July 1 — Saturday — Saint Matthew 10:1, 5-8 — Gospel for the Feast of Cosmas & Damian of Rome

Lost Sheep: Saint Matthew 10:1, 5-8, especially vss. 5, 6: “These twelve Jesus sent out and commanded them,
saying: ‘Do not go into the way of the Gentiles, and do not enter a city of the Samaritans. But go rather to the
lost sheep of the house of Israel.”” What a contrast between this directive and the Lord’s ‘great commission’ of
the eleven principal disciples who remained after His Passion, as noted the final chapter of Saint Matthew: “Go
therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit” (Mt. 28:19)! Here, early, after selecting the twelve (Mt. 10:2-4), Christ focuses them strictly on the
“. .. lost sheep of the house of Israel” (vs. 6). Recognize that our Lord limited their ministry at this time despite
His recent healing of the servant of a Roman Centurion in Capernaum (Mt. 8:5-13). The officer was respectful,
but a Gentile and not one “...of the house of Israel” (Mt. 10:6).

It is evident that Christ’s healing of the two demon-possessed men in “...the country of the Gergesenes”
freed two afflicted and possessed men of pagan heritage (Mt. 9:28-34). The mention of the herd of swine and the
fact that Gerasa was counted among the ten Gentile cities of the Decapolis strongly suggests that in His early
commission of the twelve, the Lord was limiting them in a way that He did not always maintain Himself. Still,
prior to His Passion and Resurrection, the Lord Jesus strove to keep His ministry directed toward “...the lost sheep
of the house of Israel” (Mt. 15:21-28, see especially vs. 24); and yet, in the face of faith and need He would and
did suspend His concern for His chosen people to aid those not of traditional Israel.

This same compassionate suspension by the Lord is patently evident in His encounter with the Photiki,
the woman at the well in Samaria and the people of her village (Jn. 4:3-43). All these acts-apart from the people
of Israel during Christ’s own ministry beg the question, “Why, then, did the Lord command the twelve . . . not
go into the way of the Gentiles, and . . . not enter a city of the Samaritans. But go rather to the lost sheep of the
house of Israel” (Mt. 10:5,6)?

Above all, let us trust that the Lord is good to His word, unfailingly. At Mount Sinai, when God
covenanted with Israel, He told them explicitly, “Behold, I send My Angel before your face, to keep you in the
way and to bring you into the land I prepared for you. Listen to Him and obey his voice; do not provoke Him,
for He will not pardon your transgressions; for My name is in Him. But if you will indeed obey My voice and do
all I command you and keep my covenant you shall be My special people above all nations for the whole earth is
Mine; and you shall be a royal priesthood and a holy nation” (Ex. 23:20-22). In this pledge, God gave opportunity
to Israel act for Him in and before the world. The Lord never excluded other peoples but provided a unique
opportunity for the chosen people to serve Him in His gracious plan for all nations.

When the Lord Himself came in Person, in the flesh as a man, His initial efforts were directed to the lost
sheep of the house of Israel. Nonetheless, He never was bound by this stricture Himself, for He has a universal,
international goal ever before Him; yet, when He first sent out the twelve, He commanded them to focus on Israel,
just as He Himself labored to do. He wanted His people, as lost sheep, to hear that “The kingdom of heaven is at
hand” (Mt. 10:7). The Kingdom is now, is imminent, and is impinging on them. He even gave power to the
twelve to “Heal the sick, cleanse the lepers, raise the dead, cast out demons” (vs. 8) for tangible evidence.

Saint Peter repeats the words of the Lord from Exodus to us, the Church: “But you are chosen generation,
a royal priesthood...who were not a people, but are now the people of God, who had not obtained mercy but now
have obtain mercy” (1 Pt. 2:9,10). Let us heed!

Lord, preserve us from pride, granting the gifts of prayer and grace by Thy Holy Spirit.
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July 2 — Fourth Sunday after Pentecost, Tone 3
Matthew 8:5-13

Implications of Christ’s Healings: Matthew 8:5-13, especially vs. 10: “Assuredly, I say to you, I have not found
such great faith, not even in Israel!” The healings performed by the Lord Jesus reveal more than His divine
tenderness; they point to God’s purpose for us, His fallen children. As we learned from yesterday’s reading, He
wills for us to become His servants, free from the influence of demons and unquestioningly obedient. His healing
always is conducted with those ends in mind, and He yearns for us to cooperate in the achievement of these goals.

The Lord testifies that the centurion described today’s passage from Saint Matthew is spiritually advanced
(vs. 10). In the course of the Gospels, we encounter many people who fail to understand the Kingdom of God as
well as this Roman officer. Let us take note of the manner in which the centurion approaches the Lord, for it
reveals that he has attained several virtues required of those who would “sit down with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
in the kingdom of heaven” (vs. 11).

First, we observe that this man knows his own unworthiness before the Lord (vs. 8). He reveals profound
insight into the scope of Christ’s capacity to heal, as well as a grasp of the exalted nature of the Lord’s divine
person (vss. 8-9). He offers a worthy model for us to follow if we wish to grow in Christ, to free ourselves from
the power of the demons and attain health in all aspects of our being.

Saint Matthew reports that the centurion comes “pleading” to the Lord Jesus (vs. 5). This word suggests
a fervor beyond the scope of a simple request, for there is a plaintive quality in the man’s address. And yet his
request is coupled with modesty, for he does not tell Christ what to do, nor does he express expectations of Him.
He simply communicates his own pain, basing his appeal on the suffering of his servant who is “lying at home,
paralyzed, dreadfully tormented’ (vs. 6).

The Lord clearly startles the centurion with His answer: “I will come and heal him” (vs. 7). He does not
anticipate such a response, for as a devout Gentile he knows that his home is considered a defiled place, especially
for this great and holy man whom he calls Lord (Kyrie) (vss. 6-8).

The Lord startles him further by his insistence on coming to visit this very home. To protect the Lord
Jesus from ritual defilement, the centurion offers this alternative: “I am not worthy. . . . Only speak a word” (vs.
8). His reply brings to mind the prayer from the Bridegroom services of Holy Week (“I behold Thy Bridal
Chamber. . . . but I have no wedding garment to worthily enter”). His words reveal a man who perceives his
unworthiness before God — an unusual quality, to say the least, in a Roman officer.

Second, the centurion manifests a profound understanding of God’s power over all the earth. He knows it
is unnecessary for the Lord to visit his home: “Only speak a word, and my servant will be healed” (vs. 8). The
centurion does not subscribe to the magical thinking we might expect from a pagan idol-worshiper. He appreciates
that Christ is the Pantocrator — the ruler of all.

Third, the centurion reveals a sublime theology by recognizing the exalted nature of the Lord Jesus. The
eyes of his heart pierce through the Lord’s humanity to perceive His divinity. Whereas neither Mary nor Martha
fully grasps His divinity when the Lord comes to raise Lazarus (Jn 11:21, 32), the centurion understands readily
with neither doubt nor hesitation. As a man of authority himself, he is able to perceive the glorified eminence of
the Lord, which leads him to unquestioning faith that Christ can heal by means of a spoken word alone.

Behold, my soul, beware, lest thou fallest into deep slumber and the door of the kingdom be closed against
thee; but be thou wakeful, crying, Holy! Holy! Holy! art Thou, O Christ God. — Bridegroom Orthros

DYNAMIS — Orthodox Christian Prison Ministry * PO Box 277 * Rosemount, MN 55068



July 3 — Monday of the Fifth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 12:9-13

Jesus — Merciful or Threatening? Matthew 12:9-13, especially vs. 10: “And behold, there was a man who had
a withered hand. And they asked Him, saying, ‘Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?’ — that they might accuse
Him.” Over the next five days, our Gospel readings examine the time when serious opposition develops against
Jesus even as the popularity of His ministry is growing. His identity has by now become the focus of intense
public debate. Is He a wise, merciful teacher and healer, or is He a threat to everything that Jewish tradition and
religion holds sacred?

Some of His contemporaries are already speculating that Jesus could be the Messiah (vs. 23). His own
family is bewildered by the multitudes that surround Him (vss. 46-13:2). Clearly, He is a wonder-worker —
although He also proclaims bluntly that God’s judgment will condemn the wisdom of the day (vss. 39-45). For
His part, Jesus presents Himself as the sower — the One who spreads truth which will be rejected by some and
bear fruit in others (vss. 13:3-9).

The Pharisees, with an estimated membership of 6,000, composed an influential segment of the population
at the time. Most were laymen who studied under highly trained scribes, or teachers, of the Law of Moses, and
stood in theological opposition to the Temple priesthood. The Pharisees were fanatically devoted to Scripture and
its regulations, meticulously observing the rules of ritual cleanliness.

To support their rigorous way of life, these men lived in closed communities as the name Pharisee
(“separate one”) suggests. They regarded themselves as the true Israel and took pride in being superior to the
majority of Jews (cf. Lk 18:11-12).

Even before the conflict reported in the present passage, the Pharisees had already questioned the Lord
Jesus’ lifestyle and teaching (Mt 9:10-13; 12:1-8). Still, according to His custom (Lk 4:16), “He went into their
synagogue” — that is, the synagogue of the Pharisees (Mt 12:9) on the Sabbath, for on this day the Law commands
worship and no work (Ex 20:8-10).

The Pharisees’ attitude is already hostile, for in their eyes Jesus condones the work of “reaping” on the
Sabbath (Mt 12:1-8). In their zeal to keep the Law, the Pharisees identify thirty-nine acts that constitute forms of
reaping, including binding, shearing, cutting, grinding, or plucking ears (vs. 1). Jesus not only approves of His
disciples plucking and eating ears of grain on the Sabbath, but when challenged claims to be the “Lord . . . of the
Sabbath” (vs. 8).

As He enters “their” synagogue, the Pharisees watch Him closely to see if He will violate the Sabbath in
other ways. “And behold, there was a man who had a withered hand. And they asked [Jesus], saying, ‘Is it lawful
to heal on the Sabbath?’” (vs. 10).

Would this “Lord . . . of the Sabbath” persist in His teachings concerning mercy (vs. 7) in order to justify
doing as He pleases? No doubt the Pharisees’ aim is to accuse Him on legal grounds (vs. 10), for then they might
incite the people to stone Him for violating the hallowed Sabbath day.

However, let us take note of the Lord’s response. He first confronts the Pharisees with their own practice
of rescuing any farm animal which happens to fall “into a pit on the Sabbath” (vs. 11). Of course, they “lay hold
of it and lift it out!” (vs. 11). In a further rebuttal, He applies His teaching to the needs of men. “Of how much
more value then is a man than a sheep? Therefore it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath” (vs. 12).

Forthwith, Jesus heals the man with a withered hand (vs. 13). Not surprisingly, the Pharisees “went out
and plotted against Him, how they might destroy Him” (vs. 14). When God’s mercy toward all men is revealed,
Christ becomes a threat to the legalists.

Help us; save us; have mercy on us, and keep us, O God, by Thy grace. — Divine Liturgy of Saint John
Chrysostom
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July 4 — Tuesday of the Fifth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 12:14-18, 22-30

Jesus — Son of David: Matthew 12:14-16, 22-30, especially vs. 23: “And all the multitudes were amazed and
said, ‘Could this be the Son of David?’” Faced with the growing antagonism of the Pharisees, the Lord Jesus now
withdraws while they plot “against Him, how they might destroy Him” (vs. 14). In His great compassion, He
continues healing the “great multitudes [that] followed Him” (vs. 15). However, He warns the multitudes “not to
make Him known” (vs. 16), not because He fears those conspiring to kill Him, but because He desires that all
should discern His true nature as God’s chosen Servant (vs. 18). Our gentle, non-combative Savior (vss. 19-20)
is concerned for everyone, that all might receive genuine righteousness (vss. 18, 21).

During the first century, the people of God envisioned the Messiah as a descendant of David (vs. 23) who
would conquer nations and “herd them with a rod of iron . . . shatter them like a potter’s vessels” (Ps 2:9). Few,
if any, expected the Messiah to be a kind savior extending mercy to all people.

The Lord Jesus does not wish to be viewed as a powerful wonder-worker. His purpose is to address a far
more serious problems of human existence: sin and death. Throughout His ministry He avoids appearing as a
conquering king or military leader. He seeks rather to reveal the saving, healing aspects of His nature, preparing
the faithful to gladly submit to Him as God once the apostles proclaim the good news of the Resurrection (Acts
2:40-41).

We believers humbly acknowledge Christ as our king and the ruler over a great dominion (Mt 12:25-28).
But let us be cautious here, for when the Lord Jesus is asked directly, “Are You a king then?”” He answers, “You
say rightly that I am a king” (Jn 18:37). But what sort of a king is He?

As today’s Gospel makes clear, this Son of David is a monarch in the royal lineage of David, the ancient
king and prophet. Jesus reigns, however, over a kingdom where healing takes place (Mt 12:22). This kingdom
may come upon men (vs. 28) graciously, but it also binds and plunders “the strong man” (vs. 29).

We seldom consider healing a necessary quality in a ruler. Control, authority, command, the settling of
disputes —these are the activities and attributes we expect from kings. However, Christ Jesus is the king of healing.
He demonstrates before the multitudes that He has the power to restore sight and speech, for a blind mute “both
spoke and saw” (vs. 22). Then and now, He brings “alleviation of every infirmity and every malady; for
deliverance from ills of those who await salvation” that comes from Him (Service of Holy Unction).

And yet power and life which flows from the kingdom over which the Lord Jesus rules is not something
entirely otherworldly. As He says, “If | cast out demons by the Spirit of God, surely the kingdom of God has
come upon you” (vs. 28). His dominion influences the lives of men and nations alike, opposing “the rulers of the
darkness of this age” (Eph 6:12). He restores health, speech, and sight to us so that we may see life, pain, and
death as they truly are.

The Son of David, ruler of the Kingdom of God, has personally entered this world, which is the strong
man’s house (Mt 12:29). He has bound the strong man (see the icon of the Harrowing of Hell) and actively
plunders his goods. He frees Satan’s slaves, rousing them from sleep, healing and lifting them from all sorts of
tombs, and gathering them to Himself.

For with Thee is the fountain of life; in Thy light shall we see light. Let Thy mercy be upon us, O Lord,
even as we have set our hope on Thee. — Small Doxology
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July 5 — Wednesday of the Fifth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 12:38-45

Jesus — True Wisdom: Matthew 12:38-45, especially vs. 42: “And indeed a greater than Solomon is here.” The
Apostle Paul distinguishes between two kinds of wisdom: “the wisdom of this world”” and “the wisdom of God”
(1 Cor 1:20-21). He declares Christ to be the Wisdom of God (vs. 24), for those who are united to Him receive
true wisdom, while those who resist Him are self-condemned (Jn 3:18). The spirit of these declarations informs
today’s Gospel, which calls us to embrace the Lord Jesus as true wisdom — and warns that refusing Him leads to
slavery, delusion, and condemnation (1 Cor 3:19; 4:5).

When the Pharisees ask the Lord Jesus to show them a sign, He calls them “an evil and adulterous
generation” that demands miracles for proof (Mt 12:39). He knows that these men who presume to establish
criteria for the “true” Christ are plotting His death, despite having seen Him heal a man’s withered hand (vss. 9-
13) and restore a “demon-possessed, blind and mute” man (vs. 22). Their explanation is that Jesus draws upon
satanic powers to heal (vs. 24).

Perhaps these “experts” in the Law of God should have asked themselves the same questions as masses:
“Could this be the Son of David?” (vs. 23). The Pharisees’ failure to recognize the Christ is a warning to us not
to base our lives on human reasoning. God gives wisdom to those who live not by “the spirit of the world, but
[by] the Spirit who is from God, that we might know the things that have been freely given to us by God” (1 Cor
2:12).

Those who follow the wisdom of this world will be judged and condemned, precisely because of their
refusal to acknowledge their sin before Christ, who is the ultimate revelation of God’s wisdom for mankind (Mt
12:41-42). God’s message to Ninevites (“Yet three days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown” — Jonah 3:4) sounds
harsh next to the healing revelation of Christ our God. However, the men of Nineveh chose to embrace godly
wisdom, for they repented.

Let us heed the Lord’s call to repent, as described by Saint Peter of Damascus: “God . . . has given to all
men spiritual knowledge and every other good thing. For these good things we ought all of us always to give
thanks to Him, especially those who have received from Him the power to renew their holy baptism through
repentance, because without repentance no one can be saved” (Philokalia vol. 3, p. 177-78). Repentance is the
cornerstone of a truly wisdom-filled life.

The wisdom of this world sweeps aside the Wisdom of God as unnecessary and irrelevant. It foolishly
prides itself that its house is neatly put in order (Mt 12:43-44), but for what purpose? To receive a host of demons
(vs. 45)? This world will always disdain the wisdom of Christ and ignore His warnings. Men “suppress the truth
in unrighteousness” (Rom 1:18), and as a result they become “futile in their thoughts, and their foolish hearts
[become] darkened. Professing to be wise, they [become] fools” (vss. 21-22). Let us look carefully to our hearts
and souls!

The Wisdom of God is Christ our Savior, who demonstrates truth to us in this world. He stands at the door
and knocks (Rv 3:20). If we wish to heed His voice, we must sweep our hearts clean of worldly wisdom so that
He — and not the demons — may come in and dine. When we rely upon worldly wisdom, we “are wretched,
miserable, poor, blind, and naked,” according to Him. “I counsel you to buy from Me gold refined in the fire, that
you may be rich; and white garments, that you may be clothed, that the shame of your nakedness may not be
revealed; and anoint your eyes with eye salve, that you may see” (vss. 17-18).

O Immortal King, receive the repentance of me, the sinner; incline Thine ear unto me. — Pre-communion
Prayer of Saint Basil the Great
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July 6 — Thursday of the Fifth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 12:46-13:3

Jesus — Kinsman or King? Matthew 12:46-13:3, especially vs. 50: “For whoever does the will of My Father in
heaven is My brother and sister and mother.” At first glance this passage from Saint Matthew seems to show the
Lord Jesus speaking harshly to His mother, contradicting the loving pattern characteristic of His relationship with
her. Some non-Orthodox scholars even infer that the God-man Jesus is rebuking the Theotokos during this
encounter!

Careful study of the text, however, does not support such a conjecture. Nor does the passage suggest that
He considers Himself too important to spend time with His earthly relatives. Such a characterization does not fit
the Lord Jesus, the King of heaven, who divests Himself of glory to become a kinsman to us all. Saint Paul
confirms that “Christ Jesus . . . being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God, but
made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men” (Phil 2:5-
7).

To appreciate the essence of this exchange between the Theotokos and the Lord Jesus — her own Son after
the flesh — let us consider the first chapter of Saint Luke’s Gospel. Specifically, in the account of the Annunciation
(Lk 1:26-38), we hear the Virgin respond to the Archangel Gabriel’s promise that she will conceive and bear a
Son by the power of the Holy Spirit: “Behold the maidservant of the Lord! Let it be to me according to your
word” (vs. 38).

The term in the original Greek — rhema, translated here as “word” — implies a command, declaration, or
mandate. Thus the noun could very well be translated as will (“according to your will”’). And who among the
fallen race of Adam more perfectly obeys God’s will than the Virgin Mother of God? She rightly sings in the
Magnificat that believers in all generations shall call her blessed (vs. 1:48). Her response to the Archangel reveals
what Saint Nikolai of Zicha calls “the readiest obedience and the most perfect humility,” a soul transformed and
exalted in theosis.

The Lord Jesus does not reject the Theotokos, who is the icon of humility. Rather, He presents His mother
as a unique example of perfect obedience to the will of God. She is a model for all who desire to be members of
His holy and heavenly family.

“Jesus, wishing to reveal a new concept of family answered: ‘“Who is My mother, or My brothers?’”
writes Father Dennis Michelis. “And adds: ‘Whoever does the will of God is My brother, and sister, and mother.’
His point is that, besides the hitherto well-known biological family, the one united by blood relationships, there
also is a spiritual family whose members, though not related by blood, are kin so long as they do the will of God
who is the heavenly Father of all mankind” (The Virgin Mary, p. 108).

What about the brothers who are mentioned in today’s lesson? On the one hand, the Lord’s gesture
indicates that all His obedient disciples are His kinsmen (Mt 12:49). However, the Lord also had earthly kinsmen,
including his step-brother James, who would become Christ’s heavenly kinsman. Although at the time of today’s
account he was not yet a believer, he affirmed Christ after the risen Lord appeared to him (I Cor 15:7). The
apostles made him the first bishop of Jerusalem in recognition of his obedience and sanctity (Acts 12:17; 21:17-
18; Gal 1:18-19; 2:9). As hierarch, James presided over the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:13).

James was a pious man. The Jews called him “the Just” and the “camel-kneed,” because his knees were
calloused from prayer. He suffered as a martyr for Christ when he was thrown down from the Temple and clubbed
to death. Like the Theotokos, we count him as a kinsman of the King — for he is one who kept the word of God.

O Mother of our God, and Brother of the Lord, James, as you obediently received the Gospel, intercede
with Christ our God to grant us the grace of obedience and the Great Mercy. — Festal Hymn for Saint James
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July 7 — Friday of the Fifth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 13:3-9

Jesus the Sower: Matthew 13:3-9, especially vs. 3: “Then He spoke many things to them in parables, saying:
‘Behold, a sower went out to sow.”” The Lord Jesus shares this parable with the crowds during the early period
of His ministry. Already there is intense debate as to whether or not He might be the Messiah. Very different
opinions are circulating among the people of Palestine about His miracles, the legitimacy of His teachings, and
His relationship to God.

The Pharisees conclude that He must be in league with Satan. So convinced are they of the danger He
poses that they are actively planning His destruction (vs. 12:24). His disciples, on the other hand, are coming to
realize that Jesus is indeed the Messiah (vss. 16:13-20).

Hordes of the people gather to hear the Lord Jesus speak and to have Him heal their sick and crippled
(vss. 12:15, 22; 13:2). He discourages talk about Himself (vss. 12:16; 16:20), yet He also quotes the Prophet
Isaiah in such a way as to suggest that He is the Beloved and Servant of God (vss. 12:18-21). Now, by means of
a parable, He presents Himself as the Sower.

Of course, although our Lord begins with the words, “a sower went out to sow” (vs. 13:3), He never
explicitly links this phrase to Himself. His preaching and ministry, however, certainly suggest that He is engaged
in the spiritual work of sowing seed.

Saint John Chrysostom remarks on this paradoxical idea of God, “who is present everywhere, who fills
all things,” going forth to sow. God, he asserts, does not move from a specific place into His creation; rather, His
going forth as Sower is a condition, a “coming nearer to us by His clothing Himself with flesh.” The Sower enters
human existence to cast life-bearing seed into human souls. And “by seed here He means His doctrine, and by
land, the souls of men, and by the sower, Himself” (“Homily 44 on the Gospel of Matthew,” NPNF First Series,
vol. 10. p. 281).

Let us be careful, at this point, not to minimize the potency of what Saint John means here by doctrine,
lest we narrow the Lord’s teaching to a mere matter of words. The Word of God — that is, God the Word — is
Himself the seed. He falls upon our hearts and souls and takes root in them. Who He is, and what He says, can
and does grow within the human soul. This insight is beautifully expressed in the cry of the paralytic who has
been healed: “My life-creating Word, Thy word bare vivifying strength for members weak and palsied” (Orthros
for the Sunday of the Paralytic).

The Word sows without distinction. He takes the risk that His message may fall upon stony-hearted souls,
or be snatched away by predatory demons, or be trampled before the “seeds of life” take root and produce
godliness. He knows His word is often choked out of our consciousness by our obsessions with the riches and
toys of this world. And yet, according to Saint John Chrysostom, “There is such a thing as the rock changing, and
becoming rich land; and the wayside being no longer trampled on, nor lying open to all that pass by, but that it
may be a fertile field; and the thorns may be destroyed, and the seed enjoy full security” (281-2).

The Sower plants graciously. He is still sowing. Were He not broadcasting His life-bearing seed for the
soul, we would all lie fallow, like non-productive land. As it is, growth, life, fruitfulness, transformation,
abundance — all good things are possible and are taking place in the heart even now, for the “good ground yielded
a crop” (vs. 8).

“At the end He speaks of the good ground, thus giving us hope of repentance,” observes Blessed
Theophylact. Although some will bring forth more and others less, we must all direct our attention to the goodness
of God, “who accepts everyone: those who achieve great things, those who achieve moderate things, and those
who achieve small things” (Explanation of the Holy Gospel According to Saint Matthew, 111).

Implant in me perfect love, O Christ God, that I may return worthy fruit to Thee. — Saint Ephraim the
Syrian
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July 8 — Saturday of the Fifth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 9:9-13

Commitment to Healing: Matthew 9:9-13, especially vs. 12: “Those who are well have no need of a physician,
but those who are sick.” This saying of Jesus, along with the rest of today’s Gospel, reveals that life in Christ is
a healing process. Our healing, however, begins only after we obey His commands (vs. 9). Saint Matthew offers
a prime example of one who committed to be healed, for he quits his tax office and follows the itinerant Teacher
when Jesus commands him to follow. When we reflect carefully on Saint Matthew’s response, we learn what our
Savior asks of us concerning our commitment to Him and its relationship to healing.

First of all, to embrace healing, demands courage. According to Saint Nikolai of Zicha, “to him who has
truly begun to live . . . all that happens [is] for his help and to the glory of God” (Prologue From Ochrid vol. 3,
p. 357). Saint Matthew’s commitment does not spring from a magic spell cast by the Lord, nor does he leave his
work behind on a whim. He, like most of the future apostles, initially works while learning from and about the
Lord Jesus. Then, when this introduction is complete, Christ calls the apostles to follow Him full time. Matthew
is one of the called who obeys.

This disciple’s courage can best understood in the context of his life. He was a tax collector, pursuing an
occupation regarded with venomous hatred by the people of first-century Palestine — and with good reason. When
Galilee and Judea were annexed into the imperial Roman revenue system, the common people were forced to sell
their traditional, communal lands in order to pay taxes. Literally pauperized by the tax collectors, God’s people
were losing the Holy Land given to them by God.

The chief officer of this infamous financial system was the Roman procurator. His collectors were
assigned quotas in each community and allowed to keep for themselves an unspecified percentage of what they
collected. In this process they had the support of the Roman military. The tax collecting trade was so lucrative
that its positions often were auctioned to the highest bidder, but the populace considered the tax collectors to be
traitors and apostates.

Paradoxically, our commitment to the Lord Jesus in order to gain healing often begins with pain. To be
widely hated, despised, and rejected, as Matthew undoubtedly was, is an isolating and dispiriting experience.
However, Matthew’s rejection turns into a blessing when Christ meets him in his true spiritual state. His social
status serves to ready him to turn fully to God.

Indeed, Saint Matthew’s commitment to follow Christ becomes a clear act of repentance. “Repentance is
a contract with God for a second life. . . . the daughter of hope and the renunciation of despair” (Saint John
Climacus, Ladder of Divine Ascent 5.1, p. 54). Whatever our reasons, as soon as we realize our inadequacy and
commit ourselves to Christ, we commit to true healing — to the restoration of our humanity and to salvation.

The healing which follows from repentance comes through communion with God. “Jesus sat at table in
the house . . . [and] behold, many tax collectors and sinners came and sat down with Him” (vs. 10). “The salvation
of the soul is. . . . chiefly communion and union with Christ” through our fellowship with Him (Vlachos, Orthodox
Psychotherapy, 158). “He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him” (Jn 6:56).

“For this reason, we . . . approach the table frequently, for we, from time to time, offend against God
since we are human,” says Nicholas Cabisalas. “But such as seek to cancel the indictment stand in need of
penitence, effort, and triumph over sin. Yet this they will not achieve without adding the only remedy against
man’s sins. . . . Christ infuses Himself into us. . . . This ointment can do such great things to those who fall into
it” (The Life in Christ, p. 121, 123).

O Christ my God, may | partake of Thine all-holy Body and precious Blood for the sanctification,
enlightenment, and strengthening of my wretched soul and body. — Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom
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July 9 — Fifth Sunday after Pentecost, Tone 4
Matthew 8:28-9:1

Adversaries: Matthew 8:28-9:1, especially vs. 29: “What have we to do with You, Jesus, You Son of God? Have
You come here to torment us before the time?” The festal hymn of the Holy Cross beseeches the Lord Jesus to
“save Thy people and bless Thine inheritance, granting victory to the faithful over their adversaries.” Who are
those adversaries? They are created beings, primarily spiritual, but in part material (Mk 5:15; Lam 2:15-17). Saint
Peter, who saw the Lord defeat many adversaries, declares their chief to be “the devil [who] walks about like a
roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour” (1 Pt 5:8).

We consider the legion of demons in today’s reading to be subordinates of the devil, but any nation, entity,
or individual who struggles against God’s reign must also be counted among the vassals of the Prince of Darkness
— enemies of the living God (Ex 23:22-24). To this company we add sin, sickness, and death, for these plagues
also serve Satan and strike humanity as a whole.

However, the present passage also brings us good new concerning our adversaries in very form, whether
sickness, enslavement, or vassalage. The Lord Jesus and His disciples meet two demon-possessed men “coming
out of the tombs” (Mt 8:28). These tortured humans, although made in the image of God, are walking “in the
midst of the shadow of death” (Ps 22:4). Enslaved by Satan, they are ravaged to the point that even their fellow
pagans will not consent to dwell with them. Relegated to a living death amidst the tombs, they reside beyond all
companionship, community, and love.

Make no mistake about God’s adversaries — as the Prophet David exclaims, they “draw nigh against me
to eat my flesh, they that afflict me and are mine enemies” (Ps 26:2). Our enemies are champions at the game of
death, whether it be social, moral, or physical. Consider the array of “unjust witnesses . . . risen up against” us
(vs. 26:14). Historically, the ideologies of death have ravaged nations and led to genocide, death camps, mass
starvation, interminable civil strife, poverty, and vicious wars. Likewise, when a cure for one disease is found
through the healing arts, new and more sinister plagues emerge. Divorce, addiction, neurosis, violence, and
suicide are rampant; death appears ubiquitous in our families and society.

And yet, as Saint Matthew reports, Christ has broken the reign of death, “trampling down death by death.”
Without fear or hesitation, the Lord appears as the avowed enemy of every sickness, madness, and disease. No
wonder the demons cry out, “What have we to do with You, Jesus, You Son of God?” (Mt 8:29).

Our most bitter enemies, when confronted by God, tremble (Jas 2:19). As a result, we “sing to the Lord,
for He is greatly glorified. Horse and rider [of death] He has thrown into the sea” (Ex 15:1). Even as Jesus casts
demons out of two men made in His image, He also commands His adversaries to self-destruct. “Go,” He says,
and they obey, driving the swine “violently down the steep place into the sea” to perish in the water (Mt 8:32).

The Prophet Solomon knows that “love is as strong as death” (SOS 8:6). Truly love prevails, for Christ is
risen! Sadly, however, not everyone accepts His gospel of life. Too many prefer to yield to inevitable sickness
rather than face Love unbounded in the form of the self-sacrificing and all-powerful God. We choose “managed
care” over His unmanageable love.

A frightened city came to Jesus, the adversary of death, and “begged Him to depart from their region” (Mt
8:34). What will our own request be?

O Thou who rulest over souls and bodies, in whose hand is our breath, the consolation of the afflicted,
ever save us from our passions and the death of our souls. — Saint John of Kronstadt
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July 10 — Monday of the Sixth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 13:10-23

Mysteries of the Kingdom — Parables: Matthew 13:10-23, especially vss. 10-11: “And the disciples came and
said to Him, ‘Why do You speak to them in parables?’ He answered and said to them, ‘Because it has been given
to you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given.’” The New Testament
writers use the word mystery to describe God’s universal plan of salvation. This plan is revealed in and through
Jesus Christ, declared subsequently by His apostles, and effected within each person who heeds the life-giving
word of God.

Anyone may share in the life in Christ through holy baptism and by living the sacramental life, meditating
on Holy Scripture, following the doctrines of the Church, and practicing the ascetic disciplines. All of these pious
acts serve to convey to us the one basic mystery of Christ “as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to His holy
apostles and prophets” (Eph 3:5).

The parables of the Lord Jesus convey the essence of this mystery, for they have the power to reveal His
life-changing truth so that we may see, hear, repent, and enter into the power of “Jesus Christ for the remission
of sins, and . . . [to] receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38). Not everyone wishes to receive Him, however.
For this reason our Lord speaks paradoxically concerning certain men who, “seeing . . . do not see and hearing .
.. do not hear, nor do they understand” (Mt 13:13).

There will always be those among us who fail to grasp the faith — or, more precisely, who are not grasped
by the faith. For them, the mystery remains obscure or meaningless. Sadly, their number includes people who
attend church regularly and yet live like men did before Christ came into the world. Some will “enter this holy
house with faith, reverence, and fear of God,” and some will not.

The series of parables set forth in the Gospel of Matthew begins with the Sower (vss. 3-9). Here Christ
identifies Himself as the One who sows seed among men and nations. In today’s sequel He interprets this parable
for the faithful who, by God’s grace, have “been given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven” (vs. 11).
These listeners are blessed to see with their eyes and hear with their ears (vs. 16).

When the Lord Jesus sows, His life-bearing seed — the word of the kingdom — is proclaimed to all men.
This word is sown with the intention of reaching men’s hearts (vs. 19). The condition of the heart is crucial, for
the Lord states plainly that not every heart is ready to receive His seed — His truth. The word of the kingdom will
grow only in the ready heart, signified by the “good ground” (vs. 23).

In some people, the sowing of the word creates a crisis. If our hearts remain closed, we fail to grasp
Christ’s truth, for it can only be comprehended by the heart. If we merely trust in what appeals to us rationally or
emotionally, Satan will suggest a host of contrary thoughts to occupy our minds. Although we may hear the words
of the kingdom audibly, we will become confused and fail to understand them (vs. 19). In this way the evil one
devours the seed before it ever germinates in our hearts.

At other times the connection between heart and mind is impaired. The heart responds to the seed and stirs
the mind to assent (vs. 20). However, if the seed never reaches deep into the soil of the heart where lasting spiritual
growth occurs, the words of the kingdom soon wither — especially when we face “tribulation or persecution” (Vs.
21).

Lastly, our hearts may become closed as a result of our preoccupation with “the cares of this world” or its
riches. In such cases the life-giving seed is choked off and never grows in our hearts (vs. 22).

Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts, O Lord, by the inspiration of Thy Holy Spirit. — Western Rite Service
Book
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July 11 — Gospel, Miracle of the Martyr Euphemia the All Praised
Saint Luke 7:36-50

Of Man and of God: Saint Luke 7:36-50, especially vs. 47: “'Therefore I say to you, her sins, which are many,
are forgiven, for she loved much. But to whom little is forgiven, the same loves little."” Like the sinful woman
(vs. 37), our sins are many; it is our condition, and it nurtures the choices we make. We play God, reject others
around us who sin, set the standards by which God judges others, and deny our own need for His forgiveness.
After all, we do not commit ‘notorious’ sins, and we do good deeds. Here in Saint Luke’s Gospel four common
sins are highlighted. We are a great deal like Jesus’ host, Simon. Join the Lord Jesus in examining these sins,
and then, let us weep and love the Lord like the humbled woman.

Perhaps you are like me: you have often read this passage but missed Saint Luke’s note that Simon
“...spoke to himself...” when he thought, “This man, if He were a prophet, would know who and what manner of
woman this is who is touching Him, for she is a sinner” (vs. 39). He did not speak these thoughts audibly at the
table, but he clearly voiced them to himself and to our Lord Who hears everyone’s ‘heart-speech.’ It has taken
me some years to reach a partial awareness that God hears every last thing that goes through my mind. I say,
‘partial,” because, if my awareness of being heard (not just accidentally overheard) by God were acute, I would
be in tears like the sinful woman before Christ. For the most part, I blithely think horrible things, and
occasionally, by God’s grace, snap to awareness and stop enjoying my hidden opinions.

Realizing this about myself, I have compassion for Simon. “I stand before the doors of Thy temple, and
yet I refrain not from my terrible thoughts.” But among ‘my terrible thoughts’ are disparaging ideation about
others gathered with me at the Divine Liturgy who also are approaching the Holy Chalice.

It is what I think - ‘my terrible thoughts’ - that horrifies me. In lucid moments, I catch ‘the Pharisaical
garments’ of my thoughts momentarily and see that I am just like Simon. Christ our God exposes me in my
unspoken words. He reveals that I take over His role as God and decide, “This one is not worthy.” He ‘is a
sinner,’ or ‘she is a sinner’ (vs. 39). What gall, what usurpation, what presumption! God forgive me. I do nice
things; I help people; I give ten percent; and on and on. But in the presence of God, deep down, I think that He
should not accept these others, but should naturally forgive and accept me - of course! The buried implication
in my not-so-silent thoughts is that God has it wrong and should not accept them as He does me.

I admit, Simon and I are like those on narcotics - we are ‘on the nod,’ so to speak - we are uncritical
before God of what we think, lulling ourselves with the good things that we do. But the Lord Jesus, my King
and my God, calls both Simon and me to account. He urges us that “when [we] have done all those things
which [we] are commanded, [we ought to] say, ‘We are unprofitable servants. We have done what was our duty
to do’” (Lk. 17:10). He carefully goes over all of that by which we dull our consciences and shows us a genuine
penitent - one who loves God for His forgiveness and kindness and who is being saved by her tears (Lk. 7:44-
48). He gently reminds us of that which is of God and that which is of our sinful humanity.

Of us men, we can only say that although we have “...nothing with which to repay...” yet that which is of
God is the gracious truth we know in Christ our Savior: He freely forgives both kinds of sinners (vs. 42).

Simon and I are both humbled to realize that.
“Yea, O Lord and King, grant me to see my own sins and not to judge my brother.’

’
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July 12 — Wednesday of the Sixth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 13:31-36

Mysteries of the Kingdom, continued — Growth: Matthew 13:31-36, especially vs. 31-32: “The kingdom of
heaven is like a mustard seed. . . . When it is grown it is greater than the herbs and becomes a tree, so that the
birds of the air come and nest in its branches.” The Lord Jesus illumines the mysteries of the kingdom of Heaven
with two parables, the Mustard Seed and the Leaven. His focus is on our spiritual maturation in relation to Himself
— our development within the life of His Body, as appropriate to His heavenly kingdom.

The two parables emphasize the Lord’s role as the primary actor in our spiritual growth. As He “took and
sowed” (vs. 31), so also He “took and hid” (vs. 33). What He sows is His field, while He mixes His leaven into
His meal. These metaphors refer to us, His people. He prepares us for union with Him so that we may grow and,
in turn, leaven the many around us.

At the service of baptism the priest serves as an active icon of the Lord Jesus. He lays his hand upon the
candidate’s head to depict the work of God in adopting us: “In Thy name, O Lord God of truth, and in the name
of Thine only begotten Son, and of Thy Holy Spirit, I lay my hand upon Thy servant who hath been found worthy
to flee unto Thy Holy name, and to take refuge under the shelter of Thy wings.”

The hand of the Lord Jesus covers every Christian. We acknowledge this fact in prayer: “Into Thy hands
I will commit my spirit: Thou hast redeemed me, O Lord God of truth” (Ps 30:5). We were once in darkness, but
Light came to us. When we strayed into waste places, the Shepherd came to bring us back to Himself, hiding us
in His tabernacle “in the day of mine afflictions” (Ps 26:5). Coming down from His heavenly throne, He assumed
our clay and sowed His life within us, so that we might grow and extend shelter to others (Mt 13:32).

We note an element of secretiveness in the Lord Jesus’ actions as He takes, sows, and hides. The seed
disappears into the earth, but it must do so in order to germinate. The baker works the flour and adds the leaven,
which permeates the meal imperceptibly, secretly, quietly, invisibly. Only after time do the effects of this hidden
growth become visible. Plants sprout, unfold, enlarge; if the dough is kept warm and covered, it mysteriously
rises. Likewise, spiritual growth often take place unseen, slowly becoming manifest only after much prayer,
ascesis, struggle, and patient watching on our part.

Of course, Christ’s seed and His leaven are not magical, but rather mystical. The Spirit of God works in
human hearts and gives us growth. According to Saint John Chrysostom, we are not to “stop at the limit of the
commandments, but . . . even go beyond them” with the help of the Spirit (“Homily 5 on First Thessalonians,”
NPNF First Series, vol. 13, p. 344).

Because a long period of “working” is required before growth becomes manifest, we must not lose heart
if we do not obtain immediate results. After all, spiritual growth is not a matter of applying liquid to a dry cube
which suddenly swells and doubles in size.

Nevertheless, we should not underestimate the potential of small beginnings, whether in ourselves or in
the world. Chrysostom observes, “Yea, for His disciples were weakest of all, and least of all; but nevertheless,
because of the great power that was in them, It [the Gospel] hath been unfolded in every part of the world”
(“Homily 46 on the Gospel of Matthew,” NPNF First Series, vol. 10, p. 289). God does work in us despite our
tiny faith, our instability and timidity!

Finally, let us consider the field and the three measures of meal (vss. 31, 33). Where does Christ plant and
hide us? His field, ultimately, is the whole world, but our Lord puts us there with His people. With the Church
sheltering us from evils, we become that leaven that transforms those around us. His Church is the measure of
meal He kneads into dough to bring true life into the world.

Grant peace to the world; and uphold the good estate of Thy holy churches, O God. — Service of Baptism
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July 13 — Thursday of the Sixth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 13:36-43

Mysteries of the Kingdom, continued — Accountability: Matthew 13:36-43, especially vs. 41, 43: “The Son of
Man will send out His angels . . . [to] gather out of His kingdom all things that offend, and those who practice
lawlessness. . . . Then the righteous will shine forth as the sun. . ..” The Orthodox funeral service delivers a
message we ought to heed: “Let us hearken unto what the Almighty crieth: Woe unto those who seek to behold
the terrible day of the Lord! For lo, it is darkness: for all things shall be tried with fire.”

The warning is plain: there will be a final accounting when “all things shall be tried by fire.” This same
warning underlies the Lord Jesus’ explanation of the Parable of the Tares. In all three parables (vss. 3-43), the
Lord encourages us to grow in Him. With each parable, as He explains its meaning, He adds a sober warning to
encourage self-examination (vss. 13:9, 19-22, 30, 43).

In the present passage, Christ explains His parable by directing our gaze toward the destiny of all men,
whether they be God’s friends or His enemies. In particular, He reveals what shall befall us if we refuse to grow
but instead persist in opposing the Lord’s truth.

Our Lord Jesus Christ, as the “Son of Man,” is the Sower (vs. 37); His “field” is the world, which includes
every epoch, culture, and nation in history (vs. 38). Now, as He continues, the Lord states explicitly that “the
good seeds are the sons of the kingdom, but the tares are the sons of the wicked one” (vs. 38).

By dividing humanity into sons of the kingdom and sons of the wicked one, He indicates that we are
neither servants nor slaves. In this same vein, Saint Peter reminds the faithful that “you are a chosen generation,
a royal priesthood, a holy nation, His own special people, that you may proclaim the praises of Him who called
you out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Pt 2:9).

Through the Church, God calls us to be “kings and priests to our God” and to “reign on the earth” (Rv
5:10). Thus, in the final accounting, the princely sons of God “will shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their
Father” (Mt 13:43). They will be illumined with the uncreated light of God which will gleam from within —
blinding and brilliant as at the Transfiguration of our Lord (Mk 9:3; Mt 17:2). Our Lord reveals this great destiny
which awaits every single human being!

In His Parable of the Tares, the sons of the wicked one (Mt 13:38) are those who choose to become princes
in Satan’s domain. In this present existence many evil men are numbered among “the rulers of the darkness of
this age” (Eph 6:12) — men like Judas and Ananias (Acts 5:3) who exemplify true “lost souls.”

Indeed, in every generation we find those who love “the body, mortal life, sensual pleasure, and the
material world” (Philokalia vol. 4, p. 42-3). These include heretics who, in “ignorance and impudence . . . [are]
storing up for [themselves] the element of eternal fire” (Sunday of the Holy Fathers). However, we must avoid
declaring anyone to be a “son of the wicked one.” Surely inhumane and reprobate behavior, if not corrected
through repentance, leads directly to perdition. Yet while the reprobate live among us we are to pray for them,
imploring that they might offer the plea of the good thief at the Crucifixion, “Remember me when You come into
Your Kingdom” (Lk 23:42).

Yes, we all must face a final accounting “before the fearful Judgment Seat of Christ.” God will assess
every person, as the Parable of the Tares foretells. Christ calls us to repentance, for His eternal desire, manifested
by His Incarnation, Passion, and Resurrection, is that everyone receive the shining transformation of the righteous.

As | think of the hour of account, and the coming of the Lord, Lover of mankind, | tremble and cry with
grief, O my just Ruler, alone most merciful, receive me repentant. — Orthros for Meatfare Sunday
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July 14 — Friday of the Sixth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 13:44-54

Mysteries of the Kingdom, continued — Gaining the Prize: Matthew 13:44-54, especially vs. 52: “Therefore
every scribe instructed concerning the kingdom of heaven . . . brings out of his treasure things new and old.” This
passage from Saint Matthew continues the Lord Jesus’ series of parables, introducing us to further mysteries of
the kingdom. Each of the four parables in these ten verses shows us the way to attain the kingdom of heaven. As
a preface to the parables, our Lord encourages us to be attentive to His word so that we may obtain the blessings
of the righteous and shine “forth as the sun in the kingdom” (vs. 43).

In each parable, Christ describes the process through which we must pass if we are to acquire the kingdom.
Further, He explains what sort of persons obtain this reward and the nature of what they hope to gain. The first
two parables — the Treasure in the Field (vs. 44) and the Pearl of Great Price (vss. 45-46) — focus on the process
of acquiring the true mysteries of the Kingdom of Heaven.

In the first parable an unnamed person, whom we recognize as God, has placed a treasure in a field.
Likewise, in the second parable, a pearl has been harvested — again by an unnamed person — and may now be
purchased. The Lord Jesus states these prior actions unobtrusively, as givens. They merely set the stage for the
finding of the treasure.

We observe that the man in the first parable hastens to buy the field, while in the second a merchant hurries
(vss. 44-45) to sell his stock in order to buy a single pearl. However, the Lord never implies that these two found
the treasure due to any special zeal or merit on their part. They happen upon something priceless and instantly
recognize the value of the discovery. Of course, neither discovery is fortuitous; each serves as an example of
God’s grace-filled provision embedded in the Gospel.

We learn next to nothing about the man who finds the treasure, for the Lord’s description of him is generic
(vs. 44). The merchant, however, is no mere peddler; he is a wholesaler who knows the value of gems of various
sorts (vs. 45). Both men, however understand what they must do to secure their findings. Likewise, God’s ultimate
treasure — the life in Christ — is available to people from all walks of life, including laypeople as well as those
pursuing the “angelic way” of monasticism.

The first man hides the treasure, leaving it buried in the field while he seeks to buy the land. The merchant
goes to market to sell all the pearls in his possession, leaving the most valuable pearl exactly where he first found
it. To gain the kingdom requires our total investment in the great prize.

The Parable of the Dragnet (vs. 47) describes a giant fishing seine supported at the top by floats and
anchored at the bottom. Because such nets cover up to a half mile of water, a large group of men is needed to
secure one and then haul in the catch. The Church is the dragnet, spreading out over the face of earth to gather up
those who, like the men in the first two parables, earnestly desire Christ.

When the net is hauled to the shore, there is a sorting of good and bad fish. Here the Lord returns to the
Last Judgment themes suggested by the Parable of the Tares (vss. 13:40-43). Those who pick carefully through
what they have collected during this life (vss. 48-49) preserve the good but throw away the bad. Likewise, the
angels will cast the wicked “into the furnace of fire” (vs. 50).

What do these finders discover that is so precious? While some treasure derives from God’s revelation
prior to the Incarnation of Christ, many things we gain are new (vs. 52), for the Gospel of our Lord bears to us
the very good news!

O Lord, finding the mystery of Thy dispensation, may | invest all and worship Thee. — Verse for the
Exaltation of the Cross
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July 15 — Gospel for the Feast of Prince Vladimir of Kiev: Isapostolos
Saint John 10:1-9

Shepherd and Door: Saint John 10:1-9, especially vs. 2: “But he who enters by the door is the shepherd of the
sheep.” Late in this passage and in verses after it, Christ our God offers another illustration (vss. 7-16) to assist
those who heard Him understand the things which He spoke to them. Careful examination of His two illustrations
reveals an apparent shift in basic imagery. In the first illustration, our Lord identifies Himself as “...the shepherd
of the sheep” (vs. 2); but later, using what seems to be one of the incidental elements from the first illustration,
Christ actually introduces a new image for Himself, “I am the door” (vss. 7,9). Thus, the Lord Jesus appears to
give us two similitudes to express His relationship to His flock - that of shepherd and of door to the sheepfold.

Clearly in both examples, the door is a critical element in what our Lord Jesus would have us see. Philip
Keller, a sheep herder himself, says, “The whole process of sheep management, of folding sheep, is combined
with the control of doorways and gateways.” The disjunction of images referring to Christ in His two illustrations
is not as great as would appear when first-century Palestinian sheep herding is considered. C. W. Slemming
describes such a sheepfold as “...just four low walls with an entrance at one corner.” All sheep “...sleep in the
open part...the enclosure is only for very severe weather, or lambing season when the sheep are with young....The
shepherd...will take it...to become the door by filling up that entrance” with himself. There being no gate or door
‘per se’ on the sheepfold, he becomes the gate.

The Good Shepherd, whose own the sheep are, serves as the door when that is required; and when he calls
them, “...they know his voice” (vs. 4) and follow Him readily. To this, our Lord Christ adds, “Yet they will by no
means follow a stranger, but will flee from him, for they do not know the voice of strangers” (vs. 5). These images
are most appropriate for the Feast of rulers like Prince Vladimir of Kievan Russia. The Prince took Christ as The
Shepherd and led the vast majority of his people into Christ’s fold. They heard the Lord’s voice and followed
Him.

The history of Kievan Russia’s conversion to Orthodoxy is shrouded in records that may enhance some
events, yet there is no doubt that Vladimir’s choice was sincere, deliberate and thoroughgoing, both in his personal
life and for the life of the Russian people. The historian Dimitri Obolensky describes the result: “Until his death
in 1015 Vladimir superintended the building of churches and the establishment of bishoprics in the main cities of
his realm. Most of these bishoprics were set up on or near the Baltic-Black Sea river route, which thus became
as important in Russia’s ecclesiastical history as it had been for so long in the country’s economic and political
life.” In Prince Vladimir, Christ found a faithful doorkeeper to open and manage His sheepfold; and the sheep of
Russia heard his voice and follow Him still (see vs. 3).

Be cautious here: Gregory Cook notes that the situation in America or Australia or Europe, for that matter,
is far more daunting than what Prince Vladimir faced as sole ruler of his nation. These societies have “...enormous
capacity to consume or at least modify customs, practices, and beliefs...through...materialistic culture.” Still,
there is in every nation a basis for Orthodox Christianity to transfigure the land, yet often there are no dominant
doorkeepers for Christ in these countries such as Saint Vladimir. The mission falls upon each Orthodox Christian
in his or her particular land; and, today, in many places, we are a small minority. Still, as Father Alexander
Schmemann says, there is a “...great hunger for God and His righteousness which has always underlain the
genuine American culture,” and imbues every human culture.

O Lord by Thine aid from above guide us to bring Orthodoxy to a good end in every land
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July 16 — Sixth Sunday after Pentecost, Tone 5
Matthew 9:1-8

Faith and Wellness, continued: Matthew 9:1-8, especially vs. 2: “When Jesus saw their faith, He said to the
paralytic, ‘Son, be of good cheer; your sins are forgiven you.’” In the present passage, the faith of a paralyzed
man and his friends leads to the invalid’s forgiveness. Certain scribes who overhear Christ’s remark are outraged,
asking “Who can forgive sins but God alone?” (Mk 2:7)). In their eyes, any man who would presume on God’s
prerogative of forgiving sins commits blasphemy. And so, to reveal His power, the Lord also heals the man’s
paralysis.

We understand that believing in the Lord Jesus Christ is a matter of trusting Him despite our doubts.
Believing in Him overcomes the inaction and sin within us: this is the kind of faith that heals. Furthermore, we
humans are at the same time physical, psychological, and spiritual beings. As a result, our healing often involves
all three aspects of our nature.

From the Lord Jesus’ healing of the paralytic, we learn that the spirit is the most significant dimension of
our nature. Within the heart our relationship with God either flourishes or withers. For this reason, our Lord Jesus’
first act is to forgive the paralytic’s sins.

This spiritual healing now lays the foundation for ending the man’s physical paralysis. The paralytic’s
“physical therapy” not only flows from his spiritual restoration to God, but also reveals who it is that forgives
him. The relationship between healing and salvation is very close.

The present passage from Saint Matthew declares that wellness is union with God, truly a form of holy
communion. “In Him we have redemption . . . the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of His grace” (Eph
1:7), and from His grace healing also comes.

As Christians we seek genuine faith and whatever healing may come with it. To reach this goal we must
grow in trust, struggle against our passions, purify our hearts, attain virtue, and strain toward blessed union with
God. The deification of man is identical to what is called the “likeness of God” in Genesis 1:26. Although God
created us in His image and likeness, our sin corrupts and debases us so that we have lost our likeness Him (Rom
1:23, 28). Our primary need is to be restored to God and to His likeness.

The Lord Jesus comes to all men as a physician (Mt 9:12-13). Analyzing the Parable of the Good
Samaritan (Lk 10:25-37), Saint John Chrysostom likens the Church to the inn — a place of healing where our
bishops and priests serve as healers in the footsteps of the Lord and His apostles. Properly understood, the Church
is a healing community. When we enter this community we are taking up the long, hard struggle toward restoration
and deification. Orthodoxy rejects any so-called faith in Christ that does not require us to labor with the Lord
through the Holy Spirit in the healing process.

In Saint Matthew’s account, the paralytic and his helpers clearly know the man is sick. Armed with this
knowledge, they do not remain inactive. Aware of his need for healing, they take action and come to Christ. They
express their faith visibly by approaching the Lord (Mt 9:2).

A true believer always knows that he needs the Physician. Within the Church, the Body of Christ, we find
the spiritual fathers, prayers, icons, and worship all directing our souls toward ultimate health in Christ.

Lastly, we note that healing follows the observance of Christ’s commandments. The Lord Jesus declares
that “if you want to enter into life, keep the commandments” (vs. 19:17). Ascetic self-discipline is our direct
means for gaining the strength to obey His commandments. Thus, according to Saint Thalassios, “Obedience to
the commandments is resurrection of the dead” (Philokalia vol. 2, p. 309).

Lord, heal me, for | am Thy servant; teach me to do Thy will, for Thou art my God!
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July 17 — Monday of the Seventh Week after Pentecost
Matthew 13:54-58

Wisdom: Matthew 13:54-58, especially vs. 54: “Where did this Man get this wisdom and these mighty works?”
Of course, the Nazarenes who ask this question have known Jesus from His childhood. These neighbors suspect
that He only imitates the knowledge of the learned scribes, for they know that He has never studied Scripture but
worked in Joseph’s carpentry shop. Instead of respecting His wisdom and receiving enlightenment from Him,
they are offended by His presumption (vs. 57) and remain spiritually blind.

Nevertheless, their question deserves a reply in order to reveal the truth and refute all disclaimers (vss.
55-56). First of all, we consider the Lord Jesus to be Wisdom Incarnate. During the Divine Liturgy, at the Small
Entrance, the priest or deacon stops before the Holy Doors, elevates the Gospel book, and exclaims, “Wisdom!
Let us attend!”

We understand the Gospel book to be an icon of our Lord Himself, Holy Wisdom. Like all icons, the
Gospel book serves as a vehicle of Christ’s presence among the faithful. As the book is carried through the Holy
Doors the faithful respond, “O come let us worship and fall down before Christ. Save us, O Son of God, who art
risen from the dead, who sing unto Thee: Alleluia!”

In the icon of Christ typically located to the right of the Holy Doors, the Lord appears as true Wisdom,
for He is shown teaching the faithful. He blesses with His right hand while holding the open Gospel book with
His left. He offers Himself to us, along with all that He teaches, as the essence of divine Wisdom.

May God save us from the casual familiarity displayed by the people of Nazareth, who mistake Jesus and
His life-saving words for mere human phenomena. We should never listen casually to the prayers and Scripture
passages as they are read in church. We are to seek out Christ and heed the Wisdom who speaks to us directly,
lest familiarity deaden our spirits.

By resisting inattention and routine, we avoid falling into the error of those in Nazareth who “saw in
shadows and perceived not that gloom which obscured the Law and hid from them Him that had made by His
Word both Sabbath and light” (Orthros verse). As we consider the actions and objects reverently set before us
during the liturgy, we are to attend as Saint Paul instructs us: “Awake, you who sleep, arise from the dead, and
Christ will give you light” (Eph 5:14).

When the Lord Jesus says, “A prophet is not without honor except in his own country and in his own
house” (Mt 13:57), His words serve as a warning to us. The very temples in which we gather on the Lord’s Day
represent that land dedicated to God, “His own country.” Our communities likewise constitute the household of
God (Eph 2:19). Let us be attentive to this place and to our responsibilities!

In many cultures wisdom is considered the highest expression of human experience, character, and
counsel. Such secular wisdom often includes man’s highest ideals, including truth, justice, and other concepts
undergirding our notions of an orderly universe. However, the icons, hymnography, and Scriptures of the
Orthodox Church reveal that wisdom is God Incarnate who appears to us in the person of Jesus Christ.

We who are in covenant with Him should strive become icons of His Wisdom, to the best of our ability.
We live in a society which considers intellectual knowledge to be the highest form of wisdom. Let us avoid
becoming trapped, like the contemporary savants, into treating Christ’s wisdom as mere bits of history or
information. True Wisdom is neither a theory nor a concept, for Jesus Christ is the Wisdom of God.

O Christ our God, Wisdom manifest, enable us to serve Thee worthily and wisely. — Hymn for the Feast
of Theophany
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July 18 — Tuesday of the Seventh Week after Pentecost
Matthew 14:1-13

Solitude: Matthew 14:1-13, especially vs. 13: “When Jesus heard it, He departed from there by boat to a deserted
place by Himself. . . .” In these verses Saint Matthew records the grisly execution of Saint John the Forerunner
and the devotion of the disciples who bury his body. Afterwards, these men report to the Lord Jesus all that has
happened. One part of our Lord’s response to this tragic news is to retreat into solitude, to a lonely place.

In all four Gospels we find the Lord Jesus often leaving behind the crowds that follow Him in order to
spend time by Himself. He seeks solitude to be with His Father. If the Lord, who is both man and God, needs to
withdraw from the world to find intimacy with the Father, how much more do we, as fallen human beings, need
to follow His example!

The life of Saint Antony, founder of desert monasticism, exemplifies the blessings of solitude. Around the
age of eighteen, he heard these words of Christ: “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to
the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me” (Mt 19:21). Saint Antony knew at once
that these words applied to him. He began living as a poor laborer at the edge of his village and, in time, withdrew
deeper into the desert to dwell in total solitude.

Over the course of twenty years the great desert hermit underwent painful spiritual and physical trials. The
superficial shell of his ego began to crack as God revealed the abyss of his sinfulness. Saint Antony surrendered
unconditionally to the Lord Jesus Christ and only after decades of solitude did he re-established contact with
people. Everyone who met him recognized in him a man entirely whole in mind, body and soul. Soon, hundreds
flocked to him for healing and direction, and monastic life flourished in Egypt.

Christ continually calls us to “follow Me!” Saint Anthony’s life reveals that an aspect of this following is
to seek out times of solitude. We must deliberately cast ourselves into the holy furnace with God alone. There,
we are melted down by the Lord Jesus’ transforming presence and recast according to His will and likeness, for
He burns away our every impurity.

How do we find true solitude in the mad rush of our godless society? Where do we find spiritual room to
pursue a discipline of blessed solitude? The modern contemplative Thomas Merton reminds us that the Christians
of Saint Antony’s day faced a very similar situation. “Society . . . was regarded . . . as a shipwreck from which
each single individual man had to swim for his life. . . . These were men who believed that to let oneself drift
along, passively accepting the tenets and values of what they knew as society, was purely and simply a disaster!”
(Thomas Merton Reader, p. 475).

Plainly, not everyone is called to pursue monasticism. Most of us are deeply engaged with family and
society. Still, we must struggle for salvation and repentance regardless of the lifestyle we choose. If we are to
gain the full riches of a life in Christ, we must also seek out times and places of solitude.

Those of us living in the world must develop our own little deserts — places where we can withdraw each
day into the renewing and healing presence of God. We begin by finding a spiritual father — usually our parish
priest — with whom we can bare our inmost thoughts. Saint John Climacus describes the spiritual father as a
shepherd who “is able to seek out and set aright his lost, rational sheep by means of guilelessness, zeal, and
prayer” (Ladder of Divine Ascent, p. 231).

Having secured a guide, we must deliberately set apart a time each and every day to be with God — and
with Him alone. Without solitude, we find no renewal of life!

O Thou, who from a dry rock gavest flowing streams to satisfy Thy people, help us to glorify Thee, that
we may drink of those living waters that come from Thine all-provident hand. — Great Book of Needs
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July 19 — Wednesday of the Seventh Week after Pentecost
Matthew 14:35-15:11

The Inner Kingdom of the Heart: Matthew 14:35-15:11, especially vs. 15:8: “These people draw near to Me
with their mouth, and honor Me with their lips, but their heart is far from Me.” A group of “scribes and Pharisees
who were from Jerusalem” (vs. 15:1) approach the Lord Jesus and criticize Him for allowing His disciples to
“transgress the tradition of the elders” (vs. 2). Our Lord points out that the Pharisees are using this very tradition
to exploit their own parents (vss. 3-6). To indict these first-century religious leaders for their heartless formalism,
He quotes a divine judgment from the prophesy of Isaiah (vss. 8-9, Is 29:13).

We know that the scribes and Pharisees were highly respected in the first century for the impeccable
manner in which they maintained tradition. However, the Lord reveals that their hearts were devoid of love toward
God and men — they manipulated only the externals of piety and devotion. Any excessive focus on form alone
will disrupt our communion with God and our ability to love others as Christ commands.

In the Orthodox Church we preserve a rich and well-developed tradition that we uphold with fierce
dedication. It follows then that we should listen closely to Christ’s indictment of those who neglect the state of
their heart and instead exploit the minutiae of tradition. Clearly, God wants us to uphold His commandments (Jn
14:15). His chief desire, however, is that we do so with hearts filled with love for Him and for others, as He
commands: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind”
(Mt 22:37).

Let us consider for a moment what enables the heart to draw near to God. Saint Peter reminds us that the
grace of God takes root within the heart (“until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts” — 2 Pt
1:19). We meet God within the heart, and yet of course He “is greater than our heart” (1 Jn 3:20) which controls
our thoughts, emotions, and choices.

Our Lord declares that when the heart is pure, we shall see God (Mt. 5:8). Being created by and for God,
it is only in Him that our lives acquire lasting joy and meaning. As Saint Augustine says, “Thou madest us for
Thyself, and our heart is restless until it repose in Thee” (Confessions Book 1, p. 11).

True Christian life begins and ends with the inner life which our hearts direct. We perform the externals
of life rightly when our hearts love God first, foremost, and above all. If our hearts are not filled with the living
God, then our meticulous keeping of the “letter” — fulfilling the commandments and dictates of tradition — will
never save but rather condemn us.

How then do we address the state of our hearts? According to Saint Theoliptos of Philadelphia, the answer
is to “suspend . . . your gossip with the outer world and fight against the thoughts within until you find the abode
of pure prayer and Christ’s dwelling place” (Philokalia vol. 5, p. 180). We are to strive to make our hearts Christ’s
dwelling place, wherein grows the seed of grace that God gave us at holy baptism.

The central work of the Christian life is to enter the heart through prayer, so that God’s grace will give us
the treasure He has buried there. God gives us fortunes! As we strive to remain in His presence through prayer,
His gifts become more available to us, transforming everything we do. By laboring at prayer, we uncover His
riches.

As we persist, aided by the Holy Spirit, we discover that the divine treasure is God. According to
Archimandrite Sophrony, the moment we find God, the great Treasure, “love and cognition merge into a single
act” (Vlachos, Orthodox Psychotherapy, p. 162). By directing our efforts toward meeting our Lord in the heart,
we have hope for right action: “If you love Me, keep My commandments” (Jn 14:15).

And the sayings of my mouth shall be unto Thy good pleasure, and the meditation of my heart shall be
before Thee, forever, O Lord, my helper and redeemer. — Psalm 18:14
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July 20 — Gospel for the Feast of the Holy Prophet Elijah (Elias)
Saint Luke 4:22-30

Believing Is Seeing: Saint Luke 4:22-30 especially vs. 24: “Then He said, ‘Assuredly, I say to you, no prophet
is accepted in his own country.”” What prevents people from uniting themselves to Christ as King and God?
Evagrios the Solitary observes that “...illusion results from the passion of self-esteem...” The self-assured have
no place for the Son of Man “...to lay His head” (Lk. 9:58). Self-reliant hearts are fully ready to abandon the
grace of God and fall into darkness (Rom. 1:21). Even if God Himself should come and declare, “The Spirit of
the Lord is upon Me, because He has anointed Me...” (Lk. 4:18-20), disbelief will obscure God’s healing presence.
This kind of blindness is all around us today. Take care of the state of your heart before God!

Captivated by spiritual ignorance, men and women become blinded, separated from God’s grace.
Hence, they fail to recognize saving Truth even when He is standing in front of them. All that the Lord Jesus’
neighbors could see was “Joseph’s son” (Lk. 4:22). Saint Mark the Ascetic states the problem plainly: “Hell is
ignorance, for both are dark.” This Gospel shows the power of delusion and wrong belief that distort perception
and prevent salvation, but it also illumines the greater power of divine grace opens hearts and minds to life and
healing.

The opening verse of this reading from Saint Luke contrasts those who ‘see’ and those who do not
(vs. 22). The Evangelist Luke, with “...perfect understanding of all things...” (Lk. 1:3), characterizes the remarks
of the Lord Jesus in the Nazareth synagogue as “...gracious words which proceeded out of His mouth” (Lk. 4:22).
At the same time, he documents a clear instance of opposition to the Lord’s saving words on the part of the
‘devout’ people of Nazareth.

Saint Luke uses two verbs, both of which have positive and negative connotations. One may ‘witness’
for or against what he hears and may ‘marvel’ at the inappropriateness or truth of another’s words. Knowing
Christ, Saint Luke applies the Lord Jesus’ words positively, supra-naturally. The townsfolk could not believe that
a ‘local boy’ was the Messiah. They thought negatively, in a mundane and worldly manner: “Is this not Joseph’s
son?” (vs. 22). They ‘witnessed’ and ‘marveled,” but they found His words only offensive, not gracious.

The Lord Jesus knew the hearts of His neighbors were hard . Hence, He spoke to the reality with
which they were struggling (vss. 23-27). People in Capernaum and throughout all Galilee who did not know
Jesus well ‘glorified” Him as He taught in their synagogues (Lk. 4:15). The Lord knew that the people of Nazareth
had heard of His reception in Capernaum and in all of Galilee (Lk. 4:23), so He realized that they also were
challenging Him in their hearts to ‘produce’ healings among them. Gently, He stated the basis for His healing
powers by referring to Isaiah’s prophesy (Lk. 4:21). And He kindly pointed out an attendant problem: “...no
Prophet is accepted in his own country” (Lk. 4:24). Finally, He provided two examples of Prophets of God who
met resistance among their ‘devout’ countrymen, but yet He aided Gentiles who had faith in God.

When the Lord Jesus referred to the open heart of a widow from the town of Zarephath on the
Phoenician coast near Sidon and the readiness of a Syrian general to obey, He was deliberately comparing the
hard, idolatrous hearts of His neighbors in Nazareth with two pagans ready to trust in God (vss. 25-27). Suddenly,
the dark reality of allowing one’s heart to remain hard and spiritually diseased was exposed. The resistance and
disbelief of the people of Nazareth swiftly turned into rudeness and to violence against Him Who spoke ‘gracious
words.” And then His ‘pious’ neighbors actually attempted to murder the Lord. A sedate congregation turned into
a hateful mob who tried to throw Him off a nearby cliff (vs. 29).

Lord Christ, cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of Thy Holy Spirit.
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July 21 — Friday of the Seventh Week after Pentecost
Matthew 15:29-31

Restoring the Image: Matthew 15:29-31, especially vs. 31: “So the multitude marveled when they saw the mute
speaking, the maimed made whole, the lame walking, and the blind seeing, and they glorified the God of Israel.”
God reveals that we are created in His image (Gn 1:26) and graciously shows us how our human nature
corresponds to His. His actions help us understand how to exercise dominion over other creatures (vss. 26-28) by
means of speech (vss. 3, 26), by forming and modifying His creation (vs. 28), by valuing the world around us
(vss. 4, 21, 31) and by making decisions (vss. 3, 14, 26, et al.). How wondrous it is to be made in God’s image!

Tragically, as the verses from today’s Gospel passage reveal, sin has corrupted the gifts of God; it cripples,
blinds, and diminishes us in body, soul, and spirit. The great multitudes who come to lay their sufferings before
the Lord (Mt 15:30) present a tragic portrait of humankind. Still, we receive a cClear a statement concerning God’s
will for us in these verses, for their central message is that our God’s abiding purpose is to restore His image in
everyone.

God has appointed us stewards over His creation, yet because of sin we do not exercise our stewardship
as the Lord intends. Until we are healed, it is impossible for us to subdue without tyrannizing, crushing, or
deforming the creatures with whom we share this earth. In the Hebrew account of creation, the principal meaning
of subdue is “to form or to shape” (Gn 1:28). However, more often than not we damage, distort, and pollute when
we apply our God-given capacities, for “professing to be wise,” our thinking is “futile” (Rom 1:22).

The mention of blindness (Mt 15:30) reminds us how much we need Christ our God to restore our sight,
if we wish to heal the damage and waste we create around us. First must come the renewal of our spiritual vision
according to the divine image in us. Can we hope for this?

According to Saint Peter of Damascus, “God irradiates knowledge to all and at the same time He gives us
faith as an eye through which we can perceive it. If we choose to grasp this knowledge firmly by means of faith,
we can keep ourselves mindful of it by putting it into practice, and God then gives us greater ardor, knowledge
and power. For our pursuit of natural knowledge kindles our ardor and this ardor increases our capacity to put the
knowledge into practice” (Philokalia v. 3, p. 78).

In addition to being blind, we must also admit that we are mute. We distort God’s gift of speech whenever
we use words to lie, cheat, and deceive, proving that we are slaves of the wicked spirit of darkness. How well the
Lord describes us when He says, “You are of your father the devil, and the desires of your father you want to do.
He . .. does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own
resources, for he is a liar” (Jn 8:44).

Let us seek the Lord Jesus, ascending the mountain of healing along with the multitudes. We must go to
the place where Christ our God is seated and repent before Him. May our tears flow humbly as we seek the
restoration of our speech (Mt 15:29-31)!

The Church Fathers teach that God has planted in us a capacity for His “pure words, silver that is fired,
tried in the earth, brought to sevenfold purity” (Ps 11:6). Although today our communication is confounded, so
that we do “not understand one another’s speech” (Gn 11:7), yet the Gospel declares that God will answer if we
but cry out to Him: “O Lord, Thou shalt open my lips, and my mouth shall declare Thy praise” (Ps 50:15).

O Thou who hast power to release men from their sins, forgive and release me that | might obtain Thy
cooling solace and be found without impurity or stain before Thee. — Saint Ephraim the Syrian
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July 22 — Saturday of the Seventh Week after Pentecost
Matthew 10:37-11:1

Commitment to the Lord: Matthew 10:37-11:1, especially vs. 40: “He who receives you receives Me, and he
who receives Me receives Him who sent Me.” Chapter 10 of the Gospel of Matthew records the process by which
the Lord Jesus commissions His future apostles for ministry and empowers them for ministry (vss. 1-5). The Lord
offers the disciples six sets of instructions, warnings, and encouragements (vss. 6-36). He then exhorts the
disciples to weigh their commitment to Him carefully (vss. 37-39). Lastly, He foretells their meetings with others
who will welcome them with love and hospitality (vss. 40-42).

Throughout the chapter Christ stresses the need for unqualified commitment to Him, even when difficult
personal choices are involved. In the present passage, He clarifies the specific nature of this commitment,
explaining that love for Him must take precedence over our love for all others who are dear to us.

Here He includes even family loyalties and affections, for our love for Him must come before our love
for parents and children (vs. 37). Christ’s command is not intended to create competition between Himself and
our families, but rather to establish priorities among our commitments and loyalties. When we “commend
ourselves and each other, and all our life” to Him, we are granting Him first place. If our family members are
committed to Christ, then torn loyalties should never be a problem. We are all to strive to place Christ first, as
Master of all.

Today, many of us face daily choices between love for parents or children and the keeping of our
commitment to the Lord Jesus and His Church. Who comes first? Will we let family ties pull us away from
attending liturgy, from making the moral choices that He expects, from the prayer and good works that sustain
our vital relationship with Him? We must be careful not to skirt around the issue by saying that such difficult
choices are limited to the clergy. Every baptized member of the Church is under obligation to make Christ his
Lord and Master.

The true measure of our Christian commitment comes when we must face choices that carry the potential
for pain, whether it be physical, emotional, spiritual, or financial in nature. Let us consider how our Lord Jesus
approaches His Passion. The Gospel narratives reveal that He deliberately embraces death. He freely decides to
die on the Cross, as evidenced by the drops of blood He sweats in Gethsemane (Lk 22:44). He accepts the
humiliating attacks unleashed upon Him by the officials and by the general populace.

If we are determined to face suffering while remaining faithful to Him, we will discover that worthy
discipleship bears a cost. However, we are called to eternal blessings! We aspire to hear Christ’s words, “Well
done, good and faithful servant” (Mt 25:21), rather than settling for the ephemeral approval of friends and family.
“He who finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for My sake will find it” (vs. 10:39).

We do well to listen to Christ our Lord and to the good news He offers those who commit themselves to
Him. If we place Him first, “take up our cross,” and follow after Him, His blessings are assured. Nor will every
blessing He names be reserved for the future age; the faithful servant likely will experience some reward in this
life. There will always be brethren in Christ who receive us and support us in holding onto the Lord above all else
(vs. 40).

Consider Blessed Basil, the fool-for-Christ, who lived in tatters and yet led many Russians to repentance.
Even the nobles gladly received his reprimands. In the end, the grateful people of Moscow named the now-famous
cathedral of Saint Basil for him — truly “a righteous man’s reward” (vs. 41).

O Lord, may we find grace in Thy sight, and may our sacrifices be acceptable unto Thee! — Divine Liturgy
of Saint John Chrysostom
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July 23 — Seventh Sunday after Pentecost, Tone 6
Matthew 9:27-35

Unwavering Mercy: Matthew 9:27-35, especially vs. 35: “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.” Reacting to the Lord Jesus’ generous acts of healing, the Pharisees say, “He casts out demons
by the ruler of the demons” (vs. 34). The Lord neither disputes this claim nor slows the pace of His ministry in
Galilee. Rather, He fulfills Isaiah’s words: “The deaf shall hear the words of the book, and the eyes of those in
darkness and in a fog shall see. The poor also shall rejoice exceedingly because of the Lord, and the hopeless
among men shall be filled with gladness” (Is 29:18-19).

Reading Saint Matthew’s report, we are struck by the ceaseless care that the Lord Jesus offers to wounded
humanity. This essential truth — the truth of God’s mercy — can be easily overlooked amidst the many details of
the Gospel. Mercy is priceless! We are to hold it close to our hearts, letting it soothe our minds and reassure us in
the midst of this troubled life. Our Lord sympathized with the troubles that befell men while He was on earth, and
He persists in His concern for us even now. We must not permit the woes of this life to turn us away from Him,
for His mercy is unwavering.

The two blind men in this passage are neither paralyzed nor deaf, nor are they tongue-tied. They follow
the Lord Jesus and cry out to Him. They come to Him (Mt 9:27-28), and He offers them enduring mercy. He does
not at first attempt to correct the flattery that may lodge in their appeal to Him as Messiah (“Son of David” — vs.
27). Rather, He draws out their faith in Him by asking, “Do you believe that I am able to do this?”

What is He able to do? To heal their blindness, of course. As soon as they declare that, indeed, they do
believe that He can cure them of their blindness, He touches them — and it is accomplished (vss. 29-30).

The Lord Jesus’ stern command, “See that no one knows it” (vs. 30), directs them away from their false
ideas of messiahship. He comes as Savior to heal mankind’s deepest wounds — to reveal that God’s kingdom is
one of mercy and restoration above all else. He brushes aside political power and social reform in favor of
restoring our trust in God for mercy and life.

Having regained their sight, the two men become irrepressible messengers, spreading “the news about
Him in all that country” (vs. 31). They know firsthand, from their own healing, the unwavering mercy of God.

The man who is “mute and demon-possessed” (vs. 32) stands in complete contrast to the blind men. He
neither follows nor cries out, for he is mute. He comes only because others lead him; they present him to the Lord
Jesus. Christ our God, without a word, heals him by casting out the demon has taken away his speech (vs. 33) —
a marvel, indeed, of the pure unwavering mercy of God.

The most wounded of all those whom the Lord Jesus encounters in Galilee are the Pharisees. Their minds
are warped, for they fail to see the hand of God in the merciful healings visibly performed “in their synagogues”
(vs. 35). Incredibly, they call the Lord’s power over demons satanic! How can one logically conclude that Christ
Jesus draws His power from Satan (vs. 34)?

Later on, the Lord will seek to correct them (vss. 12:24-29). Here, He appeals to their hard hearts with
more good news of the kingdom. By “healing every sickness and every disease among the people” (vs. 9:35), He
allows His actions to declare the unwavering mercy of God — all with the goal of softening the Pharisees’ hearts.

[llumine our hearts, O Master who loveth mankind, with the pure light of Thy divine knowledge, and open
the eyes of our mind to the understanding of Thy gospel teachings. — Orthros Prayer
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July 24 — Monday of the Eighth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 16:1-6

The Sign of the Kingdom: Matthew 16:1-6, especially vs. 4: “A wicked and adulterous generation seeks after
asign, and no sign shall be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah.” A rising ocean tide steadily advances
along the dry sand of the beach. Inexorably, the waves wash further and further ashore until high tide is reached.
In today’s verses, we observe the advancing tide of social opposition to the Lord Jesus Christ that will eventually
reach high tide with His Passion.

Early in His ministry, a group of scribes and Pharisees come to the Lord Jesus and ask Him for a sign (vs.
12:38). Now, a new and larger wave of opponents comes. The scribes and Pharisees are joined by the Sadducees,
who are rulers from the Temple. These groups, traditionally hostile to each other, are united in their resistance to
Christ.

Together, these interrogators challenge Him, demanding a sign “from heaven” (vs. 16:1). The specific
request for a sign from heaven represents a demand for wonder-working even greater than the demonstration they
had requested earlier.

Both groups asking for a sign from Christ receive the same answer: there is but one sign for all, “the sign
of the prophet Jonah” (vs. 4). Earlier, the Lord explains His reference to Jonah (vss. 12:39-40); but on this occasion
He focuses on the lack of spiritual depth in anyone who demands signs before he will believe (vss. 16:2-4). He
warns even His disciples against lame spiritual requests for miracles in order to believe (vss. 5-11).

Ironically, these encounters with sign-seekers occur in the midst of overt evidence of the presence of the
kingdom of God, for Christ is healing the sick and feeding the hungry (vss. 15:29-38). Tragically, the Lord’s
interrogators unable to “discern the signs of the times” (vs. 16:3) nor do they perceive the spiritual realm He is
introducing. The kingdom is disclosed to all, but these opponents, having rejected the obvious, are promised only
“the sign of Jonah” — Christ’s departure.

Our Lord further foreshadows this greatest sign by walking away from them (vs. 4). Departure from our
midst is God’s most dread sign and warning. When we turn from Him, God effectively withdraws from us,
although in reality He remains everywhere present.

How is the sign of Jonah a departure for those who oppose God? We faithful in Christ know His departure
is followed by the Resurrection. But for the disdainful and resistant, the sign of Jonah is a true departure. After
the Lord’s opponents crucify Him and see Him buried, they behold Him no more.

Still, the kingdom of God comes! He comes to the humble, the meek, the repentant, and the sorrowful.
Having once come in the flesh, meek and lowly, the Lord mightily tramples down death by death. Then, after
“three days and three nights in the heart of earth” (vs. 12:40), He arises and appears to His faithful. The sign of
Jonah is at once God’s departure from the faithless and His greatest miracle — resurrection and eternal life!

The sign of Jonah is sufficient for everyone. Yet too often we turn away from the Lord Jesus and oppose
Him who loves us! Sadly, the more active His kingdom, the more unreceptive the worldly become. How often
the Lord calls out, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear” (vs. 11:15)! Our kind and merciful Lord seeks to
awaken every interrogator. However, in the end He departs from those who would set their own criteria, as a
warning of the great “departure” (Lk 9:31).

Which will we choose, withdrawal or restoration? As Saint John of Kronstadt advises, “Do not let there
be any deceit or duplicity or coldness in your soul. Strive to have His Spirit, for ‘if any man have not the Spirit of
Christ, he is none of His’” (Spiritual Counsels, p. 28).

Cast me not utterly away, and forsake me not, O God my Savior! — Psalm 26:11
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July 25 — Tuesday of the Eighth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 16:6-12

Growing in Christ: Matthew 16:6-12, especially vs. 12: “Then they understood that He did not tell them to
beware of the leaven of bread, but of the doctrine of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” Saint John Climacus
encourages us to acknowledge our sins, weaknesses, and passions to the Savior if we wish to grow as His disciples.
We must “have the courage to offer our infirmity and natural weakness to Christ with unhesitating faith, and
confess it to Him; and we shall be certain to obtain His help, even beyond our worth, if only we continually plunge
to the depth of humility” (Ladder of Divine Ascent 1.8, p. 6).

Honest confession of our sins and failures, when made with a modicum of humility, is the single proven
path for receiving Christ’s renewing grace and correction. This is what Gospel reveals concerning the first
disciples. It is a life-giving truth for us, too, showing us how we may understand, change, and grow in faith and
humility in Him.

The present portion of Saint Matthew’s Gospel is the Lord Jesus’ reply to our prayer: “Teach me Thy
statutes . . . make me to understand Thy statutes . . . enlighten me with Thy statutes.” Christ responds to this plea
by addressing our lack of faith, mindfulness, and good spiritual practice. He corrects us by setting aside our
obsession with material concerns and speaking to our deep, underlying problem: our lack of trust in Him (vs. 8).
He recalls us to our right minds as members and partakers of Him (vss. 9-10). He provides Himself as the Truth
we must embrace if the Holy Spirit is to illumine our hearts (vss. 11-12).

If we are to receive the benefit of our Lord Jesus’ blessed correction, we must approach His teachings as
more than mere reminders — rather, He sets forth the steps for returning to Him, the true Source of life. We need
to place the Master and His teaching before us constantly, for we do not grow in Christ by acquiring information,
but by humbly developing a relationship with Him. Because we are beginners in this process, He guides us through
repeated failures, showing us through reflection and practice how to draw closer to Him.

The disciples, for example, mistake the Lord Jesus’ remark about “the leaven of the Pharisees and the
Sadducees” (vs. 6) because they are preoccupied with material things such as the bread for a journey (vs. 7). In
the original Greek, the Lord literally calls them, “O you little-faiths” (vs. 8).

Here we encounter an insight into our own ongoing limitations as disciples. We are constantly worried
about the lack of this or that thing, a state which plainly reveals how little we trust the Lord. The plunge into
humility of which Saint John speaks requires that we admit ourselves to be “little-faiths” — those who do not fully
trust Christ with our lives.

The Lord’s antidote for lack of faith is remembrance, for He says to the disciples, “Remember the five
loaves” (vs. 9). The word Christ uses for remember refers not simply to memory, but to a life lived intimately in
Him. We are to be in touch with Him as He feeds the thousands, gives sight to the blind, heals the lame, and raises
the dead. The Gospels are not pleasant stories meant to delight us, but opportunities for reshaping our hearts and
minds in every circumstance of this present, limited life.

When the Lord returns to the original topic — the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees (vss. 6, 11) - He
does not fully explain His point. Instead, He gives the disciples sufficient grist to reach His meaning, with the
help of the Holy Spirit, and to correct their lack of spiritual orientation.

If we, too, hesitate to rely on Him, we will not find life in and through Him. It is no idle matter to pray,
“Illumine our hearts, O Master.” This prayer is life-blood for us if we wish to grow as His disciples by embracing
the Lord Jesus and His correction.

Glorify us in recompense by Thy Divine power, and forsake us not who hope in Thee. — Divine Liturgy of
Saint John Chrysostom
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July 26 — Wednesday of the Eighth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 16:20-24

The Full Gospel: Matthew 16:20-24, especially vs. 23: “You are an offense to Me, for you are not mindful of the
things of God, but the things of men.” Since we are weak, we are often tempted to adopt what Saint Paul calls “a
different gospel” (Gal 1:6), despite our illumination in the Christian mystery. We must keep in mind, however,
that there “is not another [gospel], but there are some who . . . want to pervert the gospel of Christ” (vs. 7).

In the present passage from Saint Matthew, the Lord Jesus reveals three ways we sometimes skew His
Gospel in order to make it more palatable to our earthly, human sensibilities. We may be tempted to minimize
the supernatural, to modify the identity and ministry of our Lord Jesus Christ, and/or to gloss over the centrality
of His suffering, death, and Resurrection.

The disciple Peter, who later becomes chief of the apostles (Mt 16:18), has an intense, emotional reaction
to the Lord Jesus’ announcement that “He must go to Jerusalem, and suffer many things from the elders and chief
priests and scribes, and be killed” (vs. 21). Horrified at this prospect, Peter rebukes the Teacher for allowing this
(vs. 22). His resistance to Christ’s prophecy is so strong that he misses the stunning conclusion of the message
(“and be raised the third day” — vs. 21). The full Gospel includes the Resurrection!

Like the Pharisees and Sadducees, Peter and the other disciples do not fully comprehend that the sign of
Jonah (vs. 12:39) has two dimensions. They understand only the horrifying prospect of “three days and three
nights in the heart of the earth” (vs. 40) and overlook the Resurrection that is to follow. Jesus has told them, and
yet they miss it.

Then the Lord warns them of the “leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees” (vss. 16:6, 11), for these
religious leaders demand signs if they are to believe in Him. In the end the disciples witness the greatest of all
signs, but first they must live through Christ’s Passion. Only afterward does the risen Lord stand in their midst.

Let us not be over-dependent on miracles, like the Pharisees and Sadducees, for the full gospel is ours by
faith in Christ. As He says, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed” (Jn 20:29). Above all,
let us not miss out on the true gospel by having an inadequate or limited understanding of the Person and ministry
of Christ our God. Rather, let us affirm that He is fully God and fully Man in every respect, except that He is free
sin — free of the tragic lot of our race.

This present passage shows the disciples slowly moving toward a complete understanding of the identity
of the Lord Jesus Christ. They reject many popular views of Him, including that He is John the Baptist or Elijah,
who are forerunners of the Christ, or that He might be “Jeremiah or one of the prophets” (Mt 16:14). Peter even
declares, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (vs. 16).

The Lord carefully modulates His revelation, beginning with the caution to “tell no one that He was Jesus
the Christ” (vs. 20). Since Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the living God,” the full Gospel will necessarily include
His death and Resurrection. Immediately, then, He tells the disciples about His Passion and how He will be raised
on the third day (vss. 20, 21).

When Peter resists Jesus’ prediction of suffering and death, the Lord rebukes him sharply so that His
disciples will fully understand the Gospel. We acknowledge the foolishness of the Lord’s message: “Christ
crucified, to the Jews a stumbling block, and unto the Greeks foolishness, but to those who are called . . . the
power of God, and the wisdom of God. Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men; and the weakness of
God is stronger than men” (1 Cor 1:21-25). Only the whole Gospel saves, and this despite our logic and wisdom.

The Bridegroom of the Church was fastened with nails, pierced with a spear. Thy sufferings we adore, O
Christ. Make us to behold Thy glorious Resurrection! — Orthros of Great and Holy Friday
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July 27 — Gospel: Feast of Great Martyr and Healer Panteleimon
Saint John 15:17-16:2

The Paraclete: Saint John 15:17-16:2, especially vss. 26, 27: “But when the Helper comes, Whom | shall send
to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who proceeds from the Father, He will testify of Me. And you also will
bear witness....” Long for the Spirit to come and fill you, to testify of Christ through you, and to strengthen us
all. When the Spirit descends upon us and upon the Holy Gifts, these become for us the Body and Blood of the
Savior, Christ our God. We receive Him; His blood mingles with ours, renews and purifies every drop of blood
in our hearts and throughout our bodies. Long to have the true Helper! To be made gentle, loving, merciful, and
worthy - to have Jesus on your lips. Yes, long for the All-Holy Spirit!

The Spirit, one with the Father, comes because our Lord Jesus Christ sends Him, for the Life-giving
Trinity, our God, one in essence, is parakletos, Helper and Comforter in every respect. Our Father in Heaven is
awesome, dread, and terrible even to look upon (Heb. 12:29). Jesus, the Son of God, took our flesh upon Himself
and was most accessible for a few, brief years in Palestine as He walked about with the Disciples. However, He
ascended into Heaven to sit beside the Father. Still, He sends the Spirit so that we are not bereft! The Spirit of
truth is near, another parakletos to be with us, since Christ, the first parakletos we met, is lifted up from our
physical sight. The Spirit, though not seen, is known. He is everywhere present, near, within, whispering truth
in the ears of the heart, always testifying of Christ. Long for the Paraklete!

The coming of the Holy Spirit is not by physical contact, as Saint Basil points out: “How could a corporeal
being approach the Bodiless One?” Still, we know His presence for He moves and acts within us. How? In the
present passage, the Lord Jesus Himself gives us the criteria by which to be assured. The Spirit brings love, not
hate. When we “...1ove one another” (Jn. 15:17), as our Savior commands, rather than hate, “...because [we] are
not of the world...” (vs. 19), then the Spirit is among us and in us. This is what Saint Basil means when he says,
“the Spirit comes to us when we withdraw ourselves from evil passions, which have crept into the soul through
its friendship with the flesh, alienating us from a close relationship with God.”

Our very sealing with the gift of God, the “...holy, and almighty, and adorable Spirit...” keeps us in His
sanctification; confirms us in the Orthodox faith; delivers us “...from the Evil One, and from the machinations of
the same,” to “...preserve our souls in purity and uprightness...” through the saving fear of God above all else.
We know that the Spirit is among us when Christ’s word is kept among us. But by a spirit of this world we are
persecuted by those who “do not know Him Who sent” Christ to us in the first place (vs. 21).

Furthermore, we may be assured of the Spirit’s presence among us and in us when we are able to “...bear
witness, because [we] have been with...” Christ (vs. 27) and He with us. All this the Paraklete does for us. Listen
again to Saint Basil: “Through Him hearts are lifted up, the infirm are held by the hand, and those who progress
are brought to perfection. He shines upon those who are cleansed from every spot, and makes them spiritual men
through fellowship with Himself.” Let this be true: that we struggle even though we are infirm, seek repeatedly
to calm the raging of our flesh, and keep growing in the things that Christ teaches us despite our failures.

Do not despair at what is not yet complete. Do not be discouraged when a stalwart brother fails you
without cause. The Lord Jesus Himself promised that the Paraklete would come so that [we] “...should not be
made to stumble” (vs. 16:1). Call out to the Life-giving Spirit:

O Heavenly King, Comforter, the Spirit of truth, the Treasury of good things and Giver of life: Come and
abide in us and cleanse us from every stain and save our souls, O good One.
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July 28 — Friday of the Eighth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 17:10-18

John and Elijah: Matthew 17:10-18, especially vs. 12: “But I say to you that Elijah has come already, and they
did not know him but did to him whatever they wished. Likewise, the Son of Man is also about to suffer at their
hands.” Immediately after the first disciples witness the Lord Jesus’ transfiguration, which includes an
appearance by Elijah (vs. 17:1-9), they ask, “Why then do the scribes say that Elijah must come first?” (vs. 10).
To enlarge the disciples’ understanding of His theophany on Mount Tabor, the Lord addresses the respective
offices of three persons: Elijah, the exemplar of the Old Testament prophets; Saint John the Forerunner, greatest
“among those born of women” (vs. 11:11); and Christ Himself.

First, our Lord confirms the scribes’ traditional reading of Malachi 3:22 (4:5, in some translations):
“Behold, I will send to you Elijah before the coming of the great and glorious day of the Lord.” The scribes rightly
discern that before the Messiah comes to judge the nations, God in His mercy will send Elijah to prepare His
people. Specifically, he will settle their questions and restore the sacred articles which vanished with Solomon’s
temple (Mt 17:11).

Our Lord then directly links Elijah with John the Forerunner. This connection is best explained by the
words of the Archangel Gabriel, who announces that the Forerunner is to minister “in the spirit and power of
Elijah” (Lk 1:17). John and Elijah’s divinely appointed tasks are very similar historically, for the two will serve
as forerunners of the appearance of Christ in the world.

Furthermore, both John and Elijah are to be endowed with the Holy Spirit. Both will appear at critical
moments in God’s plan of salvation for mankind. In stating that “Elijah has come already” (Mt 17:12), Jesus
reinforces the identification of John’s tasks with those of Elijah. The connection is not literal, however, for
although Elijah has already come, “they did not know him” (vs. 12).

When our Lord links John to Elijah, He is following a time-honored approach to the interpretation of
Scripture. The statement “Elijah has come already” is typological — a kind of foreshadowing that does not distort
the Biblical record, which is firmly grounded in history. Its purpose is rather to call attention to the essential
theological meaning of the event.

This typological method of reading Scripture is rigorously faithful to God’s revelation of Himself. In
contrast to allegory, which presupposes hidden meanings in the words of Scripture, typology discloses the inner
dynamic of God’s plan within actual events. As Father George Florovsky affirms, “There is no need to abstract
revealed truth from the frame in which the revelations took place” (Bible, Church, Tradition: An Eastern
Orthodox View). The mighty acts of God in history reach their crescendo with the Incarnation, Passion, and
Resurrection of Christ our God.

This typological perspective serves to connect disparate events which take place over the span of history,
thus illumining the presence of God’s hand across time. Typology discloses the mysteries of the faith by using
God’s work in and through concrete events and persons, such as the prophets John and Elijah.

Another example of typology found in today’s reading is the link that our Lord establishes between
Himself and the Forerunner John. Saint John is a type of the Lord Jesus, who “is also about to suffer at their
hands” (vs. 12). The Forerunner’s martyric death in Herod’s prison foreshadows and prepares us for the mystery
of the Lord Jesus’ Passion. Likewise, Elijah’s return at the end of history will foreshadow that dread day when
Christ the Lord returns to judge every person and every nation for their words and deeds.

Forerunners of Christ, who proclaim the dispensation of the King, pray to Him for us. — Vespers for the
Synaxis of Saint John the Forerunner
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July 29 — Saturday of the Eighth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 12:30-37

Growing a Good Tree: Matthew 12:30-37, especially vs. 37: “For by your words you will be justified, and by
your words you will be condemned.” In this passage from Saint Matthew’s Gospel, a tragically disabled man
encounters Christ our God (vs. 22). This man has been eking out an existence in a society lacking every form of
public assistance. Unable to speak about his pain, he is consigned to a life of beggary and vulnerability. Along
with his physical impairments, he suffers from possession by demons.

The Gospel account details the complete transformation of this man. Our compassionate Lord sweeps
away the heavy weight of blindness, silence, alienation, and inner turmoil. As a result, the man “both spoke and
saw” (vs. 22).

The most surprising outcome of this healing is the reaction of the Pharisees, who attack the Lord Jesus.
“This fellow does not cast out demons except by Beelzebub, the ruler of the demons” (vs. 24). Who, we are
tempted to ask, is still living in blindness, alienation, and inner turmoil?

In response to the Pharisees’ bitter remark, the Lord Jesus shares the insights that comprise the present
passage. His response is barbed, and yet His words hold wonderful gifts. We learn how to root bitterness and
hatred out of our hearts, how to find out whether we are “gathering or scattering abroad” with Him (vs. 30), and
how nourish ourselves from the Source of good trees.

Our Lord begins with a proclamation of forgiveness. Sins, even blasphemy, can be forgiven. Even the
slurs that the Pharisees aim at Jesus are forgivable (vs. 31). God is “faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to
cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 Jn 1:9). However, forgiveness from God comes with conditions. First we
must forgive others, then confess our own sins to the Lord. We must make every effort to turn away from our
deep-seated passions as we struggle to speak and live in a manner worthy of Christ.

These conditions constitute repentance, which is a fundamental “turning around” in life, an existential re-
direction. Our Lord describes this choice using the metaphor of cultivating fruit trees. In the terms of the metaphor,
we must decide whether Christ is our source for cultivating good or bad trees (Mt 12:33).

As earnest Christians, we must decide what we believe about Jesus, whom we call Lord. Does Christ
reveal the basic truths about life, or is He just another man with very admirable ideals? Will we allow Him to
shape our hearts and live by His teachings, or will we adopt some other source of life? When we recognize that
the Lord alone nourishes our hearts until they become good trees yielding fruit, we will repent and feed upon the
Source of good trees. We will confess to the God who is faithful to forgive and begin our struggle to live in Christ.

To perceive the Lord Jesus as the one source of life means uniting ourselves to His Body, the Church.
Genuine union with Christ is also measured by our response to the Holy Spirit. If we belittle, ignore, reject, or
live contrary to the Spirit, we are apostates at heart, no matter how often we affirm that Christ cultivates every
productive tree. If we choose to live such a contradiction, we blaspheme the Holy Spirit. If we persist in such a
rejection, we risk losing the gift of true forgiveness (vss. 31-32).

If we choose the Source of good trees, we must be watchful, “for out of the abundance of the heart the
mouth speaks” (vs. 34). Does good treasure come out of us, or do we speak idle words (vss. 35-36)? The Lord
reminds us that we must give an account even of the inner thoughts behind our words (vss. 36-37). Either we
condemn ourselves or we save our souls by drawing life from the Source of good.

Grant forgiveness, O Lord; send also strength. Convert me, that I might live in sanctity, according to Thy
holy will. Cleanse my heart as a dwelling place free of demons. — Saint Ephraim the Syrian
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July 30 — Eighth Sunday after Pentecost. Tone 7
Matthew 14:14-22

Shadows and Types: Matthew 14:14-22, especially vs. 19: “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.” This description of the feeding of the multitudes closely parallels Christ’s words of institution in the
Divine Liturgy. Two factors account for the similarities. First, our Lord consistently follows the traditional form
used by His people for blessings before meals. At the same time, He places His unique signature upon these
traditional prayers and actions (Lk 24:30-31). These shadows and types now appear in our liturgy.

Jewish prayers are composed so as to bless God alone. When bread is blessed in a Jewish home, the father
of the family lays his hands on the loaf, elevates it, and says, “Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the
universe who hast brought forth bread from the earth.” Note that he does not bless the bread itself, but rather God
the Creator.

This same pattern of blessing God alone appears in many, though not all, Christian prayers of blessing.
The parallel is strikingly apparent in the opening lines of the anaphora (“It is meet and right to hymn Thee, to
bless Thee, to praise Thee, to give thanks unto Thee”), which is the great prayer of blessing and thanksgiving
before the Eucharist.

Other facets of the Lord Jesus’ feeding of the multitudes are reflected in the ritual actions of the Divine
Liturgy, which are straightforward in themselves. These actions are indicated by the verbs “took,” “blessed,”
“broke,” and “gave” (Mt 14:19). Unquestionably, Christ’s command at the Last Supper to do these actions in
remembrance of Him (Lk 22:19) sets the pattern for every Eucharistic celebration, including the Orthodox
liturgies of Saints Basil, John Chrysostom, James, and Gregory the Dialogist. The pattern is also present in the
Western rite liturgies of the Antiochian Patriarchate and in the services of many non-Orthodox churches.

Each liturgy conforms to the actions received from the Lord Jesus at the feeding of the multitude and at
the Last Supper. The elements of bread and wine are placed on the altar — the Holy Table — prior to the great
prayer of blessing (Mt 14:17-19). In every liturgy these elements are understood as the gifts of the people — our
self-offering.

In the liturgies of Saint John Chrysostom and Saint Basil, the “bringing, taking and placing” are
accompanied by special ceremonies. These ceremonies begin with the proskomedia, during which the Lamb is
placed on the diskos and the wine and water are mixed in the chalice. At the Great Entrance, the bread and wine
are carried to the Holy Table while the Cherubic Hymn is sung. The prayer of the proskomedia is offered as the
gifts are presented to God.

The Eucharistic prayer of blessing, called the anaphora in Orthodox practice, begins with the call to “stand
aright . . . stand with fear . . . attend, that we may offer the holy oblation in peace.” Next, following our Lord’s
practice, we bless the Holy Trinity. This priestly prayer acknowledges God’s unchanging and ineffable nature
and recalls His mighty acts for our salvation. Using Christ’s words of institution, the Church calls down the Holy
Spirit to transform us as well as the bread and wine. We petition God for the living and the dead and conclude
with the Lord’s Prayer.

The actual breaking of the bread occurs when the priest divides the Lamb into four parts with great
reverence and care. He prays silently, “Divided and distributed is the Lamb of God who is divided, yet not
disunited.” Then, with great solemnity, the Holy Gifts are given to the people after the priest’s invitation, “With
fear of God, and faith and love, draw near.” Indeed, we are among the multitudes who receive Him!

Of Thy mystic supper, O Son of God, accept me today as a communicant! — Divine Liturgy of Saint John
Chrysostom
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July 31 — Monday of the Ninth Week after Pentecost
Matthew 18:1-11

The Worthy Heart Is Humble: Matthew 18:1-11, especially vs. 1: “At that time the disciples came to Jesus,
saying, ‘Who then is greatest in the kingdom of heaven?’” To answer His disciples’ question, the Lord Jesus
places a young child before them as an icon of humility, thus illumining the single characteristic that makes a
person worthy of honor in kingdom of heaven (vs. 4). Our Lord’s message corresponds to His teaching in the first
Beatitude: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (vs. 5:3).

Let us consider why the Lord Jesus chooses humility as the foremost quality of heart worthy of honor in
His kingdom. According to Saint Maximos the Confessor, “the highest of all blessings [is] humility that conserves
other blessings and destroys their opposites” (Philokalia vol. 2, p. 282). Humble hearts nurture only what is fitting
for the kingdom of heaven. In order to become a disciple — a beginner in the life in Christ — we must first be
“converted” to humility (vs. 18:3). Unless Christ-like humility is our goal, we cannot even begin to approach the
kingdom of heaven.

Since a humble heart is necessary for every disciple, how do we become genuinely humble? The one who
motivates us to achieve a humble heart is the Lord Jesus, of course. He embodies humility perfectly through His
ineffable and amazing condescension. His humility draws us to Him. We are awed by the prospect of
transformation. Can our lives truly become pure? Are we able to receive the Lord Himself (vs. 5)? Little by little
this sense of awe makes us humble, like a child (vs. 4).

However, we must guard against thinking that a humble heart is easily acquired. Although we are attracted
to humility, we should anticipate a battle in the soul. The cost of humility on Christ’s terms is an all-out fight
against our self-serving pride and vainglory. The humility we perceive in Christ our God requires a lifelong
dedication to putting to death our carelessness, arrogance, selfishness, and self-indulgence.

If we do not try to humble ourselves, however, we will surely offend God. In this case, woe to us (vs. 7)!
We would be better off if “a millstone were hung around [our] neck, and [we] were drowned in the depth of the
sea” (vs. 6)! The humble heart becomes a cross that we must take up in order to follow Christ. True life comes
only comes to us through dying, for “unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies, it remains alone; but
if it dies, it produces much grain” (Jn 12:24).

In revealing the inestimable value of humility, our Lord prompts us always to address others from a
humble heart. Using hyperbole, He encourages us to avoid contributing to the fall of others by any means — thus
the command to cut off our hand, foot, eye, or whatever else may lead us to abandon the quest for a humble heart
(Mt 18: 8-9).

If our negative habits of heart remain unchecked and we give them free reign, they will destroy every
semblance of humility within us. Let us struggle against such sins so that we may be blessed with a grain of
humility, a tiny bit of life from Christ. If we refuse, we choose “to be cast into hell fire” (vs. 9).

We need not despair, for the boastful Peter became a humble apostle, faithful to a martyr’s death, and the
self-assured persecutor Saul became the Apostle Paul, first among sinners. Christ came “to save that which was
lost” (vs. 11). He will not abandon us in our struggle to gain a humble heart!

Thou rememberest not how | angered Thee, but foreseeing humility, lamentation and a sincere disposition,
Thou dost proclaim: ‘Take out the best garment, kill the fatted calf and let us be consoled and make merry!’ May
Thine angels, O Master, also gather and rejoice for me, Thy son who was lost and who has been found. — Saint
Ephraim the Syrian
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