned; and among these latter, especially, the most evil blindness is rooted—pride, self-conceit and unbelief, freethinking, the justifying of many of their own sins and passions as though required by nature, or by society, by custom, and the rest. And yet all of us, to a greater or lesser degree, are subject to sinful blindness: for who can boast that he has a pure heart? No one; and if it is unclean in all of us, then it is somewhat blind in all of us too, and we must all unceasingly have recourse in prayer to the true Light, Jesus Christ, that He may enlighten our thoughts and the eyes of our hearts with the light of His grace, and help us to see the whole multitude of our sins, which, like dark clouds, cover the eyes of our souls and keep us from seeing what the good, acceptable, and perfect will of God is, and from fulfilling it—sins which instead urge us to do the will of our own flesh and our own thoughts. Enough words for today. Let us strive to take it to heart, in mind and heart, and, above all, in deed and in our own life. Amen.
A Word for the Eighth Sunday After Pentecost

And when it was evening, His disciples came to Him, saying: this is a deserted place, and the hour is already late; send the multitudes away, that they may go into the villages and buy themselves food. But Jesus said to them: they need not go away; you give them something to eat. (Mt 14:15-16).

Once the Lord sailed away alone in a boat to a deserted place, for prayer; the people, hearing of this, followed after Him from the cities on foot. When He came out, Jesus saw a great multitude, and was moved with compassion for them, and healed their sick. Now when evening came, His disciples came to Him and said: this is a deserted place, and the hour is already late; send the multitudes away, that they may go into the villages and buy themselves food. What? What are you saying, Apostles of Christ?—That the people, for the sake of food and drink, should leave their Lord, and deprive themselves of His converse, sweeter than honey? Did He not Himself say: «do not worry about your soul: what you will eat, or what you will drink? Is not the soul more than food?» (Mt 6:25); «but seek God’s Kingdom first, and His righteousness, and to you all this will be added» (Mt 6:33). Oh, no—the people will not leave the Lord: what are food and drink to them? Food and drink are always with them; but the Lord in the flesh is not always with them; and He Himself is, for them, both food and drink; see how eagerly they listen to His every word, how their eyes drink in His divine countenance: oh, this is, for them, a true delight—to see and hear the Lord Himself; and they have forgotten about food and drink. And now He Himself will prepare for them a wondrous table.

This Gospel teaches us that the hearing of the Word of God, and, in general, the care for the enlightenment, sanctification, and strengthening of the immortal soul, is dearer than all else to a man, and that food and drink are secondary things, and will be added to a man who seeks the Kingdom of God and His righteousness: «for the laborer is worthy of his food» (Mt 10:10). So too, in the wilderness, the Lord fed everyone freely, with a wondrously prepared table, for the labor of hearing His word. Further, the Gospel teaches us to share even the last of our goods with our neighbors who have need of them, and to have no greed or miserliness at all, and that a man needs very little to satisfy his hunger and thirst—only his daily bread, and something a little richer besides; that various delicacies and drinks do not make up our daily sustenance, and may be used only rarely; otherwise they will weaken our body and our soul.

Our soul, brothers and sisters, is immeasurably more precious and more noble than the body: it is the image of God—that is, to put it more simply, a kind of portrait of God—and is immortal; it is endowed with reason and free will, with the capacity to be sanctified by the grace of God, to rise higher and higher along the steps of virtue, to be conformed more and more to God, to be deified, and to attain the greatest blessedness in God. But the body is earth and corruption, and must of necessity die and return to the dust from which it was taken; at the resurrection of the dead it will rise again, but as a spiritual body. Meanwhile our soul is in a most pitiable state of fallenness, in a state of darkening, estrangement from God, and enslavement to the devil, to sin, and to the passions. It perishes in sin, and may perish forever, tormented in the unquenchable fire. What, then, ought all of us to care for most, in this temporary sojourn upon the earth? For the enlightenment of the soul, for its salvation, for drawing near to God, from whom we have become estranged through sin—for the righteousness we have trampled underfoot, to which we have become strangers—for holiness in our whole manner of life, and the rejection of a cunning life. This is what we ought to care for; and only then for food, and drink, and clothing—but with moderate, disinterested care, as for things of secondary and temporary importance. Let us not, then, brothers and sisters, pervert God’s order; let us care first for the enlightenment, the nourishment, the comfort, and the salvation of the soul, and only then for earthly, so-called goods—food, clothing, dwelling. Amen.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
Instruction for the Eighth Sunday After Pentecost

Today, my brothers, we heard read the Gospel of the wondrous feeding of five thousand men, not counting women and children, with five loaves and two fish. Let us retell this account of the miracle in language understood by all. After the Lord heard of the beheading of John the Baptist, He withdrew alone to a deserted place. As we further see, our Lord went to pray in solitude to His heavenly Father, and, by prayer, to ease His own heart, weighed down with sorrow at the violent death of His great Prophet and Forerunner. Ah, brothers, sorrows were not foreign even to the Lord—great sorrows, even unto death, as He Himself said before His sufferings: «My soul is exceedingly sorrowful, even to death» (Mt 26:38; Mk 14:34). So He went into the wilderness, to pour out, in prayer before His heavenly Father, His own sorrow for His friend, John the Baptist. But would the people leave behind this great Wonderworker and most sweet-spoken Teacher? And so the people followed after Him from the cities on foot; a great multitude went after Him.

The Lord sees the crowds of people following after Him, is moved with compassion for them, and, turning, heals their sick. But the people do not fall behind the Lord, and go on, farther and farther from their own villages. Evening has now come. The disciples come to the Savior and say: this is a deserted place, and the hour is already late; send the multitudes away, that they may go into the villages and buy themselves bread. «But Jesus said to them: they need not go away; you give them something to eat. And they said to Him: we have here only five loaves and two fish. He told them: bring them here to Me. Then He commanded the multitudes to sit down on the grass. And He took the five loaves and the two fish, and looking up to heaven, He blessed and broke, and gave the loaves to the disciples; and the disciples gave to the multitudes. So they all ate and were filled, and they took up twelve baskets full of the fragments that remained. Now those who had eaten were about five thousand men, besides women and children» (Mt 14:13-21). When I read this Gospel, brothers, there came to my mind many, many examples of how the holy servants of God, while living upon the earth, never doubted, even out of their own scant means, to feed the hungry—and how the Lord wondrously multiplied their bread for them.

Here is one example: St. Tychon, afterward Bishop of Amathus and a great champion of Orthodoxy, in his youth sold bread, for his father was a baker. Having a compassionate heart, the pious boy often gave away several loaves to the poor for nothing—for which his angry father, on one occasion, punished him severely. Then St. Tychon said to him: «My father! You are grieved in vain: I am giving your bread as a loan to God, and I have His own promissory note for it in the sacred books, where it is written expressly: he who gives to God shall receive back a hundredfold. If you do not believe this, let us go to the granary: there you will see how God repays His debt to His creditors.» Having said this, he takes his father by the hand and leads him to the granary; and when they opened the door, they found it full of clean, choice wheat, though before there had been almost nothing in it. The father was astonished and struck with awe; he fell to the ground, giving thanks to God, and from that time did not forbid his son to give alms as he wished.

Brothers! Do not doubt, you too, but always give alms: from much, much; from little, less—and be assured that the Lord will bless your house too, and will never allow you to lack anything necessary, and, what is most important of all, for your mercy to the poor He will grant you mercy at His own dread and righteous Judgment: «blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy» (Mt 5:7). Amen.
Instruction for the Eighth Sunday After Pentecost (11)

For the word of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God (1Cor 1:18).

To which of the perishing, then, is the word of the cross foolishness? Surely not to any among us? Perhaps the Apostle says this not of us, but of the pagans, of whom there were so many in his time, and who, indeed, counted it madness to render honor to the cross as an instrument of shameful execution. Is it of them, then, that this is said? Do all of us honor the cross as we ought, and is the word of the cross the power of God for us—are we those being saved, of whom the Apostle speaks after naming those who perish? Is the word of the cross a foolishness to no one among us? Let each man’s own conscience answer these questions; for it is true enough that there are, even among those who are Christians in name, pagans in deed; and since faith without good works is dead, the name of Christian, for such people, is but a dead sound, which will bring them no benefit at all. It is our duty to offer a brief word on when the cross becomes for us the saving power of God, and how we ought to honor it earnestly. The cross becomes for us the saving power of God when we look upon it in no other way than with a living faith in God and with a feeling of sincere love for God. A wondrous thing! The cross has become inseparable from the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, whom eternal righteousness and the love of God the Father for us put to death upon the cross for our sake—yet with the consent, moreover, of the Son Himself, equal and consubstantial with the Father. Therefore, brothers, wherever we may see a cross, let us at once picture to ourselves the Son of God hanging upon it, nailed there for us, and let us never picture any cross at all apart from the crucified Lord—for the cross is honored only on account of Him who was crucified upon it: the crosses of the thieves, crucified with Christ, were like the cross of the Lord in form, yet we do not honor them.

Together with picturing the Lord crucified upon the cross, let us picture also the most fearsome sufferings that those crucified had to endure—the blood flowing from hands and feet pierced with nails, and the blood and water that flowed from the Lord’s side, pierced with a spear—and how this same blood is to this day poured out and given to all of us, together with His body, broken for the remission of sins, and will be poured out until the end of the world.

Even the pagans love those who love them (Lk 6:32). Shall we not, then, love the Lord who loves us so, who laid down His very soul for us? «Greater love has no one than this, that a man lay down his soul for his friends» (Jn 15:13). But if anyone loves Me, says the Crucified One, he will keep My word (Jn 14:23). Ah, brothers! If only we fully knew how priceless the death of the Lord upon the cross is for us! But we do not grasp this as we ought. Only in part can this be rightly understood by one who has been condemned to death for his crimes, and is being led to an execution that now threatens him and must, without fail, be carried out. Suppose that, for this man, at the very moment he is being led to execution, a stranger pays his ransom, and says to the executioners: let this criminal go free; instead of his head, I give my own. How great would be this man’s joy, and his gratitude toward such a deliverer! This is exactly what the Son of God has done for us: before our heavenly Father we were all criminals, liable to eternal execution. This temporal life, too, is dear to all of us, and no one wants to die. But how much dearer still is eternal life! We do not know it, and therefore do not value it as we ought. But our Redeemer knows how grievous eternal death is, and how precious eternal life is. It was from this very eternal death that He redeemed us by His cross and His death, that He might grant us eternal life. What love, what mercy!

Therefore, brothers, let us all earnestly honor the cross, kissing it with faith and love, in church and at home and wherever we may be, tracing its sign upon ourselves correctly and with reverence. There are people who, through carelessness, trace the cross upon themselves badly, and think this is nothing; but it is not nothing—it is a great sin.

This is ingratitude for the mercies of God, a carelessness toward a thing worthy of every attention. What! The Son of God endured the sufferings and death of the cross for us, shed His blood for us—and we are unwilling even to trace this saving sign upon ourselves properly!

Brothers! Let us be on our guard. In the Cross, let us honor the Lord who was crucified upon it: for it was there that our love was crucified—and this love is the incarnate Son of God Himself. Amen.
A Word for the Eighth Sunday After Pentecost (12)

Today, beloved brothers and sisters, is our eighth Sunday, that is, the eighth Sunday after Pentecost, or Trinity Day, from which a separate count of Sundays begins, with a special order of service using the Octoechos, or Book of the Eight Tones, of St. John of Damascus. On this Sunday it is appointed to read the Gospel from Matthew, of Jesus Christ’s healing of the sick in the wilderness of Bethsaida, and of His feeding of five thousand people, not counting women and children, with five barley loaves and two fish. The Gospel reads thus, in the Russian tongue: «at that time Jesus, seeing a great multitude, was moved with compassion for them, and healed their sick. Now when evening had come, His disciples came to Him and said: this is a deserted place, and the hour is already late; send the multitudes away, that they may go into the villages and buy themselves food. But Jesus said to them: they need not go away; you give them something to eat. And they said to Him: we have here only five loaves and two fish. He told them: bring them here to Me. And He commanded the multitudes to sit down on the grass. And He took the five loaves and the two fish, and looking up to heaven, He blessed and broke, and gave the loaves to the disciples, and the disciples to the multitudes. So they all ate and were filled, and they took up twelve baskets full of the fragments that remained; and those who had eaten were about five thousand men, besides women and children. Immediately Jesus made His disciples get into the boat and go before Him to the other side, while He sent the multitudes away» (Mt 14:14-22). Here the Gospel reading ends.

An abyss of miracles, an abyss of mercies to people, did the Lord Jesus Christ work in the days of His earthly life: now He wondrously healed various sick people—those with fever, the paralyzed, lepers, lunatics; now the deaf, the blind, the lame, the crippled, the withered; now He delivered the demon-possessed from evil demons; now He fed the hungry by the wondrous multiplication of bread and fish; now He raised the dead; in short, the Lord worked so many beneficent signs, or miracles, that, as the holy Evangelist John the Theologian says, if they were told one by one, the whole world could not contain the books that would be written of them (Jn 21:25). These miracles, worked by an authoritative Word, showed in Him, to the point of plain evidence, the almighty, all-good, and all-wise God, the Creator of creation, manifested in the world in the flesh. And only the envious and malicious scribes and Pharisees, the elders and chief priests, in their stubbornness, would not believe in Him as the almighty God, Creator, Provider, and Savior.

We know Him, and believe in Him, because we too were born of Christian parents, and were reborn in the Christian font of baptism, and were brought up in the rules and precepts of the Christian faith, and are fed and quickened by the heavenly bread, which is the flesh of Christ our God, and by His blood, which flowed from His side.

Let us be thankful to our Savior for these priceless gifts, and be strengthened in faith, hope, and love for Him, and in mutual love. The Lord Jesus Christ is the same today as He who once lived and walked upon the earth and worked countless miracles—only now He does not walk visibly upon the earth, as He did then, but sits, in divine glory, upon the throne of the Godhead, governing the whole world and filling all things with Himself. And even now He heals every sickness by His all-powerful grace, through a prayer of faith—especially in the Mystery of Holy Unction—or by the natural order, through medical means, or without them, by the healing power of nature alone; and even now He feeds every creature, bringing forth in abundance every fruit of the earth; and even now He causes bread to grow and multiply, in the fields and in the granaries—though, for our sins, and our various disorders and irregularities of life, He sometimes, and especially now, withholds His bounty, and does not bring forth grain seed in sufficient abundance for men, or grass for cattle. Let us amend ourselves, and unceasingly remember and love our Creator and Provider, the Physician of soul and body, and the Feeder of every creature, keeping His commandments. From the scarcity of grain seed, bread has become dear, and for many poor people life has now become extremely hard, and in many places people endure real famine. Let us strive to bear one another’s burdens, each according to his own strength, and to give bread to the hungry; for it is on account of the scarcity of love among people, and the increase of hardness of heart and other sins, that the Lord brings about a scarcity of fruits. Let us earnestly pray Him for an abundance of the fruits of the earth, while we ourselves take care to abound in every good work—sincere love for one another, sincere goodwill toward every person, simplicity and purity of morals, meekness and humility, freedom from malice, forbearance and patience toward one another, self-restraint, sincere piety and heartfelt participation in divine worship, diligence, uprightness, honesty and faithfulness in trade and in all our words and deeds, as befits Christians, called to righteousness and truth. When our life abounds and is adorned with Christian virtues, then the earth too will abound with every fruit for our food and enjoyment; but otherwise, if we do not amend ourselves and our sins multiply, then the produce of the earth will grow scarcer still, and the cost of living will increase.

So once spoke the Lord to the Jews, whose lawless deeds and injustices He exposed through the Prophet Amos: for your sins, «I have given you cleanness of teeth in all your cities, and lack of bread in all your places; yet you have not returned to Me, says the Lord. I also withheld rain from you, when there were still three months to the harvest; I made it rain on one city, and withheld rain from another city; one piece of land was rained upon, and the piece not rained upon withered» (Am 4:6-7). «I struck you with blight and mildew; a great number of your gardens and your vineyards, your fig trees and your olive trees, the caterpillar devoured—yet in all this you did not return to Me, says the Lord» (Am 4:9).

«Now, therefore, set your heart on your ways, from this day forward…» (Hag 2:18). «One would go to a heap expecting twenty measures, but there would be only ten» (Hag 2:16), says the Lord through another Prophet. So too, even now, the Lord diminishes the fruits of the fields for our sins.

In our own time the same thing is happening, only we must add that the plundering of others’ goods, greed, and card-playing have taken hold of the hearts of our city-dwellers.

But it is time to bring this word to a close. With what, then, shall we conclude it? With those words which the Lord spoke to certain of the Jews, who were eating of the wondrously multiplied loaves and fish: «labor not for the food which perishes, but for the food which endures to everlasting life, which the Son of Man will give you» (Jn 6:27). «I am the bread of life; he who comes to Me shall never hunger, and he who believes in Me shall never thirst…» (Jn 6:35). «I am the living bread which came down from heaven; if anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever; and the bread that I shall give is My flesh, which I shall give for the life of the world» (Jn 6:51). «…unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For My flesh is food indeed, and My blood is drink indeed. He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him» (Jn 6:53-56). «This is the bread which came down from heaven» (Jn 6:58). And He, let me add, is here, upon the Holy Table, offered sacramentally every day. Let us, then, prepare ourselves to receive this heavenly, life-giving bread—take, eat, and drink, all of you, of this cup, for this is the Blood of the New Testament, shed for you and for many, for the remission of sins. Amen.
A Word for the Eighth Sunday After Pentecost (13)

Today’s Sunday, in the order and course of time, is the eighth from the day of Pentecost, or from Trinity Day, and in the order of the Church is called the eighth Sunday after Pentecost. Today’s Gospel proclaims the miracles of the mercy of the Lord Jesus Christ, and, among them, His wondrous feeding, with five small loaves and two fish of the same kind, of five thousand people in the wilderness.

What does it teach us? First, that Jesus Christ is an abyss, a fathomless deep, of mercy; at every step we see Him doing good and working wonders among people in distress, or sinning yet repentant. Second, it reminds us that Jesus Christ is the Creator and Provider of all creatures, the Creator of all the fruits of the earth, and, at the same time, the righteous King and Judge of all people, who, for the sins of lawlessness and for people’s impenitence and persistence in sin, punishes them, among other ways, by destroying the fruits of the earth with excessive and prolonged heat, or drought and excessive dampness, or hail, or various insects, such as the caterpillar or grain beetles. Third, the Gospel teaches us always to take our food with prayer and thanksgiving to the Lord God (1Cor 10:31), who, by His mercy alone, abundantly feeds us with every fruit and every kind of drink.

Before the wondrous distribution of the wondrously multiplied loaves and fish, the Lord looked up to heaven, to His heavenly Father, and then blessed the loaves and the fish; and by this He wished, among other things, to teach us too, always, before taking food and drink, to turn to God with a prayer—for example, this one: «the eyes of all look to You, O Lord, and You give them their food in due season: You open Your bountiful hand, and satisfy the desire of every living thing»; or to say the Our Father—and, after taking food, to say: «we thank You, O Christ our God…» Fourth, the Gospel teaches us to take food and drink to the glory of God, not for overindulgence, or drunkenness, or for the sake of pleasure and gluttony, but with moderation, food blessed by the Church—for instance, in a fast, food that keeps the fast, except in the case of infirmity, sickness, or poverty, for the Church permits the infirm, the sick, and the destitute to eat non-fasting food even during a fast. Fifth, the Gospel teaches all of us mercy and compassion for those in distress.

The Lord’s disciples propose to their Teacher that He send the people away into the villages to buy food, but the Lord says to them: you give them something to eat; they need not go away. They say: we have only five small loaves and two small fish; what does this mean for so great a multitude of people? And the Lord, in answer to this, commands that everyone be seated on the grass, and works the miracle of the multiplication of the loaves and the fish, teaching us too, by this, to share even our small possessions with those who have none—possessions which He, as the almighty Creator, can always multiply: «he who gives to the poor will not lack» (Prov 28:27), according to the word of Scripture. Sixth—since man consists of body and soul, and the soul is incomparably more important than the body, as the image of God—and for it a corresponding spiritual food and spiritual drink is necessary, namely the most pure Body and the most pure Blood of the Lord, and also the Word of God, by which the Christian soul is fed and strengthened—the Gospel teaches us to care more for the imperishable food that strengthens the soul: for frequent Communion of the Body and Blood of the Lord, for the fulfillment of the will of God and the cutting off of our own whims and lusts, for instruction in the word of God and the fulfillment of the righteousness of God. The Lord Himself says in the Gospel: «labor not for the food which perishes, but for the food which endures to everlasting life, which the Son of Man will give you» (Jn 6:27).

«It is good that the heart be established by grace, not by foods, which have not profited those who have walked in them» (Hebr 13:9).

«Food for the belly, and the belly for food; but God will destroy both it and them» (1Cor 6:13), says the Apostle Paul.

This summer, it seems, the Lord is crowning with His blessing, and is granting, for the most part, an abundant and rich harvest, and has brought forth in plenty every fruit of the earth for our delight and our food. Let us be thankful to Him for this, as for all His mercies; let us love Him with all our heart, with all our mind; let us prove our love for Him by keeping His commandments, by amending our life, by sincere and continual repentance, by love and compassion for our neighbors, by uprightness of heart and every virtue—that we may be found worthy in time to come, by His all-good providence, of every gift of soul and body. Amen.
A Word for the Eighth Sunday After Pentecost (14)

Today’s Gospel reading, beloved brothers and sisters, tells us of the Lord’s mercy toward people and of His divine, almighty power—it speaks, that is, of the healing of many sick people, and of the wondrous feeding of five thousand people with five small loaves and two fish, wondrously multiplied.

It teaches us the truth that the Lord Jesus Christ is the Creator of all things, our Giver of life and our Feeder, and the Physician of soul and body; He made, and makes, every fruit of the earth in abundance for our food and delight; He sends down from heaven the early and the latter rain; He thunders in the vault of heaven and flashes lightning fearsomely; He brings forth the winds from His treasuries; by Him we live, move, and exist (Act 17:28). Therefore, beloved brothers and sisters, using every day the various gifts of God, let us be thankful to the Lord for them, and, in return for so great a love of His for us and so rich a providence over us, let us repay Him with love, and, in the measure of His generosity to us, let us be generous in turn to our neighbors. If we act this way, the earth will not cease to bring forth every fruit abundantly; for, in the measure of the fruits of our love for God and of our good deeds, the earth too will be filled with fruits, and there will be no crop failures or famine or grievous costliness of every need. But if we are unmerciful and hardhearted, then the earth too will be hard beneath our feet and will not yield its fruit. The Lord requires nothing more of us, brothers and sisters, in return for His gifts and for His love toward us, than that we keep His holy will and love one another. What does the All-sufficient and All-blessed One need from us? Nothing. See what touching compassion the Lord shows toward the people who came in great numbers to hear His sweet, life-giving word and to be healed of their infirmities! Seeing the multitude, says the Evangelist, the Lord had compassion on them, and healed their sick. Does He not, by this, teach all of us too, compassion and mercy toward one another? Yes, He gives us, in Himself, an example of every virtue. I have shown you an example, so that you too would do the same things I do (Jn 13:15), says the Lord—within the bounds of what is possible, of course. 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 them some clothing and footwear and the like. Today’s Gospel further teaches us not to hesitate to share with our neighbor even out of our own small means, according to our own strength: for even a small amount, the Lord is able to multiply, so that «he who gives to the poor will not become poor» (Prov 28:27). The Apostles had only five loaves and two fish, and thought it was not even worth dividing so small an amount among so great a multitude of people. Yet this small amount became a great abundance; all ate and were filled, and there remained besides forty times as much as there had been.

Does not a like wonder happen even now with merciful people?—Quite often indeed. In the measure of their giving, the Lord grants them back ten, twenty, a hundred times as much. «The Lord is faithful in all His words» (Ps 144:13).

But above all, today’s Gospel teaches us that our true bread—bread not of temporal but of eternal life—is the Lord Jesus Christ, and that we must care not only for perishable food, but especially for the imperishable food which gives eternal life to the soul: namely, for Communion of the most pure Body and Blood of Christ, for the hearing and reading of the Word of God, which is the spiritual food of our souls, and for prayer, which sanctifies and fills the soul with grace. When, after the wondrous feeding, the people began to follow Jesus Christ so as to eat once more of the wondrous meal, the Lord said to them, in reproof: «truly, truly, I say to you, you seek Me not because you saw the signs, but because you ate of the loaves and were filled. Labor not for the food which perishes, but for the food which endures to everlasting life, which the Son of Man will give you» (Jn 6:26,27). Truly I say to you: «My Father gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is He who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world. Then they replied to Him: Lord, give us this bread always. And Jesus told them: I am the bread of life; he who comes to Me shall never hunger, and he who believes in Me shall never thirst» (Jn 6:33-35). Earthly, perishable food strengthens only the body, and not the immortal soul. The Apostle says: it is good that the heart be established by grace, and not by foods, from which those devoted to them have received no profit (Hebr 13:9).

Food is for the belly, and the belly for food, but God will destroy both it and them (1Cor 6:13). And so, brothers and sisters, even as we take care for perishable food, let us take still greater care for the spiritual food by which our immortal soul is fed—for Communion of the Body and Blood of Christ, for the hearing and reading of the Word of God, and for prayer both public and at home. «May Your holy Body be to me the bread of life everlasting, O merciful Lord, and Your precious Blood the healing of manifold infirmities». Amen.
An Instruction for the Ninth Sunday After Pentecost

What was the Gospel read today about? Did you listen to it attentively, did you understand it, did you keep it in memory, did you lay it upon your heart, did you apply it to yourself? All this ought to have been done. What, then, was proclaimed? Of the Savior’s prayer in solitude; of His walking upon the sea as upon dry land; of His disciples’ fear at the sight of a man walking upon the water; of how the Savior encouraged them; of Peter’s request to come to Him upon the water, and of the Lord’s permission; of Peter’s little faith and his fright; of his beginning to sink; of the rescue of the sinking man by the life-originating right hand; of the Lord’s rebuke to Peter for his little faith; of the calming of the wind; of the disciples’ confession of Jesus Christ as the Son of God. In detail, the matter was thus: after the wondrous feeding of four thousand people, not counting women and children, the Lord bade His disciples get into the boat and go before Him to the other side of the Sea of Gennesaret, while He Himself, meanwhile, began to bless the people to disperse, having taught them. «And having sent the multitudes away, He went up on the mountain by Himself to pray; and when evening had come, He was alone there. But the boat was now in the middle of the sea, tossed by the waves, for the wind was contrary. Now in the fourth watch of the night Jesus went to them, walking on the sea. And when the disciples saw Him walking on the sea, they were troubled, saying: it is a ghost; and they cried out for fear. But immediately Jesus spoke to them, saying: be of good cheer; it is I, do not be afraid. And Peter answered Him and said: Lord, if it is You, command me to come to You on the water. So the Lord told him: come. And when Peter had come down out of the boat, he walked on the water to go to Jesus. But when he saw that the wind was boisterous, he was afraid; and beginning to sink, he cried out, saying: Lord, save me. And immediately Jesus stretched out His hand and caught him, and said to him: O you of little faith, why did you doubt? And when they got into the boat, the wind ceased. Then those who were in the boat came and worshiped Him, saying: truly You are the Son of God. And when they had crossed over, they came to the land of Gennesaret» (Mt 14:22-34). There is the whole Gospel—and all of it clear and plain to understand!

Now we must apply from it what each of us can and should apply to himself. For the Gospel was written for our edification, comfort, and salvation. And here is the first thing to apply to ourselves: prayer. The Lord, in His humanity, often prayed in solitude, at night. We too must pray without fail, at every time. «Watch and pray, lest you enter into temptation» (Mt 26:41), says the Lord. We have many sins; many needs of soul and body; many temptations; and therefore we too must pray unceasingly—inwardly, for the most part; but on feast days, openly, in church. Further, it is edifying and comforting in this Gospel that Jesus Christ, seeing His disciples’ perilous voyage, whose boat in the middle of the sea was being violently battered by the waves, went to their aid, and, as the Creator and Lord of the sea, walked upon the ridge of the sea as upon dry land. Seeing a man walking upon the sea, which seemed to them impossible, they took Him for a ghost, and cried out for fear. But the Lord, going to their aid, calmed them and said that it was He, and that they had nothing to fear. And upon us too, brothers, sailing on the sea of this life, contrary winds of temptation and various passions often rush; and we, like the Apostles, are often in distress. Let us not forget, in hours of temptation and misfortune, that the Savior is near (Phil 4:5) us and is ready to save us, if only we, with faith and sincere repentance for our sins, cry out to Him for salvation. We are often frightened by phantoms which the evil one shows us; we are troubled by the wiles of the cunning adversary. But let us cry out to the Lord with all our heart, and every phantom will scatter, and the contrary winds will fall still. So it has always been with believers, and so it shall be.

Remarkable is the boldness of the Apostle Peter. Encouraged by the Lord’s words, he asks permission to go to Him upon the water, as though for a moment forgetting the distinction between himself—a man—and the God-man. The Lord, however, does not reject his boldness, and says: come. And a wondrous miracle! The almighty command sustains Peter as he walks upon the water; he walks upon the water, marveling at himself. But Peter’s boldness did not last long: seeing the strong wind, he was afraid, and, beginning to sink, cried out: Lord, save me! Jesus immediately stretched out His hand, held him up, 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, fiery breath of the Holy Spirit, and so displayed human weaknesses. But after the descent of the Holy Spirit, holy Peter was above every doubt, and had the faith of God, by which he raised the dead. As for us—let us take care for our own faith. Peter had only begun to sink, and at once cried out for salvation: Lord, save me! But many of us are altogether sinking in our sins, and yet do not run to the Savior and do not say: Lord, save me. And how near is the Savior to all of us? Only look to Him, brother, with the eyes of your heart, with faith and 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 certainly save you: you yourself will see how He saves, you will see, of course, with the eyes of your heart. Learn, then, brother or sister, from the Apostle Peter, to cry out to the Savior, with the same faith and hope as he had, in misfortunes, sorrows, and sins: Lord, save me—and you will surely be saved. For this is why the Savior exists: to save us sinners. And when He has saved you, then you too will say: yes, truly You are the Son of God—and you will worship Him with love. Amen.
A Word for the Ninth Sunday After Pentecost

Today, beloved brothers, the deacon read the Gospel of the Savior’s solitary prayer on the mountain; of His command to the Apostles to cross over in the boat to the other side of the sea; of their difficult sailing against a contrary wind; of Jesus Christ’s walking upon the sea as upon dry land; of the Apostles’ fear at the sight of a man walking upon the water, and of their encouragement by the Lord; of the Apostle Peter’s bold request to come to the Lord upon the water, and of the permission granted him; of Peter’s walking upon the water at first, until his fright, and his sinking afterward; of the hand of help stretched out by the Lord, and the rebuke to Peter for his little faith and doubt; of the sudden stilling of the wind; and, finally, of the confession, by those in the boat, of Jesus Christ as the Son of God. It is a Gospel of the utmost instruction and edification, especially when we reflect that the persons and things depicted in it—excepting the person of the Lord Himself—depict us, you and me.

First, today’s Gospel teaches of the benefit and necessity of solitary prayer. Jesus Christ Himself, God and man, prayed often, as man, in solitude. In solitude a person can give himself fully, with his whole heart, to prayer, because nothing and no one then hinders him from praying—whereas among people given over to their usual worldly bustle, it is very difficult, and sometimes impossible, to give oneself fully to prayer. Of course, solitary prayer can sometimes happen even among people, when someone prays in his own heart, as in a solitary chamber—and such prayer is pleasing to the Lord; but not everyone can pray this way, only those who are experienced, who have learned to converse with God everywhere, in every place.

Second, today’s Gospel teaches us courage and fearlessness in life’s difficult circumstances, or in dangers, temptations, and misfortunes, in the assurance that the Lord is always with us and will not allow those who trust in Him and love Him to perish before their time. Thus the Apostles were in a most difficult position when they were in the boat in the middle of the sea, against a contrary wind; and the Lord, wishing to bring them out of their difficulty, went to them upon the sea; and they, seeing the extraordinary sight of a man walking upon the water, took Him for a phantom and cried out for fear—but when Jesus spoke to them in a voice they knew, saying: be of good cheer, it is I, do not be afraid—they were calmed. The Apostles, who were then still imperfect, only beginners in faith and in life, depict us, you and me; the sea signifies this present, vain life, tossed by the wiles of the devil and by worldly passions and misfortunes; the boat signifies our easily-broken body, in which, together with the soul, our spirit sails across the sea of this life, and which the enemy of our salvation is always ready to sink by fleshly passions. So, my brothers, we all experience, in various degrees, a storm of misfortunes and troubles in life, as sailors on the sea, and our imagination, our thoughts, our hearts, and our will are made sick by sins and by worldly temptations; sometimes we are afraid of everything and everyone, of our own shadow, of the rustling of leaves on a tree—but this is because our faith in Jesus Christ is still weak, because we are not yet united with Him; whoever has believed in Him with his whole heart and is closely united with Him fears no one, neither in heaven, nor on earth, nor in the abyss. «The Lord is my light and my Savior; whom shall I fear? The Lord is the defender of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?» (Ps 26:1). Though a host of demons should encamp against me, my heart shall not fear; though demonic war should rise up against me, in Him I trust. See how bold and courageous, how fearless, is the one who believes in and loves the Lord!

Further, the Gospel speaks of the Apostle Peter’s bold request to come to the Lord upon the water, which was permitted, of his walking upon the water at first, and of his sinking after he became frightened. Peter’s request is, on the one hand, worthy of praise, as a fruit of his faith in Christ and love for Him; but on the other hand it is imprudent, for, not yet being established in faith and love, but having only the beginnings of faith and love, he desired, without need, a miracle which would give him occasion to be lifted up in thought above the other Apostles, who did not dare ask the Lord for anything of the kind. So, when the Lord allowed him to walk upon the water, he walked upon the water; but soon afterward his faith weakened, he doubted, and began to sink. So it often happens with us too: when we do or say something with faith and confidence, then our speech flows smoothly, and our work is done properly; but as soon as we begin to waver, to doubt, to fear, then our word falters, and our work goes badly. Take prayer, for example. When we pray with faith, hope, and zeal—see how fervent, how easy, how profitable your prayer becomes; but if we doubt, or forget the presence of God, or let ourselves be distracted by outside thoughts and daydreams, then our prayer goes out, and we feel a spiritual shipwreck, a sinking of the heart, a death of the spirit. So harmful and so ruinous is little faith and doubt! So much does faith matter! Let us not, then, be among the wavering, to our own perdition, but among the believing, unto the salvation of the soul (Hebr 10:39). Lord, save me!—cried Peter, as he began to sink. The Lord stretched out His hand to him, held him up, and said to him: O man of little faith! Why did you doubt?

We are all sinking in our sins, as in a sea; and therefore we too, like Peter, must turn to the Savior with a strong cry of repentance: Lord, save me! The sinking Peter signifies us, perishing in the sea of this life. And the Lord will never let those who sincerely repent and pray to Him perish: He will at once stretch out His hand of help; this has been experienced, and is being experienced without ceasing, by millions of repentant sinners—of whom I am the first. «Who has come to You weeping, and was not at once saved? Who has cried out fervently, and was not at once heard? But O Master! Quickly You are found for the salvation of all who pray to You, for You are unconquerable in mercy»—so it is said in the common daily service to our Lord Jesus Christ. The Lord reproved Peter for his little faith, showing thereby that if he had not wavered in faith, he would not have begun to sink, but would have walked firmly upon the water and reached the Lord. Peter’s own little faith was the cause of his sinking. And how many misfortunes, how much sin, do we ourselves experience because of little faith? There is no numbering our falls, our sinkings! If we always believed with our heart, we would walk firmly toward the Lord along the path of keeping His commandments, along the path of love for God and neighbor; but since we are of little faith, we fall every day into the depths of sin and sink—now in intemperance, now in anger and rage, now in envy, now in worldly luxury, now in love of money and hardheartedness, now in fleshly impurity. Oh, let us at least turn more often, in repentance, to the Lord with the prayer: Lord, save me, I am perishing. When the Lord got into the boat, the wind immediately ceased. So too the storm of sin immediately falls still in us, when we turn to Christ with sincere repentance; a longed-for stillness of thoughts and feelings comes to be in us. Oh, how good it is then for the soul! Then, too, in a deep feeling of faith and gratitude toward the Lord, it draws near to Him, falls down before Him, and says to Him, as the Apostles said in the boat: truly You are the Son of God! You are my Savior! You are my life. You are my God! Amen.
A Discourse for the Ninth Sunday After Pentecost

In the Gospel read today, beloved brothers and sisters, we are told of the testing of the disciples through their being placed in various difficult circumstances, so that they might rely not on themselves but on God in everything, and so that they might be established in faith and hope in Him.

Let us repeat this Gospel word for word in Russian. «At that time—that is, after the wondrous feeding of the people, wondrously multiplied from five loaves and two fish—Jesus made His disciples get into the boat and go before Him to the other side, while He sent the multitudes away. And having sent the multitudes away, He went up on the mountain by Himself to pray; and when evening had come, He was alone there. But the boat was now in the middle of the sea, tossed by the waves, for the wind was contrary. Now in the fourth watch of the night Jesus went to them, walking on the sea. And when the disciples saw Him walking on the sea, they were troubled, saying: it is a ghost; and they cried out for fear. But immediately Jesus spoke to them, saying: be of good cheer; it is I, do not be afraid. And Peter answered Him and said: Lord, if it is You, command me to come to You on the water. So the Lord told him: come. And when Peter had come down out of the boat, he walked on the water to go to Jesus. But when he saw that the wind was boisterous, he was afraid; and beginning to sink, he cried out, saying: Lord, save me. And immediately Jesus stretched out His hand and caught him, and said to him: O you of little faith, why did you doubt? And when they got into the boat, the wind ceased. Then those who were in the boat came and worshiped Him, saying: truly You are the Son of God. And when they had crossed over, they came to the land of Gennesaret» (Mt 14:22-34). Here the reading from the Gospel ends.

The Gospel we have just read impresses upon us, above all, the need and necessity of prayer. You hear many times over, from the Gospel throughout the year, that Jesus Christ often prayed to His heavenly Father—praying, of course, in His humanity and not in His Godhead—both by day and by night, especially by night, since by day He preached and did good to people, working countless miracles. And if He, God and man, prayed often, then how much more must we, sinful and weak, ceaselessly tempted and exposed to every danger, pray unceasingly? The holy Apostle Paul says: «pray without ceasing» (1Thes 5:17), that is, both outwardly and inwardly. The holy Apostle Peter says: be sober (in prayer), be vigilant, for your adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour (1Pet 5:8). Neither by day nor by night are we free from his temptations. And hence the need, especially, of morning prayers and prayers before sleep. With earnest prayer we ought both to begin the day and to end it—that is, to pray without fail both in the morning and at night; and, besides this, at the beginning and end of our tasks, and also before and after taking food, which has now fallen entirely out of custom for many. Prayer refreshes and strengthens the soul, cleanses it, sanctifies it, comforts it, enlightens it, feeds it, and unites it with God, if it is offered with understanding, from the soul, with sincere faith.

So then, all of you, pray. Prayer is the source of every good thing; through prayer, everything is obtained. Whatever you ask in prayer, believing, you will receive (Mt 21:22), says the Lord. Jesus Christ prayed especially often upon a mountain. He teaches us to cast off earthly thoughts and attachments during prayer, and to lift up our mind and heart on high; set your mind on things above, that is, on the things of heaven, and not on the things of earth (Col 3:2), says the Apostle. Let us lift up our hearts, proclaims the Church—that is, let us direct our hearts upward; this is needed above all during the Liturgy, when so great, so heavenly, so fearsome a Mystery of the Body and Blood of Christ is accomplished.

Further, beloved brothers and sisters, today’s Gospel teaches us not to lose heart, not to be frightened, not to grow despondent in times of danger, temptation, and the various troubles of life. The Gospel says that the Apostles, in the fourth watch of the night (that is, in the interval between three and six in the morning), seeing a man walking upon the sea, were troubled and said: it is a ghost; and cried out for fear. Why were they so frightened?—From little faith and a lack of trust in God: for they were still imperfect. The Holy Spirit had not yet transformed them. They became clothed in courage after the descent of the Holy Spirit; but for now, the Lord, accustoming them to courage and fearlessness, said: be of good cheer; it is I, do not be afraid. Indeed: whom, and what, should one who believes in the Lord fear? The Lord is my light and my Savior; whom shall I fear? The Lord is the defender of my life; of whom shall I be afraid? (Ps 26:1) Even if I walk through the valley of deadly shadow, I will not be afraid of evil, for You are with me (Ps 22:4), says the prophet-king David. We must not waver in faith and lose heart amid the storm and waves of temptation from evil spirits, and, in general, in difficult circumstances, but must firmly trust in the mercy and almighty power of God: for «all things are possible to him who believes» (Mk 9:23), says the Lord. The Apostle Peter asked the Lord’s permission to come to Him upon the water, and the Lord permitted it; Peter got out of the boat and walked upon the water as upon dry land, and the waves did not hinder him, and his feet did not sink; but seeing the strong wind, he was afraid, and, beginning to sink, cried out: Lord, save me! Jesus immediately stretched out His hand, held him up, and said to him: O you of little faith, why did you doubt? This means that, had he not doubted and been frightened, he would have reached the Lord over the waves without hindrance; but his little faith deprived him of that grace-given power; and when he cried out for help, the Lord held him up and did not allow him to sink into the deep.

The Apostle Peter depicts us. We are made to sink by demonic temptations and by our own sins, by our little faith and unbelief, by worldly attachments and by a lack of Christian love; this deprives us of the power of God; we are often afraid where there is nothing to fear; we are afraid of phantoms and demonic delusions. But when we are strengthened in faith and cry out to the Lord for help with our whole heart, that help will not be slow in coming, and we will overcome the temptation. When the Lord got into the boat, the wind fell still. The boat depicts our soul. When the Lord takes up His dwelling within us, then the storm of temptation grows quiet, and a great stillness is established in us. Those who were in the boat confessed Jesus Christ as the Son of God, for they had seen His almighty power. And we too confess the Godhead of Jesus Christ with great faith, every time we feel peace in our soul after a storm of passions has been stilled by calling upon His name. Glory to You, Christ our God, who still the storm of our passions and build peace in our hearts! Amen.
A Word for the Tenth Sunday After Pentecost

Today the Gospel was read of Jesus Christ’s healing of the demon-possessed epileptic boy, and, right at the end of the Gospel, of the Lord’s prediction of His own sufferings and death in Jerusalem. The Gospel shows how strong a person can become through faith in the Lord—so strong, indeed, that he can even move mountains—and how weak, powerless, and pitiable an unbelieving person is, for he becomes a pitiable plaything of demons and of his own passions and those of others; it also shows the great power of prayer and fasting, when they go hand in hand, mutually strengthening one another.

Let us repeat this Gospel, that it may be more firmly fixed in your memory. When Jesus Christ, with His disciples, after the Transfiguration on Mount Tabor, came «to the multitude, a man came to Him, kneeling down to Him and saying: Lord, have mercy on my son, for he is an epileptic and suffers severely; for he often falls into the fire and often into the water. So I brought him to Your disciples, but they could not cure him. Then Jesus answered and said: O faithless and perverse generation, how long shall I be with you? How long shall I bear with you? Bring him here to Me. And Jesus rebuked the demon, and it came out of him; and the child was cured from that very hour. Then the disciples came to Jesus privately and said: why could we not cast it out? So Jesus said to them: because of your unbelief; for truly I say to you, if you have faith as a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, move from here to there, and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you. However, this kind does not go out except by prayer and fasting. While they were staying in Galilee, Jesus said to them: the Son of Man is about to be betrayed into the hands of men, and they will kill Him, and the third day He will be raised up» (Mt 17:14-23). Here today’s Gospel ends.

You see, with the eyes of your mind, in this Gospel, an unhappy father, worn out by the sufferings of his unhappy demon-possessed son, whom, from childhood, an evil spirit fearfully tormented at the new moon, casting him often now into fire, now into water. The father begs mercy of the Lord, that He would heal his son, adding that the Lord’s disciples, whom he had asked to do this, could not heal him. The Lord, having exposed and reproached the people with His righteous word for their unbelief and depravity, bids the demon-possessed boy be brought to Him, and at once heals him with a single word of rebuke. What is this demon-possessed epileptic? He is a person subjected to the action of an evil spirit that tormented him at the new moon—by a cunning device, so that this evil might be ascribed not to the evil spirit itself, but to the moon, an innocent creature of God, and so that blasphemy might be uttered against the Creator of the moon. So Saint Chrysostom explains it.

Evil spirits, in causing manifold harm to people, wish to conceal from people their own destructive actions, so that people will not come to hate them and turn away entirely from them and from their destructive deeds—and so they turn their wiles instead against a beautiful and most useful creation of God, the moon, that light of the night. But an evil spirit cannot hide its destructive wiles forever! A person enlightened by God at once recognizes its malice, and by God’s grace destroys it. Unbelievers, however, are careless; they continue to this day to be caught in its snares and to suffer from it, like the epileptic just mentioned. And how many such demon-possessed people are there in our own age, an age of unbelief and depravity? I call demon-possessed all who are given over to drunkenness, to unhappy and senseless carnal love—or, more precisely, to carnal passion—all the so-called nihilists, who, having lost the most precious human treasure, faith, do not believe in the life to come and in the immortality of our soul, do not look for the resurrection of the dead and the universal Judgment, who do not believe in the very existence of God, and in His eternal righteousness, and in His fearsome, incorruptible justice, and, to their still greater misfortune, do not even believe in evil spirits. These unhappy, wandering people, entangled in the snares of the enemy, not infrequently, like the demon-possessed boy mentioned in the Gospel, resort likewise now to fire, now to water—that is, to firearms, in order to shoot themselves, or to drowning, or to hanging. And notice what a truly evil epidemic this violent, terrible death has become in our own day! Every day people either shoot themselves, or drown themselves, or hang themselves, or kill others. Human life is, by many, not valued at a farthing. What, then, is the terrible cause of this? What dreadful lever drives these unhappy people to violent death? It is, first, unbelief and a depraved or perverted life, and, second, evil demons, the primeval murderers of the human race. I myself have heard from many unhappy people, given over to drinking bouts or to despondency because of some grievous circumstance, that an evil demon whispers persistently to them: hang yourself, hang yourself! or: drown yourself, drown yourself! or: shoot yourself, shoot yourself! or: kill so-and-so. O accursed adversary! How many human, Christian souls have you destroyed, in this ill-fated nineteenth century, by violent death, through your all-destroying delusion? They are guilty for having been seduced by your cunning, but you are a thousand times more guilty, and for all your destructions you will receive your due from the righteous Judge on the day of recompense.

What, then, is the remedy against these enemies—these seducers, tormentors, and destroyers?—Faith in Christ, who by the Cross trampled down the power of the devil, and fasting and prayer. Prayer and fasting cleanse, enlighten, and strengthen the soul; on the contrary, without prayer and fasting our soul is easy prey for the devil, because it is not fenced about and defended against him. Fasting and prayer are spiritual weapons against the devil, and this 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 twice every week to fasting—on Wednesday and Friday, among other things in remembrance of the sufferings and death of our Savior—and many times over throughout the year, during all the extended fasts, and joins the great fast especially with tender, penitential prayers. Fasting and prayer bring also this spiritual benefit, that, in strengthening our souls, they strengthen in us faith, hope, and love itself, and unite us with God.

Remarkable, in today’s Gospel, is the Lord’s exposure of His own disciples for their unbelief. Did even the Apostles, at first, waver in faith? Yes, even they were at times weak, before the Holy Spirit descended upon them—now believing, now, at other times, falling into unbelief and little faith; at least this must be said of the nine, excluding the three so-called pillars of the faith: Peter, James, and John. By faith they healed every sickness, raised the dead, cleansed lepers, cast out demons; and when grace departed from one of them because of little faith and unbelief, then he could not even cast out demons, as is mentioned in today’s Gospel. This is why the Lord, through them, teaches all of us too to have unwavering faith, and says: if you have faith as a mustard seed, and say to this mountain, move from here to there, it will move, and nothing will be impossible for you. Indeed, 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 mighty faith is! And yet people of our own age boast, take pride, in unbelief! Is this an enlightened age? What! We owe every success of learning, in every branch, to our faith, which has poured forth abundant light into human minds—and we ourselves reject faith?! Children rejecting their own Mother, who bore and raised them? How foolish and how ungrateful!

Brothers and sisters, treasure your faith! Guard your faith. Without faith there is no salvation; without faith a person will perish forever. Amen.
A Word for the Eleventh Sunday After Pentecost

Today, beloved brothers, the Gospel parable of the Savior was read, in which He, the Lord our God, likened the Kingdom of Heaven, or His righteous judgment over people, to a king «who wished to settle accounts with his servants; and when he had begun to settle accounts, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents. But since he had nothing with which to pay, his master commanded that he be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and that payment be made. The servant therefore fell down and worshiped him, saying: master, have patience with me, and I will pay you all. Then the master of that servant was moved with compassion, released him, and forgave him the debt. But that servant went out and found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii; and he laid hands on him and took him by the throat, saying: pay me what you owe! So his fellow servant fell down at his feet and begged him, saying: have patience with me, and I will pay you all. And he would not, but went and threw him into prison till he should pay the debt. So when his fellow servants saw what had been done, they were very grieved, and came and told their master all that had been done. Then his master, after he had called him, said to him: you wicked servant, I forgave you all that debt because you begged me. Should you not also have had compassion on your fellow servant, just as I had pity on you? And his master was angry, and delivered him to the torturers until he should pay all that was due to him. So My heavenly Father also will do to you, if each of you, from his heart, does not forgive his brother his trespasses (Mt 18:23-35). I have repeated the whole Gospel reading, so that you might remember it better.

Not to our credit, today’s Gospel depicts the extreme hardheartedness and malice of the human heart toward our neighbors. From the very time when people, through sin, gave themselves over to the chief of malice, the devil, he has woven for himself a firm nest in their hearts, planting in it his own hellish malice, which he has, ever since, quite often displayed in very crude and violent forms. Biblical and secular history, and the news of our own day, are full of examples of this malice and hardheartedness, whether out of greed, out of a desire to seize a neighbor’s property by force, or out of wounded pride, out of wild caprice, out of unsatisfied animal desire; many people, and not at all rarely, do not hesitate to plunge a knife into a neighbor’s heart or throat, or in some other way to take his life—not to mention quarrels, disputes, abuse, lawsuits, and other expressions of human malice.

Let us turn our attention to the conduct of the hardhearted creditor mentioned in today’s Gospel. He himself owed his master an enormous sum, which he could never have paid him, and, by the justice of the country, he was to be sold, with his wife and children and all his property, to pay even part of the debt. A misfortune beyond which there could be none greater. The debtor began to beg the king for forgiveness—and he was forgiven. One would think he ought to remember such unexampled mercy, and show a like mercy, when the occasion arose, to his neighbor. But the occasion with his neighbor revealed the bad side of the forgiven debtor, his extreme malice and hardheartedness: no sooner had he received the greatest mercy from the king than he met a fellow servant who owed him a most trifling sum of money, and at once fell upon him in fury, seized him by the throat, and said to him: pay me what you owe. The other begs him to have patience. The creditor will not, and throws him into prison. Is this not extreme hardheartedness? Is this not the height of callousness and ingratitude? And to this very many of us are, alas, quite inclined and quite capable. We are sometimes extremely harsh in dealing with our neighbors who owe us anything, whenever the opportunity presents itself! Yes, our nature is extremely prone to evil and to taking justice into its own hands, or to settling matters by our own judgment—probably because this satisfies our pride and ill nature more quickly and more easily than the established courts do. But this ought not to be so with us, who are Christians, reborn in the font of baptism by water and the Holy Spirit, adopted as sons of God, and who have received from God grace, or heavenly help, toward every virtue; we ought to cultivate in ourselves a spirit of meekness, humility, freedom from malice, patience, and long-suffering, and moderation in all our conduct. And in order to have such a disposition of spirit within us, we must remember our common human weakness, our common inclination to sin—especially our own great infirmities and sins—and God’s boundless mercy toward us, which has forgiven, and forgives, us many grievous sins, for our repentance and supplication.

Yes, the very feeling of gratitude to God for His countless mercies toward us obliges us to be forbearing and merciful toward our neighbors, who are of one flesh and blood with us and share the same weaknesses, passions, and stumblings. But the greatest motive of all for our forbearing and gentle dealing with our neighbors ought, of course, to be the extreme condescension of the Son of God toward us, who for us men and for our salvation came down from heaven, was incarnate and became man—His example, His commandments and counsels, His meekness and freedom from malice toward sinners, His long-suffering, His sufferings and death for us all. If He laid down His soul for us, we too ought to lay down our souls for one another (1Jn 3:16), says the Apostle. Another Apostle says: be kind to one another, merciful, not rendering evil for evil, or insult for insult, bearing with one another in love (1Pet 3:8-9). The Lord says to us: «I desire mercy, and not sacrifice» (Mt 9:13). He, the all-merciful One, desires mercy from us too—mercy, freedom from malice, and patience toward our neighbors; and He Himself, too, is always ready to help us in every good deed. If your heart is evil, ask in repentance that He soften your heart, 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 resolve—resolve firmly—to abandon your malice. From the very outset, every rising passion must be bridled in ourselves, especially malice and anger, and the spark must not be allowed to become a fire, which is, of course, far harder to put out than a single spark. So let me bring this word to a close: let us forgive our neighbors, from the soul, their offenses against us, remembering our common weakness, our infirmity, our sinfulness, and God’s boundless mercy toward us. Amen.
A Discourse for the Twelfth Sunday After Pentecost, on the Rich Young Man

«Now a certain rich young man came up to the Savior and asked Him: «Good Teacher, what good thing shall I do that I may have eternal life? So He said to him: why do you call Me good? No one is good but One, that is, God. But if you want to enter into life, keep the commandments. He said to Him: which ones? Jesus said: you shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, you shall not bear false witness, honor your father and your mother, and: you shall love your neighbor as yourself. The young man said to Him: all these things I have kept from my youth. What do I still lack? Jesus said to him: if you want to be perfect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me. But when the young man heard that saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions. Then Jesus said to His disciples: truly, I say to you, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. And again I say to you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. When His disciples heard it, they were greatly astonished, saying: who then can be saved? But Jesus looked at them and said to them: with men this is impossible, but with God all things are possible» (Mt 19:16-26).

Let us explain this part of the Gospel, with God’s help, as briefly as possible. The rich young man, having learned by experience the sweetness of earthly, temporal life and the advantages of possessing earthly goods, is nonetheless yearning for eternal life, for eternal blessedness; he comes up to the Source of life and asks Him: Good Teacher, what good thing shall I do that I may have eternal life? Which of us would not wish to inherit eternal life? Nothing terrifies us so much as death, as parting from all the pleasant things of life, and nothing draws us so much as life—life without end, all-blessed life. Let us, then, listen attentively to the conversation of the rich young man with the Savior, and see what is needed for the inheriting of eternal life. The Lord does not answer his question directly, but remarks to him: why do you call Me good? For no one is good but One, that is, God. How is it, Lord, that You are not good? Are You not God? Are You not the co-eternal Son of the eternal Father-God? Are You and Your Father not one? What does it mean that the Lord seems to deny Himself the title of good, when He Himself is eternal love and goodness? The Lord turns aside the title of good from Himself not as God, but as man: since the young man had addressed Him only as a good Teacher, as an ordinary man, and not as God, the Lord answers him as man, and not as God; for no man can call himself the ever-flowing source of goodness, goodness itself, for God alone is good in Himself, eternally, of His own being. So must the Lord’s words be understood: «why do you call Me good? No one is good but One, that is, God».

Further, the Lord answers the rich young man’s question directly: if you want to enter into eternal life, keep the commandments—do you hear, all of you, beloved brothers?—for the inheriting of eternal life, the keeping of God’s commandments is absolutely necessary, and without keeping them it is impossible to inherit eternal life. «The man who does these things shall live by them» (Rom 10:5). «Not everyone who says to Me, Lord, Lord, shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven» (Mt 7:21).

Which commandments?—the young man asks the Lord; and Jesus said: do not murder; do not commit adultery; do not steal; do not bear false witness; honor your father and mother; and love your neighbor as yourself. Lay these commandments of God upon your own hearts too, all of you, for the keeping of them leads into eternal life. Do not murder—that is, not only do not kill anyone, do not take anyone’s life, but also do not wrong anyone, do not humiliate anyone, do not condemn, do not slander, be angry with no one without cause, curse no one, harbor hatred or ill will toward no one, wish no one evil, misfortune, or death; do not kill by any means—by cruelty, by beatings, by flattery, by cunning, by treachery, by persecution; do not kill, by any material weapon, either others or, still less, yourself. Treasure the peace and well-being of every person as you would your own. Do not commit adultery—that is, do not harbor in your heart a carnal, impure, sinful, animal love for another person; do not overstep the bounds of love appointed by God, and look on no one’s face with lust, with an unclean thought—still less allow yourself a sinful union with any person. Do not steal; and, so as not to steal, do not desire to live in luxury, in splendor, in wealth, in gaiety, but be content with little, with what is necessary. Honor your father and mother; in your father and mother, honor and love God, who gave you being and upbringing through them; honor in them the authors, after God, of your being, the authors of your happiness; and love your neighbor as yourself: what you wish for yourself, wish also for others; what you do not wish for yourself, do not wish for another. As you wish people to act toward you, so act toward them (Mt 7:12).

The young man said to Him: all these things I have kept from my youth; what do I still lack? Jesus said to him: if you want to be perfect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me. One would think that, after such words from the Lord, the good Teacher, the young man would go and sell his possessions and give to the poor, so as to have his treasure in heaven, and then come and follow the Savior. But no: this is not Peter and Andrew, not James and John, the Galilean fishermen, who followed Christ at once upon being called by the Lord, leaving everything behind. Wealth confused and bewildered the young man. Suddenly he felt a grief in his soul, perhaps never before experienced. His heart grew sick and ached, sensing the imagined loss of his silver and gold coins and his various possessions; and in all of this lay his soul, his life, his hope; his heart, grown fleshly, had firmly, firmly grown into all of it. What now, rich young man? Where has your boldness gone, with which you approached the Savior of mankind? Wealth destroyed it, or rather, attachment to it; it robbed him of strength, and cast him down into shame, grief, and despondency.

Such is soulless mammon! Into such shame, humiliation, and confusion does it cast the one who is attached to riches! Hearing the Savior’s word, the young man—alas—went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions. So much, then, for the love of neighbor as of oneself, of which the young man had only just boasted, telling the Lord: all these things I have kept from my youth. No sooner did the matter touch on giving money away to the poor than his heart ached; and eternal life no longer seemed so dear; and it became unpleasant to remain and converse with the good Teacher; and he, full of shame and confusion, went away—went away from the good Teacher. The Lord, as the Knower of hearts, had foreseen, without waiting for the outcome of the matter, the young man’s passionate attachment to his wealth, and had now only drawn it out into the open, to show the young man himself what a serpent he was carrying and warming in his own heart, gnawing away at his life and destroying all the noblest impulses of his soul, and how necessary it was for him to shake this serpent off from his heart, lest it kill him outright. All who are sick with the love of money, take these words to heart, and abandon this soul-destroying love of money!

Something like what tripped up the rich young man happens even now with many of us.

One thinks of himself, and another even says of himself, that he loves his neighbor; but when it comes to actually helping his neighbor—when, for instance, money must be lent, or something given to a beggar, or a stranger invited into one’s own home, fed and given drink, comforted and set at ease—then the heart turns away from the neighbor; he is no longer dear, and often even repugnant to look at; the heart only says: pass by, pass by, my good man, I have no business with you; you are neither kin nor kindred to me; some acquaintance or relation lies sick: one does not care to visit, to sit and talk with him; someone has fallen into trouble or misfortune: somehow the heart shrinks from him—in good fortune he was a friend, but in misfortune, no longer. So much, then, for love of neighbor as of oneself. For ourselves we always have more than enough, and there is money and everything else for our every whim; but for our neighbor—no, even though our neighbor is a member of our own body; for ourselves there is money for everything: for a rich table, for wine, for costly finery, for cards, for tobacco, for the theater, for every conceivable indulgence; but for our neighbor—no: everything is grudged him; a single copper is grudged, decent clothing and footwear are grudged, as though a beggar were not a person just like us, as though he were a soulless statue, as though he needed nothing at all. If we live this way, then surely we will not deserve eternal blessedness; for we did not receive the love of the truth, that we might be saved (2Thes 2:10).

Jesus, on the occasion of the young man’s grief at parting with his wealth and his withdrawal from the Lord, said to His disciples: truly I say to you, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven; and again I say to you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. Why is this so? Because wealth is, for the wealthy man, an idol which he worships, on which he places his trust—on it, and not on God; because it hardens his heart, his soul, making it, as it were, earthly, coarse, dumb, a slave of corruption, incapable of the love of God. This is why the Apostle writes to his disciple Timothy: «command those who are rich in this present age not to be haughty, nor to trust in uncertain riches but in the living God, who gives us richly all things to enjoy» (1Tim 6:17). Hearing the Savior’s words about how hard it is for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven, His disciples were greatly astonished and said: who then can be saved? But Jesus looked at them and said: with men this is impossible, but with God all things are possible. This means that the rich, too, need not despair of their salvation, any more than the poor; only they must use their wealth for their own good and for the good of their neighbors, considering it not their own but God’s property, given to us not for ourselves alone, but for others too—for those who, through sickness or for some other reason, are unable to obtain for themselves the food they need, or the clothing or shelter they need.

Let us all, then, according to our own strength, share our goods with the poor and needy, that we may have treasure in heaven, and, by the grace of Christ our God, receive, for this small mercy shown to our brothers, eternal life. For the merciful shall obtain mercy (Mt 5:7). Amen.
A Word for the Twelfth Sunday After Pentecost

In today’s Gospel our Lord Jesus Christ resolves an important question put to Him by the rich young man: what shall I do to inherit eternal life? The Lord points him to the commandments given to people by God through Moses, and, moreover, to the commandments about love of neighbor, passing over the commandments concerning the Lord God Himself—no doubt because love of God is founded upon love of neighbor, and it is impossible to love God without loving one’s neighbor: for how can one who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, love God, whom he has not seen? (1Jn 4:20)—says the holy Apostle John the Theologian. So the Lord says to the rich young man: «if you want to enter into life, keep the commandments. He said to Him: which ones? Jesus said: you shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, you shall not bear false witness, honor your father and your mother, and: you shall love your neighbor as yourself. The young man said to Him: all these things I have kept from my youth. What do I still lack? Jesus said to him: if you want to be perfect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me. But when the young man heard that saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions. Then Jesus said to His disciples: truly, I say to you, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. And again I say to you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. When His disciples heard it, they were greatly astonished, saying: who then can be saved? But Jesus looked at them and said to them: with men this is impossible, but with God all things are possible» (Mt 19:16-26). Here today’s Gospel ends.

Yes, an important question the Lord resolves 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 our bodies will turn to dust, to the earth from which they were made in the beginning, while our immortal souls, created in the image and likeness of God, will be caught up to judgment before God: for it is appointed for man to die once, and after this the judgment (Hebr 9:27), says the Apostle—the particular judgment upon the soul of every person departing from here; on this judgment the fate of a person is determined until the final, universal Judgment over the whole world after the resurrection of all the dead. Therefore, in view of the inevitability of bodily death for each of us, it is most important and necessary for each of us to resolve, to our own satisfaction, the question: what must I do to inherit eternal life? Eternal life beyond the grave undoubtedly exists, just as eternal torment undoubtedly exists too, and this brief life here is given us by God to prepare for the life to come, which will have no end, forever and ever. This most important question of life the Lord fully resolves for the rich young man, and, with him, for all of us. If you want, He says, to enter into eternal life, keep the commandments. Which ones?—asks the young man. And the Lord answers him: do not murder, do not commit adultery, and so on, as you have already heard. Not many words, not many commandments—yet how important they are, since on the keeping of them depends the eternal life of each one of us. «For the man who does these things shall live by them» (Rom 10:5), says Scripture. It is necessary, then, to dwell on these commandments, and to enter more deeply into their meaning, so as to see the full necessity and benefit of keeping them, and the breadth of their application to life. The first word spoken is: do not murder; under it are understood many other, similar precepts, namely: do not wrong another; do not be irritable; do not be at enmity; do not be angry; do not fight; do not be full of hatred: «whoever hates his brother is a murderer» (1Jn 3:15)—says the Apostle; do not be insolent in word or hand; do not be hardhearted and stingy toward the poor; do not wear out your hired laborers with tasks beyond their strength; save the perishing, if you are able—for instance, the hungry, the drowning; do not exhaust yourself with tasks beyond your own strength, and do not ruin your own health through passions and vices; do not lead others into temptation, and do not hand over to the devil souls redeemed by the priceless blood of the Lord Jesus Christ. Such is the breadth of meaning in this commandment.

Further the Lord says: do not commit adultery—not only in deed, but in thought, in impure looking, in lust: cast aside every lustful daydream and imagining, and everything that leads to adultery: gluttony, overeating, and drunkenness; immodest, tempting conversation, the reading of immodest, tempting books; immodest conduct with persons of the other sex, immodest pictures, and the like. And a single glance at a woman with lust is already adultery (Mt 5:28), by the word of the Savior. Strive for purity of thought and feeling, for purity of morals in yourself and in your neighbors, your children and your servants, your subordinates, and all with whom you have connections and close relations.

Further it is said: do not steal; here is understood not only theft, but idleness feeding off others’ labor, and bribe-taking, or extortion; and usury, or ruinous interest, which a moneylender takes from a poor man; and various kinds of unrighteous gain: knowingly receiving stolen goods; ruinous card-playing, through which a gambler steals from his own parents and relations, or from his wife and children, or simply from himself, money or the family’s substance; and, finally, one who gives no alms to the poor, though fully able to, since it is the Lord who gives abundance for the help of the poor; if one who has enough does not do this, he steals his neighbors’ property and conceals the gift of God. Further the Lord says: do not bear false witness, that is, do not slander your neighbor; for from slander, condemnation, gossip, mockery, and false witness people suffer very greatly, are deprived of their good name and of others’ sympathy, are persecuted, oppressed, deprived of their position and their means of livelihood, and sometimes, unable to bear the slander, take their own lives. It was through false witness and slander that the Lord Jesus Christ Himself was brought to the cross and to the most shameful death. A terrible evil is slander! And the holy prophet-king prays to God for deliverance from slander: «deliver me from the slander of men, and I will keep Your commandments» (Ps 118:134).

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 eternal blessedness in the life to come. We owe our parents our life, and for the most part our very upbringing, at least in its early stages, and it would seem there is nothing easier or more natural than to honor one’s parents. And yet in practice, especially in our own time, the opposite quite often happens: children find their parents a burden, even when they have the means to support them, deny them due honor, are rude to them, and revile them to their faces; they count their parents’ love, cares, and concern for them as nothing; they do not help them, do not support them in poverty, old age, and sickness. But woe to them if they do not come to their senses: it will go ill with them even in this present life, and eternal torment awaits them in the life to come; those who vex their parents, says the Apostle, shall not inherit the kingdom of God (1Cor 6:10).

Love your neighbor as yourself, says the commandment—that is, take care of him as you take care of yourself; wish him the same things you wish yourself; act toward him as you wish others to act toward you; pray for him just as you pray for yourself, whether he is living or departed; and do for him something 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, awaiting one universal Kingdom. Such are the commandments that lead into eternal life! The young man boasted that he had kept all these commandments, but it turned out, upon closer examination, that he was far from having attained perfection in keeping them: for he was attached with his whole heart to his wealth, and therefore did not sincerely love either God or his neighbor; for the Lord says, and experience confirms it too, that it is impossible to serve both God and wealth (Mt 6:24; Lk 16:13), just as it is impossible to serve two masters. He went away from the Savior sorrowful, when the Lord, for the sake of his perfection, proposed that he sell his possessions and give to the poor, for He saw that his possessions bound the steps of his soul. This 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 go through the eye of a needle. But what is difficult and impossible for people is easy for God: for God can make even a rich man merciful, as indeed there are many among the rich who are truly merciful, and He can make a rich man virtuous and an heir of the kingdom of heaven, if he does not resist the will of God, but earnestly carries it out. There, then, is the explanation of today’s Gospel. Remember it, and, according to your strength, strive to fulfill it. Amen.
An Instruction for the Twelfth Sunday After Pentecost

Good Teacher, what good thing shall I do, that I may have eternal life? So He said to him… but if you want to enter into life, keep the commandments. (Mt 19:16-17)

We think little, brothers, about eternal life, and many, very many, do not think of it at all, being wholly immersed in the cares of this life, or carried away by love of pleasure and by greed. We do not take the trouble to reflect carefully on what eternal life is, on the fact that we were created precisely for eternal life. Eternal life, brothers, is a life which, beginning after the resurrection of the dead, will never end; this life will be in the heavens, there, where our Lord Jesus Christ ascended, where the Mother of God has been taken up, where the holy Apostles, prophets, martyrs, hierarchs, righteous ones, and all the saints are. Is it not unreasonable of us not to be concerned about how to attain, most surely, this life? Utterly unreasonable. In today’s Gospel a certain rich young man, coming up to Jesus Christ, asks Him: «Good Teacher, what good thing shall I do, that I may have eternal life?» — what good deeds must he do, to be counted worthy of eternal life? What good thing shall I do? The Savior, who has the words of eternal life, answers him: if you want to enter into eternal life, keep the commandments. Which ones?—asks the young man. The Master of life answers: do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not bear false witness, honor your father and mother, and love your neighbor as yourself. The young man says: all these things I have kept from my youth; what do I still lack? What, do you suppose, was still lacking to him? It seems he had fulfilled everything God requires.

Yes, brothers, our trouble is precisely this, that it often seems to us as though we have kept the whole law, so that we might be written down as righteous. But in fact, no. It seemed to the young man in the Gospel that he had kept all the commandments, but in fact it turned out otherwise. When the Lord said: if you want to be perfect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven, and come, follow Me—the young man went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions; and it turned out that the young man had spoken falsely, in claiming to have kept all the commandments. Indeed, had he loved his neighbor as himself, he would not have amassed great possessions, and would not have held on to great possessions, while seeing daily, as he did, so many beggars: he would have given his possessions to the poor; he would have fed the hungry every day, clothed the half-naked, provided shelter for the destitute, would have striven, as far as possible, to serve suffering humanity with his wealth—and his amassed possessions would not have simply lain idle. But he did not do this: he heaped up riches and took no care for almsgiving, for love of neighbor; he was more devoted to gain than to God, and loved himself far more than his neighbor. Oh, this love of gain! What a powerful obstacle it presents to our true good! What an enemy it is—of God and of mankind! It is an idol which the rich man worships, which he loves with his whole soul, which he serves diligently; the rich man trusts in his riches, and not in God; the rich man is hardhearted, and looks with pleasure upon his gold and silver even as the poor are dying of hunger. And the richest people are often the stingiest, the most hardhearted of all. Still, let us not condemn the rich, who not infrequently do much good; let each of us instead turn to himself, and reproach himself for love of pleasure, love of gain, hardheartedness. For we too have a great many poor people of every kind around us—I mean the truly poor—while we ourselves are steeped in love of pleasure and gluttony, in luxury, in amusements, as though there were no eternal life, as though this earthly life were given us only to eat and drink, to live in luxury and make merry, and to disregard the divine ordinances. When shall we take it to heart that this present life is only a path to another life, an eternal one; that this present life, properly speaking, is not life at all, but, as it were, a seed, a beginning of life, which, through our carelessness and negligence, may wither and become instead the beginning, the seed, of eternal death? When shall we lay aside the life of the flesh and live a spiritual life according to the commandments of the Gospel? Do we not know that the Apostle commands us to crucify our sinful, passion-ridden flesh, with its passions and lusts (Gal 5:24)? How long, this love of pleasure; how long, this love of gain; how long, this noisy merrymaking, in this vale of tears? How long will self-love go on drying up in us the love of God and neighbor? Are there not enough calamities already, for our sinful life? Does not the smoke that everywhere still rises even yet fail to teach us that everything on earth is subject to decay and destruction—does it not yet bring to our minds that eternal fire, in which it will no longer be houses, or forests, or land that burn, but unrepentant sinners—burning without end? And the smoke of their torment, it is written, rises up forever and ever (Apok 14:11).

Brothers! If we wish to enter into eternal life, let us keep the commandments without delay. God’s commandments are not burdensome (1Jn 5:3). His yoke is easy, and His burden is light (Mt 11:30). Amen.
A Word for the Thirteenth Sunday After Pentecost

Today at the Liturgy, beloved brothers and sisters, there was read from the Gospel the parable of Christ the Savior about a certain landowner who «planted a vineyard, set a hedge around it, dug a wine-press in it, built a tower, leased it to vinedressers, and went into a far country. Now when vintage-time drew near, he sent his servants to the vinedressers, to receive its fruit. And the vinedressers took his servants, beat one, killed another, and stoned another. Again he sent other servants, more than the first, and they did likewise to them. Then last of all he sent his son to them, saying: they will respect my son. But when the vinedressers saw the son, they said among themselves: this is the heir; come, let us kill him and seize his inheritance. So they took him and cast him out of the vineyard and killed him. Therefore, when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those vinedressers? They said to Him: he will destroy those wicked men miserably, and lease his vineyard to other vinedressers who will render to him the fruits in their seasons. Jesus said to them: have you never read in the Scriptures: the stone which the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone. This was the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes? (Ps 117:22-23). Therefore I say to you, the kingdom of God will be taken from you and given to a nation bearing the fruits of it» (Mt 21:33-42). With this today’s Gospel reading ends.

What, then, does this parable mean? And, first, whom does the landowner who planted the vineyard signify? The landowner is God, the heavenly Father; the vineyard is the Jewish church, that is, all the Jews who lived before Christ and in the time of Christ; the hedge of the vineyard is the law of God given to the Jews; the wine-press, or trough in which the grapes are trodden to squeeze out the juice, signifies the altar, at which the animals brought as sacrifice were slaughtered, and on which blood was poured out as a sign of the redemptive Blood of the Son of God, poured out for the salvation of the world; the tower in the vineyard signifies the Temple in Jerusalem; the vinedressers are the Jewish high priests and elders; the fruit of the vineyard is the fruit of good works, which the Lord expected both from the high priests and scribes themselves, and from the common people, who had been entrusted by God to their guidance; the servants sent by the owner of the vineyard to the vinedressers for the fruit are the prophets of God, whose reproofs the Jews so disliked, and whom they beat, killed, and stoned; the owner’s son is the Only-begotten Son of the heavenly Father, Jesus Christ, whom the high priests, elders, and scribes killed, nailing Him to the cross by the hands of lawless Roman pagans. The cornerstone, or chief stone in the foundation of the building, rejected by the builders, is Jesus Christ, who became the Head of the Church of God and the true Shepherd, Redeemer, Savior, and Visitor of our souls. The taking away of the kingdom of God from the Jews signifies their being deprived of the blessings of the true faith—deprived of their temple, their priesthood, true worship, their own homeland, and every gracious fruit—all of which did indeed happen to them, and continues to this day. Nevertheless, this parable, in some of its parts or words, can and must be applied to us as well: for the Gospel is given for all times and all peoples, and it must be applied, first of all, to us, the clergy—I do not speak of other rulers and teachers of the people—and to the flock entrusted to us by God, to be guided by us toward a virtuous life, toward salvation, and toward the kingdom of heaven. Christ’s parable teaches that shepherds must themselves bring to the Lord, the Chief Shepherd, the fruits of sound teaching and of every virtue, and must serve their flock as a rule of faith, an example of meekness, self-restraint, mercy, freedom from covetousness, sincere goodwill toward all, and care for pleasing God and saving one’s soul; and that they must unceasingly teach those entrusted to them by God for guidance toward faith and a virtuous life, the law of God and Christian virtues, so that they too may bring forth to God the fruits of virtue, and live in a manner pleasing to God, working out their salvation with fear, and awaiting the fulfillment of Christ’s promise concerning His second coming, the resurrection of the dead, the dread Judgment, and eternal life or eternal torment.

It is well known that on a shepherd’s manner of life, on his zeal or negligence in fulfilling his high and holy pastoral duties, faith or little faith, and even unbelief itself, depend very greatly, as does the life and conduct of the flock—and as the shepherd is, so, according to popular saying, is the parish. When a shepherd is instructive and devout, the flock too tends to be devout and God-fearing. And so, beloved brothers and sisters, if we do not wish that fearsome word of the Savior, spoken to the Jewish high priests and elders and to the Jewish people, to be fulfilled upon us as well—if we do not wish the kingdom of God, that is, the gracious help of God assisting us in everything, to be taken from us—if we do not wish to fall into the abyss of unbelief and depravity and every vice, to be deprived of the blessings of community life and of every abundance and contentment, of earthly and heavenly goods, and to fall into poverty and destitution of body and soul, in which so many people languish—let us hasten to bring forth to God the fruits of true repentance, the amendment of our life, unceasing care for the one thing needful, that is, the salvation of our immortal souls, redeemed by the Blood of Christ, and every virtue, according to our own strength. Amen.
An Instruction for the Thirteenth Sunday After Pentecost

But the vinedressers… said among themselves: come, let us kill him, and seize his inheritance; and they took him… and killed him. (Mt 21:38-39).

These words are taken from today’s Gospel reading about the man who was the master of a household and the vineyard he had planted, whose stewards were extremely self-serving, negligent, and wicked, and who, instead of caring for the vineyard entrusted to them, so that it might bring forth more fruit, and giving that fruit to the owner of the vineyard, let it fall entirely into ruin and turned it into a wild wasteland—and how wicked, indeed, were they? When the owner sent his servants to them for the fruit, they killed every one of his servants. This parable, in its own time, applied to the Jews, to the Jewish high priests, scribes, and Pharisees, and was fulfilled upon them exactly; but today it may fittingly be applied to the fanatical Muslim Turks. By God’s inscrutable judgments, there was entrusted to them, given into their possession, God’s vineyard—the Slavic and Greek peoples—for the sins of these peoples, no doubt, just as the Russian people too, in ancient times, was given over into bondage to the Tatars. Instead of cultivating God’s vineyard, caring for its well-being, growth, and prosperity, providing it with every good of civil order—just and equal justice for all, safety of person and property, education for every people and estate, freedom of worship, and, finally, trade and industry—the Turks, throughout their entire five hundred years of dominion over Christians, trampled down, and, in our own time, have utterly trampled down, every human right of the Christians under their power; everything belonging to these poor people has become the prey of the arbitrary will and savage passions of the Muslims: there is nowhere for them to find justice or protection; everything is seized from them, plundered from them; they themselves are killed without any mercy. To what end? To wipe these subject peoples from the face of the earth, and to seize their possessions. What, then? Is God’s vineyard truly given over to the unbelieving Turks for its utter ruin? Are the Slavic peoples truly given over to be devoured by these beasts, these followers of the antichrist Mohammed? No: when the measure of justice toward the Orthodox and other Christians under Turkish power, and the measure of God’s long-suffering toward the unbelieving Turks, has been fulfilled, then other times will come, and the old times of tyranny will remain only in the memory of the peoples, and the map of Europe will change; and already, even now, observant and thoughtful people note and say that the Turks are dying out rapidly, from various unfavorable political and moral conditions, while the Slavic peoples are being born and multiplying quickly, as the Hebrews did under the Pharaohs of Egypt. But besides this, Christian Europe—or, better said, the Lord God Himself—will soon put an end to the savagery of the Turks. Let us hear what judgment the Lord pronounces upon the wicked stewards of His vineyard: «therefore, when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those vinedressers?» — the Lord asked His hearers. And the very stewards, who were among His hearers, pronounced upon themselves a righteous judgment! They answered: «he will destroy those wicked men miserably, and lease his vineyard to other vinedressers, who will render to him the fruits in their seasons». So, then—the most wicked of the Turks and the Circassians the Lord Himself, by His own righteous sentence, will destroy miserably, that is, fearfully and cruelly, and His vineyard, the Christian peoples subject to the Turks, He will hand over to other laborers or possessors, who will render to Him the fruits—that is, the fruits of lawful righteousness, the fruits of a righteous life, the fruits of faith, enlightenment, and civil order, in their seasons: and God’s vineyard, the Slavic and Greek Church, will flourish and grow strong, while of the Turks only a memory will remain in history—and God grant it may be so. Accomplish this, O Lord, and soon, to the righteous joy of all Orthodox Christians! But at this present moment I still dare to invite you, my brothers, to give what help you can to our Slavic brothers, who continue to suffer terribly from Turkish savagery; let the offering be within your means, only let it be a willing offering, from the heart. For «God loves a cheerful giver» (2Cor 9:7). Give, and it will be given to you. For with the measure you use, it will be measured back to you (Lk 6:38)—that is, God will surely give back to you in abundance. Amen.
An Instruction for the Thirteenth Sunday After Pentecost (25)

On this present Sunday, my beloved brothers, the Church appoints to be read from the Gospel the parable of a certain landowner, who planted a vineyard, and of the vinedressers to whom the landowner entrusted his vineyard. The vineyard was magnificently laid out, with every fixture, with a wine-press, on excellent ground, enclosed by a hedge; but the vinedressers proved extremely cunning and wicked, and not only failed to give the fruits to the owner in due season, but also beat the servants sent by the owner, or killed them outright and stoned them, and, at the last, killed even the owner’s only son. By the landowner is understood the Father; by the vineyard, the Jewish church; by the vinedressers, the high priests, priests, and rulers to whom the Jewish church was entrusted; by the servants are understood the prophets, whom God often sent to the Jewish people, and who were, for the most part, beaten by the Jews; by the landowner’s son is understood the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God. But this parable, brothers, does not concern the Jews alone—it concerns us too, it touches us. By the Lord’s vineyard may and must also be understood every Christian soul; by the hedge, the law of God, by which every soul is, or ought to be, fenced about from sins; the wine-press or trough in the vineyard is our own heart, or our own inmost being, by which we receive the most pure Blood of the Lamb of God, slain for us; by the tower or upper chamber is understood the Church of Christ, or the grace of the Holy Spirit acting within the Church, establishing our hearts in faith and love and good works, and raising us up from earth to heaven, as it is said: set your mind on the things above, and not on the things of the earth (Col 3:2).

So then, the vineyard of God is all of us, brothers. And a vineyard ought to bring forth abundant fruit: do we bring to the Lord, the supreme Vinedresser over us, the fruits of good works, the fruits of repentance, faith, love, humility, meekness, goodness, mercy, self-restraint, purity, patience, and long-suffering, and the other virtues? Very, very little, and sometimes not at all: instead we bring the fruit of a wild vine, the vine of Sodom and Gomorrah—that is, every kind of foul deed: pride, malice, envy, greed, fornication, adultery, drunkenness, unbelief, godlessness, murder, and suicide. The Lord waits from us for the fruits of repentance, amendment, and virtue—and often waits in vain: we remain the same sinners, the same barren, withered trees, that we always were. Many Christians do violence to their own conscience, this servant of God within our soul, and even kill it, and give themselves over to lawlessness without fear; many justify their sins, or excuse themselves by the weakness of nature or the needs of our sinful nature, not distinguishing their own whims or lusts from genuine needs. Many are not even ashamed to slander the Gospel, saying that it supposedly demands the impossible, and live in complete contradiction to it, and thus, like the Jewish high priests and scribes, crucify the Son of God within themselves a second time. But why speak vaguely—many crucify the Son of God? We, you and I, often crucify the Son of God within ourselves—by our little faith, our spite, our envy, our intemperance, our gluttony, our drunkenness, the impurity of our own heart, our negligence, our impenitence, our laziness, and our other vices. What, then, will the owner of our vineyard do, once it has fallen into ruin and grown wild through our own negligence, when He comes to demand an account from us of our deeds, of all our impurities and our spite? The answer to this is the same one the high priests and scribes pronounced upon themselves: he will destroy these wicked men miserably, and will give the vineyard to other vinedressers—that is, He will give the greatest gift of faith and grace to people who will render Him the fruits in their seasons, that is, who will, with the help of grace, continually make progress in every virtue, throughout the whole of their life.

So then, brothers, while the Lord still 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 by repentance, that it may bring forth more fruit. Amen.
An Instruction for the Thirteenth Sunday After Pentecost (26)

I say to you that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces its fruits. (Mt 21:43).

Christians who live negligently will not enter into the kingdom of God; but those will enter it who keep the commandments of God.

To whom does this word of God threaten the loss of the kingdom of God?—To Christians who do not live in a Christian manner, who do not bring forth the fruits of the kingdom of God. To whom, instead of these negligent Christians, is the kingdom of heaven promised?—To a nation that bears the fruits of the kingdom of God: and what are the fruits of the kingdom of God?—Living faith in the Lord God, hope in Him and in our future union with Him, and fervent love for God and neighbor. Now let each of you look carefully into yourself, into your own life, and ask your own heart: is there in it a firm faith in the Lord God, hope in Him and in the future life with Him and in Him; does it hold a fervent love for God and neighbor? Do not lie before God or before yourself: this question is a most important one. If you have faith in the Lord God, it will certainly show itself in your life: you will always walk before the eyes of the Lord God, will always hold His commandments in your heart, will strive in every way to keep them, and will be diligent in prayer; if you have hope in God and in union with Him in the life to come, you will, by every means, turn your heart away from attachment to earthly goods—to wealth, to the pleasures of the belly, to fine clothing and various vain adornments and amusements. In sorrows, sicknesses, and various misfortunes you will be patient, not fainthearted; steadfast, not despondent; you will not worry or grumble, whatever happens to you, in the hope that the heavenly Father is with you always; you will not grow slack or lazy in good fortune, nor lose heart in misfortune; you will always keep in view the life to come, which will have no end; if you have love for God and neighbor, you will surely show it in zeal for the glory of God’s name, will strive yourself to glorify it and stir up others to this glorification, and will stop the mouths of those who blaspheme it; you will be diligent in attending the house of God as the place where His glory dwells; you will wish, with all your heart, for everyone’s salvation, as for your own; you will strive to help everyone in their needs, as much as you are able.

But if you have neither faith, nor hope, nor love for God, then you will live only for your own pleasure—merely to eat well, drink, dress or adorn yourself in the latest fashion, build spacious houses, grow as rich as possible by every means, amuse yourself with every conceivable pleasure, pass the time in idle talk—in short, to spend this earthly life in every possible comfort; you will either give no thought at all to the life to come, or, if you do, only rarely, and only in passing, and it will be burdensome for you to think of the life to come while you are content with the present one; you will love not your neighbor, but yourself—your own sinful flesh, and everything that serves to feed, fatten, adorn, and comfort it; you will often be ready to trade away your neighbor for the most trifling thing, especially if you happen to need it: what is my neighbor to me, you will say, when I myself want to eat well, drink, dress well, live in wealth and every comfort? What is it to me that my neighbor is hungry, that he is cold, what is it to me, his vices, his errors—let him live as he knows how; only let it go well for me. So lives, and so speaks, a person who has neither faith, hope, nor love in his heart. And what good is it, that such a person sometimes goes to church and receives, for appearance’s sake, the Holy Mysteries of Christ? What good is it that he is called a Christian? No good at all. He is like a pagan—worse than a pagan even, and will be subject to a heavier condemnation at the judgment than a pagan; it will be more bearable at the judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for him. The kingdom of God will be taken from him.

I say this because a great impoverishment of faith, hope, and love is now noticeable among Christians; people live for the visible and the present; faith in unseen blessings is either weak or has gone out entirely; everyone wants to live as merrily as possible in this present life, without concern for what will come after these brief joys, when we pass into eternity; we are called Christians, yet we forget that Christ, in His testament to His followers, left them the cross, or various misfortunes and sufferings: «whoever wishes to go after Me, let him renounce himself, and take up his own cross, and come after Me» (Mk 8:34; Lk 9:23; Mt 16:24). We are called Christians—that is, as though we had followed Christ and counted everything earthly of little worth, as though we had placed all our hope in Christ—but in fact, no: we follow after wealth, after pleasures, after every earthly comfort, we have placed our hope in earthly goods. We are called Christians, yet we provoke one another, envy one another, seize from one another, take no thought for one another. We are called Christians, yet loving Christ with our whole heart, and pleasing Christ with our whole life, is, for many, a thing entirely unfamiliar. The Lord wants us to think of the things above (Col 3:2), but we set our minds entirely on the things of earth; the Lord commands Christians to give heed to themselves, that their hearts be not burdened with overeating and drunkenness and the cares of everyday life (Lk 21:34), but with us it is precisely this—the burdening of our hearts with overeating, drunkenness, and the cares of everyday life—that goes on unceasingly.

Christians have become greatly given over to the flesh; few remain among them who walk by the spirit and do not carry out the lusts of the flesh. What kind of Christians are these, who do not even wish to spend the Lord’s feasts in a spiritual manner, but only in a carnal one—who drink themselves to drunkenness, wander staggering through the streets, sing indecent songs, and utter every kind of foul word? What kind of Christians are these, who, even on feast days, do not wish to come to church and pray earnestly, or, if they do come, come only so as not to break their habit, to show off their finery, or to talk about something with an acquaintance or a friend?

Brothers! I warn you with the Lord’s own true and fearsome word: the kingdom of God will be taken from you and given to a nation that bears its fruits. Do not consider yourselves saved merely because you were born and live within a saving faith: a saving faith will not save you, if you yourselves do not take care for your salvation, if you live otherwise than those being saved ought to live. I warn you, brothers: like straw, like chaff, the Lord will burn you with unquenchable fire (Lk 3:17), if you live according to the flesh and not according to the spirit.

So then, I entreat you: work out your salvation—the eternal fire stands ready; and, too, the dwellings of the kingdom are not yet filled. Do not allow the Master to take the kingdom of God from you and give it to a nation that bears its fruits. Amen.
A Discourse for the Fourteenth Sunday After Pentecost, Before the Exaltation of the Cross

No one has ascended into heaven but He who came down from heaven, the Son of Man who is in heaven (Jn 3:13).

So then, before Jesus Christ no one born of earth had ever ascended into heaven, but only He, the Son of Man who came down from heaven. No one had ascended into heaven, because it had been closed to the human race from the time of Adam’s transgression: for Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord of Sabaoth, and the wicked man shall not dwell with Him, nor shall the lawless remain before His eyes (Ps 5:5-6). Only the Son of Man, who came down from heaven and remains in heaven, ascended into heaven in His humanity, for by His humanity, united with His Godhead, He fulfilled all righteousness for us; and when He was baptized in the Jordan and prayed, the heavens, which had been shut by Adam’s sin, were opened first to Him; and it was He, finally, who, after His sufferings, death, and resurrection, ascended into heaven and sat down at the right hand of God the Father, showing us too the way of ascent there. You will say that Enoch and Elijah were taken up into heaven. No: not into heaven, but only into the dwellings of the righteous, only, as it were, as though into heaven, in the language of Scripture. What, then, follows from what has been said? That heaven, our true homeland, for which we were created, has now again been opened to the human race by the Son of God, and people have become children of God in Christ. Strive, then, brothers, toward the open heaven, following the example of the saints, who from every age have pleased God and inherited the heavenly homeland; do not imagine that the earth is your homeland; live as strangers and sojourners, and be ready, every hour, to pass through death into that homeland of yours.

«And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life» (Jn 3:14-15). What is this mystery? Just as Moses lifted up the bronze serpent on a pole in the wilderness for the healing of the Hebrews bitten by serpents, so it was fitting, so it was necessary, for the Son of God to be lifted up on the cross, to be nailed to the cross. Recall the first commandment given to Adam and Eve, and their transgression: they stretched out their hands, contrary to God’s commandment, to the forbidden tree, and plucked the forbidden fruit, and, for their disobedience, for their devilish pride, for their falling away from God, for the corruption of their mind, heart, and will, were condemned to death. «You shall surely die» (Gen 2:17). By this transgression an infinite wrong was done before God—He who had given man infinitely many gifts (for man was created in the image and likeness of God), while in gratitude for all these gifts infinitely little was required of him: only that he not touch the fruit of a single tree. It would have been just to decree for the transgressor a fitting punishment—condemnation and eternal death. But man had not fallen first of his own accord (Solom 2:24): he was deceived by the devil, and, besides this, he felt remorse for his fault, and so deserved leniency. And so, before the justice of God the Father, the mercy of God the Son intercedes for the pardon of the transgressor, on the condition that satisfaction be made for his fault, for the fault of the whole human race, by the Son of God Himself, who was to become incarnate. And so, for the first humans’ stretching out of their hands to the forbidden tree, for people’s clinging to, their being nailed to, earthly things and pleasures, the Son of God, having become man, is nailed to the tree of the cross; for our attachment to fleshly pleasures, He suffers fearfully on the cross; for our being stripped of the God-woven garment, and for our passion for vain adornments, He is stripped bare on the cross; and, in place of our eternal death, He Himself tastes death, though a brief one—for even a single moment of the death of the Son of God, who has no beginning, is worth an entire eternity—that He might save us from eternal death. Such is the mystery of Moses’ lifting up of the serpent in the wilderness, and of the lifting up of the Son of God upon the cross! And just as the Hebrews, bitten by real serpents in the wilderness, were healed by a single look upon the bronze serpent, which was an image of the Lord crucified for us upon the cross, so we too, looking with the eyes of faith upon Him who was crucified upon the cross, are healed of the bite of the spiritual serpents—the demons—and of our passions, and of death, whether spiritual, temporal, or eternal.

«So must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life» (Jn 3:14-15). The death of the Son of God on the cross saves those who believe in Him from eternal ruin, and gives them the right to inherit eternal life, from which we fell away through sin: for the Son of God died for us, and by His death put our death to death, and by His resurrection granted us eternal life. So then, my brothers, do not cling to the earth, flee from attachment to earthly things, for our attachment to them nailed the Son of God to the cross; but cling wholly to God, trampling underfoot, by the free choice of your heart, your passion for the earthly, for all that is earthly is of the earth and will return to the earth, while the soul will return to God (Eccl 12:7). «For God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send His Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world through Him might be saved» (Jn 3:16-17). If God loved us so, then surely we too, in answer to God’s inexpressible love for us, ought to love Him above all things. What shall be said of those who do not love Him even after He made so great a sacrifice for their salvation? What shall be said of those who do not believe in the Son of God—who crucify Him a second time—what shall be said of those who are cold toward the faith and toward the Church of Christ, who do not think it necessary to know the Gospel or to live by faith? The answer concerning them is pronounced in the Gospel: they will perish forever. For just as the believer will not perish, but will have eternal life, so the unbeliever will not receive eternal life, but will perish forever. The unbeliever «is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only-begotten Son of God» (Jn 3:18). Fearful is the fate of unbelievers, brothers! The strong enemies of faith in Christ are our own attachments to earthly things, this materialism in life which now prevails with particular force—this love of gain, this love of material things, this gluttony, this drunkenness, this dissoluteness, this passion for public amusements and games, for seizing what belongs to another, this passion for lavish living, this passion, in particular, for living brightly and merrily. For all of this nails us to the earth, while we have been called to the heavenly kingdom.

Brothers and sisters! Believe in the Son of God sincerely, believe in the Gospel, fulfill the Gospel, amend your lives, renew yourselves, do the works of repentance—and you will not perish. «For God did not send His Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world through Him might be saved» (Jn 3:17). Amen.
A Word for the Fourteenth Sunday After Pentecost

In the Gospel read today, the Lord Jesus Christ likens the kingdom of heaven to «a certain king who arranged a marriage for his son, and sent his servants to call those who were invited to the wedding; and they were not willing to come. Again, he sent out other servants, saying: tell those who are invited: see, I have prepared my dinner; my oxen and fatted cattle are killed, and all things are ready; come to the wedding. But they made light of it and went their ways, one to his own farm, another to his business. And the rest seized his servants, treated them spitefully, and killed them. But when the king heard about it, he was furious, and he sent out his armies, destroyed those murderers, and burned up their city. Then he said to his servants: the wedding is ready, but those who were invited were not worthy. Therefore go into the highways, and as many as you find, invite to the wedding. So those servants went out into the highways and gathered together all whom they found, both bad and good, and the wedding hall was filled with guests. But when the king came in to see the guests, he saw a man there who did not have on a wedding garment. So he said to him: friend, how did you come in here without a wedding garment? And he was speechless. Then the king said to the servants: bind him hand and foot, take him away, and cast him into outer darkness; there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. For many are called, but few are chosen» (Mt 22:2-14). Here today’s reading from the Gospel ends.

This account is called a parable—that is, a likeness, or a kind of riddle. It must be worked out. Who, then, is this king who arranged a marriage for his son? This is God the Father, the Creator of heaven and earth and the King of all creation. Who is the king’s son? This is the only-begotten Son of God, our Lord Jesus Christ; and the bride is His Church—first, the Jewish people, chosen by God, and, second, the soul of every believer, every Christian; Christ loved the Church, it is said, and gave Himself for her (Eph 5:25); the Apostle Paul says: I have betrothed you to one husband, that I might present you as a chaste virgin to Christ (2Cor 11:2). By the wedding feast is understood the kingdom of heaven, in which the truly faithful will be united forever with the Lord Jesus. To this marriage, or into the kingdom of heaven, the Jews were invited first, through the prophets and the apostles, but they refused the invitation; more than that, they even mistreated God’s messengers and killed many of them. For this, God, in the course of time, destroyed the Jewish nation by the sword of the Romans and razed their city and their temple. In place of the Jews, God called to the marriage, or into His Church, through the apostles and those equal to the apostles, the pagan nations—including us, the Russians. But not even all Christians of pagan descent, nor the Christian generations following after them, will enter the kingdom of Christ. Those among them who do not keep in purity the bright wedding garment of innocence and holiness which 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 outer darkness, where there will be eternal weeping and gnashing of teeth. Such is the explanation of this parable!

But there may be another, similar, and equally true interpretation, one that applies even more directly to us, you and me, brothers and sisters. The wedding feast spoken of in today’s Gospel is the Divine Liturgy, at which the faithful are offered not a slaughtered calf, but the Lamb of God Himself, slain in sacrifice for the salvation of us sinners, that we may be fed by His most pure Body and Blood, that we may be united to Him in the closest of unions, that we may become flesh of His flesh and bone of His bones. 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, even today, hasten to this divine feast? Does not the greater part of people, even today, avoid being present at this heavenly supper, out of negligence and laziness, and for various worldly reasons—for instance, on account of business, or little faith and pride of intellect, or long sleep, and so on? Who does not see this, does not notice it, does not know it? Such is our little faith, such our spiritual dullness, such our attachment to the world, such our inattention to the greatest Mystery of the faith, to the Mystery of immortality and deification! Such is the vanity and ingratitude of Christians toward the Lord, who offers Himself as food and drink for our cleansing, sanctification, and immortal life! What, then, do such people deserve? Is it not rejection by God—since they themselves have rejected Him for almost their whole life? But even those who come to this marriage of the Lamb, to the Divine Liturgy—to remember His life, His preaching, His miracles, His mercies, His sufferings, death, burial, resurrection, and ascension into heaven—or to partake of His most pure Body and Blood—do they come in a wedding garment, with a pure soul, with a pure heart? With thoughts set on things above, with a holy disposition? Do not many, even in church, in this bridal chamber, as it were, of Jesus Christ, appear with earthly daydreams and passions? Do even we ourselves, the celebrants of this fearful, heavenly, bloodless sacrifice, always appear and serve in the church in a wedding garment of purity and freedom from passion of soul? Alas! Often we too lack this wedding garment, this reverent disposition and heartfelt thought, and we not infrequently enter in the unclean rags of our passions.

Oh, let us all hasten to repent, and to whiten the garments of our souls with the tears of repentance and with works of righteousness, especially almsgiving, which cleanses sins. I see Your bridal chamber adorned, O my Savior, and I have no wedding garment that I may enter it: enlighten the garment of my soul, O Giver of Light, and save me. Amen.
A Word for the Fifteenth Sunday After Pentecost

In today’s Sunday Gospel, our Lord Jesus Christ, in His answer to a question from a certain Pharisee, a lawyer, sets before all people, for their fulfillment, two essential commandments of the whole law of God: concerning love for God and for neighbor. «Love,» He says, «the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like it: love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets» (Mt 22:37-50). Not many words, but great power lies in them; their meaning and their application to life are extremely broad; not many words, but their comprehension, their understanding in all their fullness and significance, is most important and necessary. Let us explain them, with God’s help.

Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind. This means: love God and His eternal righteousness in such a way that there is no room, in your heart, in your thoughts, in your words, in your deeds, or in your whole life, for sin or unrighteousness—love righteousness and hate lawlessness; for what fellowship has righteousness with lawlessness, light with the darkness of sin, Christ with Belial, that is, the devil? None. For even a single unrighteous thought in the soul is an abomination to the Lord (Prov 15:26), how much more so an evil, cunning, unclean word or deed! Therefore, whether you pray to God, repent, give thanks, or do anything else for God’s sake, always pray with your whole heart, your whole mind, your whole strength; offer repentance with your whole heart and your whole mind, with a resolute turning away from sin, with a sincere readiness to love and do the deeds pleasing to God and salvific for you; do everything you do for God with your whole soul, your whole strength and mind. Do you bring some offering to God? Bring it with your whole heart, with all zeal and willingness. Must you stand against the temptation of sin, or keep righteousness and the law? Stand against sin with all your strength, with your whole heart and mind, and stand for righteousness even unto death, as did the great Prophet, Forerunner, and Baptist of the Lord, John, whom we celebrate today, who suffered even unto death for exposing the incestuous cohabitation of King Herod with his brother Philip’s wife—and you will receive the crown of life.

What does it mean to love one’s neighbor as oneself? It means to respect him as yourself, without distinction of rank, condition, sex, or personal quality, to wish him every good, as for yourself, to act toward him as you wish to be treated yourself—to pity him, to pray for him, to help him however you can—when he errs, sins, is sick, is in need of what is necessary for life, such as work, food, clothing, money, a kind word, comfort and encouragement—for even this often means a great deal, and can have a beneficial effect on a person’s life. To love one’s neighbor as oneself means to strive and pray for his salvation, as pious people strive and pray for their own salvation—to wish salvation both for the living and for the departed, to pray for both the one and the other; there is no greater love for our neighbors than when we fervently desire and pray for their salvation as for our own. Do you do something for your neighbor? Do it as for yourself—sincerely, faithfully, justly. Acting this way, we will first of all draw down God’s blessing upon ourselves; «for with what measure you use,» said the Lord, «it will be measured back to you» (Lk 6:38), and every good deed done for a neighbor will return to us, if not in this age, then in the age to come. Amen
An Instruction for the Fifteenth Sunday After Pentecost

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like it: you shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets. (Mt 22:37-40).

Did all of you, my brothers, listen attentively to today’s Gospel reading? In it, among other things, the Lord Jesus Christ, in answer to a question from a certain lawyer, told everyone which are the chief commandments of the law of God, which every person must know and keep. He said, namely: «love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the first and great commandment. And the second is like it: love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments,» said the Lord, «hang all the Law and the Prophets». Since the whole law is contained in these two commandments, it is evident that every Christian must know and rightly understand them. What, then, does it mean to love God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind? What it means to love God, the Lord Jesus Christ Himself explained to us. He says in the Gospel: «he who has My commandments and keeps them, it is he who loves Me» (Jn 14:21). He who does not love Me does not keep My commandments. So then, he loves God who unceasingly holds in his thoughts and heart the commandments of God, and keeps them. On the other hand, he loves God with his whole heart who hates lawlessness with his whole heart, as it is said: «you have loved righteousness and hated lawlessness» (Ps 44:8); he loves God with all his heart and all his mind who unceasingly thinks of God as the Creator and Provider, the Savior and Judge of himself and of the whole world, who unceasingly looks toward God; who pleases Him with his whole heart; who prays to Him with his whole heart, at home or in church, and, during prayer, is not distracted by any worldly cares, still less by earthly, and even less by sinful, thoughts; he seeks first of all the Kingdom of God and righteousness (Mt 6:33); he cares, first and above all, for the salvation of his own soul and the souls of his neighbors; in every task he remembers God, and does everything for Him diligently, honestly, and exactly. This is what it means to love God with all one’s heart!

Is this how we live and act? Is this how we love God, who gave us life, and, with life, everything necessary for life and enjoyment; who saved and saves us from sin, condemnation, and 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? Indeed, no, this is not so! When one looks at our life and our deeds, it seems that many of us have entirely forgotten God, do not love Him at all. I will not name who does not love God and is estranged from God: let each person’s own conscience tell him. Let me continue on to the second commandment of the law; it says: love your neighbor—that is, every person—as yourself. In other words: wish every person as much good as you wish yourself—wish him salvation of soul, as for yourself; success in his affairs, as for yourself; well-being in life, as for yourself; wish him a good name, as you wish for yourself, and never dishonor him, for he too was created in the image of God, just as you were, and a good name is precious to him too; deal with him sincerely, simply, from the heart; in general, as you wish people to act toward you, so act toward them (Mt 7:12). Is this how we act? It is not. We love ourselves, but often do not love our neighbors: we do not wish them good, we envy them; we humiliate our neighbors, dishonor them, revile them; we often do not help our neighbors; we care little for their salvation, as for our own, and by this we daily break and destroy God’s commandments; we provoke the Lord God to anger, and bring down His righteous wrath upon ourselves. Let us hasten to amend ourselves, and let us firmly remember and observe the commandments of God. And so, even now, out of love for our Serbian and Montenegrin brothers, wronged by the impious Turks, let us help further still with our brotherly offerings. Let not your hand or your heart grow weary of good deeds! Good deeds are like good seed: they will yield you a hundredfold harvest. May the Lord grant to all of you an abundance of earthly blessings and the salvation of your souls. Amen.
A Word for the Sunday After the Exaltation of the Cross and the Fifteenth Sunday After Pentecost

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

On this present Sunday, called in the order of the Church the Sunday after the Exaltation of the Cross, the Church Typikon appoints the reading of the Gospel on self-denial and the bearing of the cross, which the Gospel demands of everyone who wishes to follow Christ. Let us, then, speak of this now, for the glory of Christ and for our own enlightenment and salvation.

«Whoever wants to come after Me,» says the Lord, «let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me.» The Lord compels no one to follow Him, but leaves it to each person’s own free will—to follow Him or not to follow Him, to live for Him, for righteousness and holiness, for eternal co-reigning with Him—or to live for oneself, for the flesh, for the gratification of one’s own passions, for the adulterous and sinful world, and for the devil, and for eternal shame and torment. The Lord leaves our free will untouched, for He wishes us to love Him freely, out of the heart’s own conviction, to keep His commandments and to turn away from senseless, ruinous passions—not as slaves, by compulsion and constraint. But how can we not follow You, sweetest Jesus, our eternal Life, our Breath, our Light, our Joy and our Blessedness! Whoever follows You without turning back both tastes heavenly blessedness even here, and will surely inherit eternal blessedness with You. This is an unshakable, all-joyous truth, one that leaps out, so to speak, before the eyes of anyone, by its own evidence.

So it was: the apostles, martyrs, righteous ones, and all the saints of ancient and recent times followed Christ with joy, willingly sacrificed for the Lord’s sake every good of this world, even their very lives—and were not mistaken in their trust, were not deceived in their hope, but inherited an unshakable, eternal kingdom. Why, then, do most people not follow Christ? From unbelief or little faith; from attachment to this temporal life and its swiftly passing goods; from pride and vanity over worldly learning, when it is not illumined by grace; from the impurity of a passion-ridden heart, and from the will’s settled inclination to pursue only earthly goals; from spiritual ignorance; from an undeveloped taste for spiritual blessings, which require preparation, the exercise of mind and heart on spiritual matters—such as prayer, contemplation of God, the reading of the Word of God, works of Christian love and mercy, and the training of the flesh in self-restraint. But what does a person lose—what wondrous blessings, what peace, what spiritual sweetness, what spiritual light, what blessedness—a person who 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, our immortal Life? Nothing. No treasures, no pleasures or delights. «Deny yourself,» the Lord says further, «and take up your cross, and follow Me.» To deny yourself means to deny your own sinful will, your own vicious inclinations, your leanings and passions—in a word, every sin living and working within you, binding you, darkening you, defiling you, humiliating and dishonoring you, hindering you from following Christ into heaven, from striving toward true repentance, pure virtue, and Christian perfection, and making you a slave of corruption and death—perverting your nature, created in righteousness and holiness after God—and preparing for you an eternal separation from God and eternal torment.

Yes, brothers and sisters! We must, without fail, deny ourselves. If we look into ourselves impartially, with a clear conscience—into our own conscience, our own heart, our own deeds, our own idleness, and our whole vain life—we will at once find that, for the most part, we think, desire, speak, and do not what is truly necessary for us, not according to the intention and will of our all-good and all-wise Creator and Lord, but contrary to His intentions, according to our own perverse, vicious will. Look carefully into your own heart. What occupies it? What does it love? What does it incline toward? Toward its Creator? Toward good, toward righteousness and holiness, toward true well-being and blessedness, toward mutual love and help? No. Our hearts are, for the most part, occupied with themselves, steeped in self-love. How many passions in a single heart! How many sources of death! Each passion is a source of death, for each can kill a person forever, if he does not repent, change, and abandon it. So then, O man, deny yourself. But this is hard; the passions have become your second nature. What is to be done! The amputation of a limb, too, is very painful, but when it is necessary, a hand, a foot, even an eye, is given up to be cut off or torn out. The same must be done with our passions. If your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and cast it from you—that is, not the hand of the body, but the passion in your soul which has become, as it were, your hand, as it were a natural member of your own body; this will be painful for you, as if you were being crucified, but it will bring you salvation, and will lead you to eternal life: you will be delivered from the all-destroying poison of sin, from the power of the devil, from the fire of hell. Take up your cross and follow Christ—that is, carry out His will, His commandments, His ordinances, His counsels. Soldiers in war, too, follow their commander’s directions firmly, in order to win the victory—and they win it; you too will win, if you follow your almighty Leader, Christ. «For whoever desires to save his life,» says the Lord, «will lose it» (Mk 8:35). What does it mean here to save one’s life? It means not to touch the passions of the soul, to leave them in peace, to let them live and grow strong, and rule over our mind, our heart, and our will—in a word, over soul and body; to live unrepentant, without thinking of death or of the eternal judgment. To take care of oneself in this way means to destroy one’s soul forever, to lose it.

It should be noted that the Lord, in saying this, was speaking chiefly of the time of persecution for faith in Him, and of instances of confessing His name before persecutors: for there were some among the Christians who, to preserve their temporal life, their wealth, or their honors, renounced Christ and the Christian faith, and thereby lost their souls, perished through their renunciation, through attachment to earthly goods. But even now there are many who, loving this temporal life and its goods, and the life of the flesh, immoderately, refuse to follow Christ, to keep His commandments, and live contrary to the duties of their calling, and do not repent of it—and thus lose their souls for eternity. «But whoever loses his life for My sake and the gospel’s,» says the Lord in today’s Gospel, «he will save it» (Mk 8:35). Here again is meant, chiefly, the case of the martyrs, who, for Christ’s sake, for the preservation of faith in Him and love for Him, willingly gave up their property, their rank, their family, and their very life, and thus preserved their life for eternity, for Christ and His eternal kingdom. «For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world, and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?» (Mk 8:36-37). This is said in explanation of the previous thought—that it is better to be deprived of all riches, honors, family, and even bodily life itself, than to destroy one’s soul forever through the renunciation of God, for the sake of preserving temporal life and temporal advantages, which soon abandon us. The soul is incomparably more precious than the whole world, being created in the image of God and destined for immortality—and it cannot be redeemed by anything from eternal torment, unless we redeem it here through faith in the merits of the Redeemer, in His redeeming blood, through the courageous confession of His name, and through a good life. «For whoever is ashamed of Me and My words,» says the Lord, «in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him the Son of Man also will be ashamed when He comes in the glory of His Father with the holy angels» (Mk 8:38). Here is spoken of the need for boldness, or courage and fortitude, in confessing Christ, the Son of God, of sparing not our own life for Christ’s sake, and of following His will—because if anyone here counts it a shame to follow Him, to keep His commandments, or is ashamed to follow the ordinances of His Church for the sake of pleasing the world, the flesh, and the devil, of him the Son of God, too, will not acknowledge him as His own at His second coming and at His dread Judgment. A fearful word, brothers and sisters! Let us cast aside false shame and laziness toward piety, toward attending the divine services, laziness toward reading the Word of God and meditating on it; let us deny ourselves, let us cast aside the gratification of our passion-ridden flesh, of the world that lies in evil, and of the prince of this world, 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 for us a kingdom in heaven from the foundation of the world. Amen.
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The Author: Saint John of Kronstadt

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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