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December 1 - Friday of the Twenty-eighth Week after Pentecost 
Luke 20:19–26  
 
War and Peace: Luke 20:19-26, especially vss. 19-20: “And the chief priests and the scribes that 
very hour sought to lay hands on Him. . . . So they watched Him, and sent spies who pretended to be 
righteous, that they might seize on His words, in order to deliver Him to the power and the authority 
of the governor.” Our great God and Savior Jesus Christ took on human flesh in order to free the 
inhabitants of the earth from mankind’s ancient enemy, abolish death, and destroy sin. Yet, ironically, 
His incarnation ignited a violent spiritual war. Let us reflect on that wondrous time when our Lord, 
the God of Peace, waged war against our spiritual enemy and, through His Cross and Passion, 
established peace for us. 

Who is the enemy in today’s lesson? At first glance it appears to be the chief priests, the scribes, 
and their spies (vss. 19-20). While the Lord is still in Galilee the scribes and Pharisees “begin to assail 
Him vehemently,” cross-examining Him and “lying in wait for Him, and seeking to catch Him in 
something He might say, that they might accuse Him” (vs. 11:53-54). By the time the Lord arrives in 
Jerusalem, these men are His open opponents. Christ prophesies, “The Son of Man must suffer many 
things, and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed” (vs. 9:22). 

Opposition to Christ’s message appears very early in the Gospel (Mk 3:2, 6) and continues 
throughout His ministry. Now, opportunity presents itself to His opponents at last. One of the Lord’s 
disciples, Judas Iscariot, goes “his way and conferred with the chief priests and captains, how he might 
betray Him to them,” even as they “sought how they might kill Him” (Lk 22:4, 2).  

All of these men may be considered His visible enemies, but let us consider the true enemy 
who lurks behind the scenes. As the chief priests are plotting, “Satan entered Judas, surnamed Iscariot” 
(vs. 3). This verse changes our perspective on the war for eternal life and points to the underlying 
reality. Yes, the spies, captains, scribes, Pharisees, chief priests, and a traitor from Christ’s inner circle 
merge to form a cadre of opposition. However, they are mere enlistees – pawns of the real enemy, 
Satan. 

In fact, the Lord prays for these very men from the Cross, saying, “Father, forgive them, for 
they know not what they do” (vs. 23:34). Surely He is not praying for the demons! Saint Nikolai of 
Zicha explains that these men “were not only doing their own will but the will of another. ‘Many dogs’ 
(Ps 21:16) were gathered to destroy Christ the Lord. When the devil failed to overcome the Lord on 
the Mount of Temptation with his false promises (Lk 4:1-13), he applied his wiles and strength to 
destroying the Lord through men by a dishonorable death on the Cross.” However, Saint Nikolai 
refuses to apply the term many dogs to the men involved, for “David would not have called God’s 
people, the crown of His creation, dogs, but he called the demons dogs” (Prologue From Ochrid vol. 
4, p. 47). 

Satan and his minions are the true enemies of Christ our God – and our true enemies as well. 
These powers set out to kill the Life-giver, but the Lord defeats them by the Cross. Through Christ all 
men, at all times and everywhere, can become victors in God’s war to free the inhabitants of the earth 
from the tyranny of the enemy. Let us never cease to pray for the men and women who are being used 
by Satan to oppose the Gospel of peace on earth, for “God has called us to peace” (1 Cor 7:15). 

May the God of peace crush Satan under your feet quickly. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ 
be with you. Amen. – Romans 16:20 
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December 2 - Saturday of the Twenty-eighth Week after Pentecost 
Luke 12:32-40  
 
Ready Alert: Luke 12:32-40, especially vs. 40: “Therefore you also be ready, for the Son of Man is 
coming at an hour you do not expect.” It is one thing to become an Orthodox Christian; it is another 
to live as a responsive servant of Christ at all times and under every circumstance. To do so means 
being on “ready alert,” to borrow a term from the military, emergency teams, and the utility companies. 
Terms such as on call, available, responsive, and prepared characterize such a manner of living. Ask 
anyone who has served guard duty under combat conditions, or a worker in an emergency room, or a 
utility repairman coping with a major storm. 

Because most of us are not sufficiently aware of the actual conditions prevailing in the spiritual 
dimension of this life, we behave like inexperienced children – we are liable to paralysis by fear, over-
dependence on familiar resources, and an inattentiveness to heart matters. For this reason Christ our 
Lord provides instruction and encouragement to awaken us and bring us to a higher state of alert. We 
hear these words in every Divine Liturgy: “Let us attend!” 

The Lord Jesus begins with fear, encouraging us not to lose heart. God the Father keeps His 
promises. In fact, our Lord asserts that it is the Father’s capable, able, and good pleasure to bring about 
the Kingdom of God, to assert His reign over all facets of the entire creation. God is concerned with 
every matter and action, even those we cannot see physically.  

However, fear, once unloosed and accepted, can either paralyze us or stampede us to great 
harm. In every situation where surprise or boredom dominates, Christ encourages us to trust God’s 
promises such as eternal life (1 Jn 2:25), rejoicing (Ps 29:5), comfort in trials (Is 43:2), providence 
(Rom 8:28), grace to face whatever comes (2 Cor 12:9), and much, much more. Let our first response 
to any hint of fear be confession and a declaration of our trust in God. It is a matter of fighting back 
against the weakening within ourselves by choosing to trust in the Lord, despite whatever we may 
feel. 

A likely occasion for fear is physical loss and a shortfall of material resources, for we tend to 
be oriented toward the physical realm rather than the spiritual. Hence, it is necessary to declare that 
we are merely the stewards of what is in our hands and under our control. All earthly things are the 
Lord’s, not ours. An excellent approach to putting material things in their place is to tithe ten percent 
of our income – and then to go beyond that by making regular offerings for those in need. The Lord 
Jesus frequently directs us to give alms and to apply the standards of the Kingdom to the handling of 
our finances. We must remember that “where [our] treasure is, there [our] heart will be also” (Lk 
12:34). Above all, we are to value what God values: the condition of our hearts, the quality of our 
motives, and our capacity to love. 

Throughout this Gospel passage, Christ sets watchfulness before us. We are to wait and look 
for Him, ready to respond to whatever God allows to come in life. First and foremost, we should 
respond in ways that are pleasing to Him: “Let your waist be girded and your lamps burning; and you 
yourselves be like men who wait for their master” (vss. 35-36).  

Note that watchfulness moves in two directions simultaneously: a readiness to please God is 
coupled with the inclination to resist suggestions from the enemy (vs. 39). Our foe has his devices! He 
makes suggestions constantly. Never doubt that the wolf of souls is planning a trap for us every day, 
in every step along the way. Nevertheless we have hope, for “the Son of Man is coming” (vs. 40). 
Since we know not when, let us strive to be alert at all times! 

In the night I rise up early beseeching Thee, O Lover of mankind. Lighten me and guide me 
to Thy commandments. Teach me, O Savior, to do Thy will. – Canon of Meatfare Sunday 
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December 3 – Twenty-eighth Sunday after Pentecost 
Luke 18:35-43    
 
The Creator of Faith: Luke 18:35-43, especially vs. 42: “Then Jesus said to him, ‘Receive your 
sight: your faith has made you well.’” Reflecting on the Lord Jesus’ healing of the blind man at 
Jericho, Saint Ephrem the Syrian observes, “Light came into the world to give sight to the blind and 
faith to those who lacked it” (Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron, p. 241). Today’s passage from 
Saint Luke’s gospel reveals that the Lord constantly is creating faith and saving men and women 
thereby. It confirms the Apostle Paul’s declaration that the Lord Jesus is “the author and finisher of 
our faith” (Heb 12:2). 

The Evangelist Luke reveals how Christ authors faith in human hearts. First He creates a 
climate conducive to faith, encouraging us to trust in Him. Then He calls on us – and on all who are 
in need – to trust Him. The passage also shows us how the Lord completes trust in Himself by giving 
those who come to Him tangible opportunities to express that trust directly. Christ’s grace always is 
active, working in advance of our trust. The Lord Jesus’ grace creates faith within us, so that we may 
respond to Him and thus be saved.  

The encounter between the Lord and the blind beggar at Jericho thus holds up dual truths: that 
“by grace you have been saved” and that salvation comes through faith – that is, “when faith is 
exercised” (see Eph 2:8). This portion of Luke’s gospel demonstrates that salvation is synergistic, 
depending on cooperation between man and God. 

Let us review the sequence of events. A blind man hears a multitude passing and asks “what it 
meant” (Lk 19:36). He learns “that Jesus of Nazareth was passing by” (vs. 37). He reacts 
instantaneously by crying out to the Lord (vs. 38).  

Strange? Not really. The Lord’s fame and notoriety as a healer are already well known by this 
time. The Lord Jesus has been preaching to the poor and healing various diseases (vs. 4:40), including 
the restoration of sight to many blind persons (vs. 7:21). His care and compassion attract huge crowds 
(vs. 8:19). The beggar doubtless knows about Jesus. Perhaps he has heard about Jesus feeding a crowd 
of 5,000 (vs. 9:12-17) or giving life to the dead (vs. 7:11-18).  

Christ continues to perform healings today. As we hear the Gospels read to us, one account 
after another, we find grounds for trusting Him. Despite the doubt permeating society around us, the 
wonders of God continue to shine in and through His Church. Truly, Christ our God not only responds 
to faith in Him but continues to create trust in our own day. 

When the blind man cries out irrepressibly, the Lord calls him to Himself (vs. 18:40). The Lord 
Jesus energizes our faith by calling us to Him when we wish to have Him act in our lives. The Parable 
of the Importunate Widow describes a woman who drives a judge to distraction until he gives her 
vengeance. By such illustrations the Lord encourages us to appeal to God (vss. 2-7).  

Let us pay close attention to the behavior of the blind beggar, for we too are blind beggars. If 
we cry out to the Lord from the darkness of our hesitant faith, He will call us to Himself. Let us ignore 
the voices around us that ask, “What is the use? If God exists, will He reverse or change these 
conditions?” Or the voice inside that insists, “You are not important enough!” The Creator is not 
abandoning us to duress and dark doubt. Cry out to Him! 

When the blind man stands up and comes before Jesus, the Lord gives him a chance to exercise 
faith. He asks him, “What do you want Me to do for you?” (vs. 41). Do we suppose that the Lord does 
not already know what the blind man wants? Of course not – yet the Creator of faith allows us to 
venture in faith to learn how it influences Him. We must take a faltering step and try believing, even 
if only a little. 

 
O Christ, Creator of all things, grant me the grace of faith always to cry out unto Thee. 
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December 4 – Great Martyr Barbara & Saint John of Damascus 
Mark 5:24-34   
 
Touching the Lord: Mark 5:24-34, especially vs. 27: “When she heard about Jesus, she came behind 
Him in the crowd and touched His garment.” We may be tempted to believe that this woman enjoys 
an advantage that we do not. “When she heard about Jesus,” she actually came up behind Him to touch 
His clothing. Is it possible that we, who know that Christ has ascended into heaven, can enjoy the same 
opportunity as this woman? Come, let us examine our situation. 

We live in a culture that trusts primarily in what can be touched, measured, and weighed. Most 
people today would agree that we have no chance of being healed by touching the Lord’s garment, for 
He is not physically present among us.  

Nevertheless, Orthodox Christians affirm that we, too, may take hold of Christ’s robe, just as 
those who lived while “the Lord Jesus went in and out among us” (Acts 1:21). Like the woman in 
today’s Gospel, however, we must place all our trust in this simple action. We must be willing to touch 
the “garments” of the Lord Jesus through the means He provides for us, and readily admit that we need 
His unique therapy. 

The Church Fathers, like the Evangelist Mark, call our attention first to the woman’s fervent 
faith. “This woman had great faith,” asserts Blessed Theophylact, “for she thought she could receive 
benefit even from His garment. And so indeed she received healing” (Explanation of the Holy Gospel 
According to Saint Mark, p. 46). 

Her actions reveal a complete reliance on God, who cannot be seen with our mortal eyes, and 
yet who appears as a man she can see and touch. She sees God with her physical eyes, for He makes 
Himself available physically by walking in human flesh. At the same time, she sees the Lord with the 
eyes of her heart. It is this inner sight that encourages her to risk physical touching. 

Faith increases the likelihood of our sensing the presence of God, given certain conditions. 
According to Saint Maximos the Confessor, “When the Word of God becomes bright and shining in 
us, and His face is dazzling as the sun, then also will His clothes be radiant, that is, the clear and 
distinct words of the Holy Scripture of the Gospels now no longer veiled” (Selected Writings, p. 50).  

How do the declarations of the Gospels and their witness encourage us to reach out and touch 
the Lord? According to Theophylact, “he who touches Jesus is the one who does not crowd against 
Jesus, and who does not surround with turmoil the Word within himself . . . [for] those in tumult and 
turmoil do not touch Christ; they only throng Him” (p. 47).  

Faith comes as the Lord reveals Himself within us. Then we dare to reach out and touch Him, 
for we believe that He will heal us, forgive us, and restore our true nature through His eternal therapy! 

Our compassionate Lord understands that we need the tangible. He became incarnate to 
awaken us to the possibility of His physical presence in many tangible forms. After withdrawing His 
body to heaven, He sends the Holy Spirit into our hearts and into certain media we touch for healing: 
the baptismal waters, the oil of chrismation and holy unction, the icons, the words of Scripture, His 
very Body and Blood in the sacrament of holy communion.  

All of these are quite tangible. They are the radiant clothes St. Maximos describes, always 
there for us to reach out, touch, and embrace. Who says we cannot touch Him? 

Although we may approach Christ secretly via the means He offers us, He eventually calls 
upon us to confess Him openly. He may well require us, like the woman in the Gospel, to admit that 
we reached out, touched, and were healed. Such things happen! 

As the earth is full of Thy mercy, O Master, do Thou heal me who touch Thy holy things. – 
Service of Holy Unction 
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December 5 – Saint Sabbas the Sanctified  
Matthew 11:27-30    
 
Changing Burdens: Matthew 11:27-30, especially vs. 28: “Come to Me, all you who labor and are 
heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” According to Saint John Chrysostom, we find ourselves caught 
between this invitation from Christ and the weight of our sins, which are “heavy and hard to bear.” 
Understanding our spiritual location is crucial, for when we become conscious of the burden of our 
sin, we know where to find relief: we embrace the Lord Jesus’ offer of rest for the soul (vs. 29).  

The Prophet David aptly describes the weight imposed on us by sin: “For mine iniquities are 
risen higher than my head; as a heavy burden have they pressed heavily upon me (Ps 37:4). Saint John 
Chrysostom echoes these words as he directs us to accept Christ’s invitation:  

“For nothing so weighs upon the soul, and presses it down, as consciousness of sin; nothing so 
much gives it wings, and raises it on high as the attainment of virtue. And mark it: what is more 
grievous, I pray thee, than to have no possessions? to turn the cheek, and when smitten not to smite 
again? to die by a violent death? Yet nevertheless, if we practice self-command, all these things are 
light and easy” (“Homily 38 on the Gospel of Saint Matthew,” NPNF First Series, vol. 10, p. 253-54). 

Possessions, if we have them, often overwhelm us. Day and night we fear losing what we have 
acquired. We grieve when the stock market falls, lament when rising prices strain our budget, and fret 
whenever drought, theft, or daily deterioration takes away the things for which we have labored. On 
such occasions we call to mind the delight of the saints. They chose poverty and found their joy in the 
spirit of Christ.  

Instead of fighting for what is ours, Saint John Chrysostom advises us to turn the other cheek, 
which is “a less grievous thing than to smite another. . . . And whether is lighter . . . to fight, or to have 
the prize? . . . . Therefore also, to die is better than to live. For the one withdraws us from waves and 
dangers, while the other adds unto them, and makes a man subject to numberless plots and distresses, 
which have made life not worth living.”  

 “No matter what people do or say to us, we must be meek and forgive every offense,” says 
Elder Thaddeus of Serbia (Our Thoughts Determine Our Lives, p. 88). This is the life in Christ. 

Saint John Chrysostom himself perished unjustly, exiled to the farthest borders of the 
Byzantine Empire, in a distant region near the Black Sea. Yet he affirms that the martyrs, as they died 
for Christ, “were glad of heart, more than such as lie upon a bed of roses.”  

Our salvation can be found in Christ alone, who scorned sin and now invites us to overcome 
this burden by accepting His yoke: “For My yoke is easy and My burden is light” (vs. 30).  

 “Fear not therefore, neither start away from the yoke that lightens thee of all these things,” 
Saint John encourages us, “but put thyself under it . . . and then thou shalt know well the pleasure 
thereof. For it doth not at all bruise thy neck, but is put on thee for good order’s sake only, and to 
persuade thee to walk seemly, and to lead thee unto the royal road, and to deliver thee from the 
precipices on either side, and to make thee walk with ease in the narrow way.” 

Lord, help us to endure temptations and humiliations in this world; but to rejoice within our 
heart, because our conscience is at peace; for while the world despises virtuous men, yet it envies 
them, for as our ancestors used to say, even the enemy admires virtues - as You do. – Saint Nektarios 
of Aegina 
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December 6 - Saint Nicholas the Wonderworker  
Luke 6:17-23    
 
Jesus Is Here: Luke 6:17-23, especially vss. 17-19: “A great multitude of people from all Judea and 
Jerusalem, and from the seacoast of Tyre and Sidon . . . came to hear Him and be healed of their 
diseases, as well as those who were tormented with unclean spirits. And they were healed. . . . Power 
went out from Him and healed them all.” What affliction, disease, or unclean spirit is debilitating you 
at present? If you answer “none,” beware. It is perilous to imagine that we are doing well, free of 
demonic influences and in spiritual health. If we think so, we are captive to delusion and still remain 
far from true health, life, and peace. 

If we suppose that things are going well because we have enough of this world’s goods, then 
we have forgotten that every prop which holds up our life can be removed in a moment. In reality, we 
are poor.  

If we believe that “doing well” means coping with what life brings, we have forgotten that a 
single accident, breakdown, or personal loss can render us helpless. We are not in control.  

Perhaps, at the very least, we have our health. However, we can be stricken down in the next 
hour. Our health is something fragile and impermanent.  

Finally, if we believe that temptations and dark powers do not influence us, then we are in the 
most pitiable state of all, for the unclean spirits already possess our hearts and minds. We are deceived! 

Let us join the “great multitude” as Jesus comes “down . . . and stood on a level place with a 
crowd of His disciples” (vs. 17). He is available: let us “hear Him and be healed” (vs. 17). If we accept 
our poverty we are blessed, for the kingdom of God is ours (vs. 20). Let us freely admit that hunger, 
ill health, and temptations are ever near. In this fallen world, the devil walks “about like a roaring lion, 
seeking whom he may devour” (1 Pt 5:8).  

We do not despair, however, for “the King eternal, immortal, invisible . . . who alone is wise” 
(1 Ti 1:17) is speaking to us. He offers us healing and freedom from demonic torment. Let us come to 
Him and cry out! 

Every illusion that we are “doing well” comes straight from hell, carried to us by the soothing 
whispers of Satan himself. Instead, let us hunger for truth and be fed, weep for our sins and find 
forgiveness (Lk 6:21). Standing with Christ, we are never afraid of being ridiculed, reviled, or 
excluded (vs. 22).  

This world operates on a very limited dimension of reality. Meanwhile, change occurs all 
around us, giving and then taking away. Perhaps we are so fascinated with everything this life offers 
that we forget about the kingdom of God. However, there is still hope. Christ stands before us, offering 
us the dimension of eternity.  

Never mind what is past; let it go. God’s reign cuts across the grain of our deceptive and 
disrupted existence. At this very moment, the unchanging Lord Jesus is here. We weep because we 
fail to perceive His presence. We accept our poverty and hunger for Him, so that we can be fed from 
His table. We rejoice today and leap for joy, for our reward may still be great in heaven. Only the false 
delusion of well-being blocks our way and sends us astray. 

According to Archimandrite Ioannikios, “As long as we do not want our mind [nous] to be 
imprisoned by vain and cunning thoughts, let us give it the ‘loftier thought’ of unceasing prayer. Let 
this become its ‘good change,’ its pleasure, its delight, its nourishment – the sweeter-than-honey name 
of Jesus” (Themes From the Philokalia # 1, p. 46). 

 
O Jesus my Savior, grant me to hunger after Thee, the One who feeds the whole world.  
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December 7 - Thursday of the Twenty-ninth Week after Pentecost 
Luke 21:28-33 
 
Whom to Believe? Luke 21:28-33, especially vss. 32-33: “Assuredly, I say to you, this generation will by 
no means pass away till all things take place. Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will by no 
means pass away.” Our modern world encourages us to prepare for the future through retirement accounts, 
good education for our children, and insurance to protect our valuables against foreseeable risks. These 
plans, however, are designed for “time-limited” hereafters, for they encompass a period that lies just over 
the horizon in terms of the days, months, and years ahead. 

Compare this timeline with the words of the Lord Jesus concerning the future: “Heaven and earth 
will pass away” (vs. 33). How do we prepare for the end of the universe, which includes space, time, and 
all of creation? Into which future shall we pour our primary energy in this life? Shall we invest in near 
probabilities and the years of our limited existence, or in the everlasting and unending Kingdom of Heaven? 
Note that the scope of this question encompasses even our notions of estate planning. 

The real question is, who do we believe? Do we choose to follow the world and its options, or the 
Lord Jesus and His eternal promises? The world prefers to ignore what Christ says. Secular men call it 
mere pious talk or religious jargon. They discount eternity as a vague prospect far removed from the 
measurable future and having no bearing on foreseeable events. 

 However, dismissing concerns about the ultimate end of all things is contrary to the Lord Jesus’ 
advice. Our Savior is firm and definite – He desires us to be alert to the signs of the ultimate conclusion of 
all things (vss. 32). He repeats the admonition to be watchful twice (vss. 28, 30-31), saying in effect, that 
our perspective is urgent and crucial. We die only once, and then judgment is our lot (Heb 9:27). 

Blessed Theophylact of Ochrid enjoins us to never lose our perspective on this world and its time-
bound concerns, but to trust the words of God our Savior, for “He shows that He holds the Church in 
greater honor than all creation, for if all creation is changed, then no part of it outlives or is superior to His 
words and the Church of the faithful, which shall not pass away” (Explanation of the Holy Gospel 
According to Saint Luke, p. 276). 

 As we examine Christ’s words more closely, note the Lord’s emphasis on looking and observing: 
“Look up, lift up your heads” (Lk 21:28); “look at the fig tree, and all the trees” (vs. 29); “when they are 
already budding you see and know” (vs. 30). 

What does Christ mean by these repeated instructions to look and see? In the Garden of 
Gethsemane He says to the disciples, “Watch and pray, lest you enter into temptation” (Mt 26:41). 
Likewise, He directs us to watch inwardly – to look into our hearts. We must labor to free our hearts from 
degrading passions and worldly thoughts. “When Jesus perceived their thoughts, He answered and said to 
them, ‘Why are you reasoning in your hearts?’” (Lk 5:22). He stresses the need for us to watch within. 
According to Blessed Theophylact, “The first coming of the Lord was for the re-fashioning and rebirth of 
our souls, so the second coming will be for the rebirth of our bodies” (p. 275).  

Let us look within for the coming of the Holy Spirit, for He will help us cleanse our souls. Now is 
the time to concentrate on the inner life. When the Lord comes, will we be found worthy of the renewal of 
our souls and bodies?  

We can remain alert, ever waiting for the Lord’s return, by focusing on the inner movements that 
cause us to sin. As we struggle to please Him, a healthy fear of the Lord grows within us and reveals 
whatever separates us from Him. “Glory to Thee, Who hast shown us the light.” 

 
O Christ, our ruler, guide, and God, increase and multiply Thy mercy upon us that we may so 

pass through things temporal, that we lose not the things eternal. – Collect for the Third Sunday after 
Pentecost 
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December 8 - Friday of the Twenty-ninth Week after Pentecost 
Luke 21:37-22:8   
 
Embraced by Eternity: Luke 21:37-22:8, especially vs. 37: “And in the daytime He was teaching in 
the Temple, but at night He went out and stayed on the mountain called Olivet.” According to 
Metropolitan Hierotheos of Nafpaktos, “we Orthodox . . . through living in Christ . . . are running to 
meet the end of history and thus . . . the eternal embraces us at every moment of time. Therefore past, 
present, and future are essentially lived in one unbroken unity” (Orthodox Psychotherapy, p. 25).  

In these verses from Saint Luke’s Gospel, Christ embraces the daytime by “teaching in the 
Temple,” spends the night “on the mountain called Olivet” (vs. 37), and arranges for the Passover 
meal in the afternoon “when the Passover must be killed” (vs. 22:7). The Eternal moves through time 
at every hour, touching us as we learn, rest, and celebrate. Let us never forget the presence of Christ 
but rather meet Him in every hour, for He makes now eternal and gives timeless purpose to everything. 

There are many schools around the world that offer courses designed to build  knowledge, 
skill, and discipline. If we attend such classes and listen to the teachers, we will most likely benefit to 
some degree. When people arrive early in the morning at the Temple to hear Christ, it is because they 
want to learn something – to be enlightened by the Eternal in their midst. They do not simply happen 
to hear His words: they came to Him deliberately (vs. 21:38). They want what He teaches.  

If we would learn from the Eternal, we must likewise come to Him. We seek Him out in our 
church temples, in prayer, in the pages of Holy Scripture, and from teachers who know Him and honor 
Him. We are to unite ourselves to Him. 

Are we exhausted by the stress and daily wear of our lives? Do we desire rest? “At night” the 
Eternal “went out and stayed on the mountain called Olivet” (vs. 37). Those with Him took their rest 
there. He gave them those hours for rest. At every moment He invites us to join Him on the mountain 
and take our rest in Him: “Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you 
rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find 
rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is light” (Mt 11:28-30). 

The presence of the Eternal in every moment is not something we always welcome. His 
presence sometimes creates fear and may even stir up a desire to be rid of Him by whatever means. 
“And the chief priests and the scribes sought how they might kill Him, for they feared the people” (Lk 
22:2). Why are the leaders afraid? The populace likes to hear Jesus so much that the people seek Him 
even in the Temple, the domain of the chief priests and scribes. The leadership must find a way to 
eliminate Him covertly, out of the public eye, lest the people retaliate for His murder.  

Why do the chief priests and the scribes want to kill Jesus? The desire to destroy another arises 
when position, power, or control are threatened. The Eternal One holds the highest position, the 
greatest power, the ultimate control. At times His sovereignty threatens our self-sufficiency – or, if we 
are united to Him, the hatred directed against Him may fall upon us! 

The Eternal invites us to Passover, the Eternal Pascha, that we might eat with Him at His table. 
He sends His apostles to prepare the table before us “in the presence of them that afflict” us (Ps 22:5). 
Will we remain united to Him, acknowledging that He fills every moment and partaking of the 
Passover Lamb “who takes away the sin of the world” (Jn 1:29)? Let us learn from Him and rest in 
Him, so that we may set aside our fear and join Him at the Paschal banquet.  

 
Thou art our God, and we know none other beside Thee; we call upon Thy Name. –The Paschal 

Hours 
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December 9 - Saturday of the Twenty-ninth Week after Pentecost 
Luke 13:18-29 
 
Quiet Power: Luke 13:18-29, especially vss. 20-21: “And again He said, ‘To what shall I liken the 
kingdom of God? It is like leaven, which a woman took and hid in three measures of meal till it was 
all leavened.’” The forces of nature – winds, storms, mud slides, floods, earthquakes – reveal the 
immense strength latent in the natural world. More subtle displays of nature’s power are often 
overlooked, yet they are equally awesome. A tiny mushroom growing through the asphalt cracks and 
destroys a sidewalk; a squirrel’s nest tucked into an oak tree survives winter gales and freezing cold.  

Another example is how a tiny pinch of yeast doubles the size of a batch of dough. According 
to Laurel’s Kitchen, “as the yeasties multiply, feeding on sugars in the dough, they make carbon 
dioxide bubbles . . . and will flourish if we but respect their simple needs.” Even Laurel’s humble 
“yeasties” may serve as an icon of the workings of the Holy Spirit of God, who flourishes in our 
shrunken hearts and enlarges them to give them life. 

Yeast, as it turns out, is very sensitive to temperature, preferring a gentle warmth. In like 
manner the Spirit of God works most powerfully in hearts that hold a gentle warmth toward our Lord 
Jesus Christ. A right faith in our Lord is the essential precondition for receiving the power of the Holy 
Spirit. Without faith in Jesus our Lord, not even our good works will make us receptive to the leavening 
power of the Spirit. Our hearts will remain shriveled and cold. 

On the other hand, if we seek the Lord in the Holy Gifts, reading the Holy Scriptures, calling 
out to Him in prayer, reverencing the holy icons, and obeying His desires instead of earthly wisdom, 
our hearts will become warm and grow into “a place for the Lord, a habitation for the God of Jacob” 
(Ps 131:5). The Lord Jesus gives us abundant opportunities to exercise our faith in Him and to obey 
Him, in spite of our discomfort, fears, and rationalizations. If we wish our heart to be enlarged, it must 
be warmed by risking trust in the Lord. 

Just as yeast feeds on the sugars we knead into the dough, so the Spirit of God feeds on the 
sweetness of the faithful who watch and pray with Christ-loving hearts. Perhaps at times we fail to 
read the Scriptures, miss church, or find no good work to perform. Let us nevertheless watch our hearts 
and pray, and thus welcome the presence of the Spirit within. We strive for a genuine turning to the 
Lord in what the Apostles call “fervent prayer” (Jas 5:16; Rom 12:11-12).  

Watching is the essential element of fervent prayer. It helps guard us against distractions, 
wandering minds, coldness and superficiality. Let us wake up and imitate those who are standing 
watch! In this way we will succeed in keeping our prayer unencumbered, for it is in prayer that we 
speak with the Lord Himself.  

According to Saint Basil, “It is impossible to believe in the Father and the Son without the 
presence of the Spirit” (On the Holy Spirit, p. 48). When the Spirit comes to commune with us, it is 
time to “be still, and know that I am God” (Ps 45:10). In this way we welcome the greatest of all 
guests, offering Him the sweetness of our hearts and begging Him to multiply His grace in all our 
members. 

Yeast fails to grow without the proper elements. Neither will the Holy Spirit remain where 
moral purity and dedication of the will are lacking. Whenever we defile ourselves in thought, word, 
or deed, it is urgent that we cleanse our hearts through confession and pour ourselves out to God. If 
our heart seems apathetic, we can make every effort to warm and sweeten it by fasting, almsgiving, 
prayer, and the practice of the virtues. Let us force open our heart to the Spirit! 

 
O Heavenly King, Comforter, Spirit of Truth, come and dwell in us and save our souls. – Prayer 

to the Holy Spirit 
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December 10 - Gospel for the Twenty-ninth Sunday after Pentecost 
Luke 17:12-19     
 
Afar Off: Luke 17:12-19, especially vs. 12: “Then as He entered a certain village, there met Him ten 
men who were lepers, who stood afar off.” Until quite recently lepers were compelled to avoid other 
people, since isolation was the only known way to prevent the spread of the disease. Before modern 
medicine lepers in the United States were usually sent to government-run leprosaria. These treatment 
centers were usually located in out-of-the-way, rural districts, often in the southern states because of 
the prevalence of leprosy in hot, moist climates. In Hawaii, the island of Molokai was reserved for 
lepers. When a Hawaiian contracted the disease he was immediately sent there, never again to return 
to the embrace of family and loved ones. 

This ancient policy of isolating lepers finds its way into the prayers of the Church. One of the 
Orthodox pre-communion prayers includes this line: “As Thou didst not refrain from entering and 
eating with sinners in the house of Simon the leper [Mt 26:6], so also vouchsafe to enter the house of 
my humble, leprous, and sinful soul.”  

We understand in the innermost depths of our being that our sins are like leprosy, creating a 
deadly condition of heart and soul that separates us from God. We cry out to God from a great distance, 
like the tax collector in the parable who beats his breast and says, “God be merciful to me a sinner!” 
(Lk 18:13). We realize our sins may well lead us into the torments of hades, where we, like the rich 
man, will see “Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his bosom” (vs. 16:23). 

Each Christian is a leper, keeping company with other lepers who stand afar off. We are quick 
to lift up our voices and say, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!” (vs. 17:13). We know from the parable 
that this is the right thing to do, for Christ then says, “‘Go, show yourselves to the priests.’ And so it 
was that as they went, they were cleansed” (vs. 14).  

According to Mosaic law, a leper must seek out the priests for an official declaration of healing. 
This official inspection and certification of cleansing enables him to return to normal society. First, 
however, one of them, “when he saw that he was healed, returned” to Jesus “and with a loud voice 
glorified God, and fell down on his face at His feet, giving Him thanks” (vss. 15-16). 

Like the other nine, the tenth leper has been healed of his disease. He is free to go, and yet a 
visit to his priests (in this case, the Samaritan priests) is far from his top priority. He discerns the 
presence of God in Jesus, the Jewish rabbi who is the source of all healing. And so he “fell down on 
his face at His feet, giving Him thanks” (vs. 16).  

Who else but God can forgive our sins? He heals our manifold diseases, tramples down the 
gates of hades, and lifts us up into Abraham’s bosom. Saint Peter reminds us of the greatness of “the 
promise . . . to you and to your children, and to all who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God will 
call” (Acts 2:39). 

In the midst of our worst troubles we find that our hearts are perplexed, our strength fails, the 
light of our eyes is not with us, and even our “friends and neighbors stand afar off” (see Ps 37:10-11). 
But let us never despair, for God is with us, ever attentive to the voice of our cries. We see Christ’s 
eternal message revealed through the Prophet Jeremiah: “‘I am a God who is near,’ says the Lord, ‘and 
not a God afar off’” (Jer 23:23).  

Let us learn from the Samaritan leper and allow nothing to separate us from the living God. He 
is ready to heal: “When you return and groan, then you will be saved” (Is 30:15). 

 
Swiftly let Thy compassion apprehend us, O Lord; for we are greatly impoverished. Help us, 

O God our Savior; deliver us and forgive us our sins for Thy name’s sake. – Royal Hours 
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December 11 - Monday of the Thirtieth Week after Pentecost 
Mark 8:11-21   
 
Union and Reason: Mark 8:11-21, especially vs. 15-17: “Then He charged them, saying, ‘Take heed, 
beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod.’ And they reasoned among themselves, 
saying, ‘It is because we have no bread.’ But Jesus, being aware of it, said to them, ‘Why do you 
reason because you have no bread? Do you not yet perceive nor understand? Is your heart still 
hardened?’”  

Saint Mark severely condenses his account of Jesus’ ministry – those three years in which the 
Lord preaches, enlists and trains disciples, casts out demons, heals, and replies to the charges of the 
scribes and Pharisees. This period is covered in just ten chapters, followed by an extended Passion 
narrative.  

During those three years the Lord addresses two groups of people in particular, both of whom 
appear in today’s passage. In case of the Pharisees, He responds to their growing opposition in the 
form of disputes and challenges (vs. 11). With the disciples, He must overcome the hardness of their 
hearts, a state manifesting itself in their failure to perceive, understand, and remember (vss. 17-18). In 
both cases, the process hinges on faith. 

According to Saint Maximos the Confessor, “Faith is knowledge that cannot be rationally 
demonstrated. If such knowledge cannot be rationally demonstrated, then faith is a supranatural 
relationship through which, in an unknowable and so undemonstrable manner, we are united with God 
in a union which is beyond intellection” (Philokalia vol. 2, p. 190).   

“Intellection” refers to learning in the nous, the deep center of the heart. As the Lord strives to 
overcome the hardness of His disciples’ hearts, He aims at a relationship that transcends their attempts 
to perceive, understand, and remember. His goal is to unite them to Himself “beyond reasoning and 
intellection.”  

If this concept seems difficult to grasp, let us recall how candidates are examined at baptism. 
What is the main question put to the catechumen? The priest does not ask, “Do you perceive, 
understand, and remember your catechetical training?” Not at all! Rather, he asks, “Dost thou unite 
thyself unto Christ?” When the candidate responds, “I believe in Him as King and God,” he is neither 
reasoning with his mind nor understanding with his heart. He reaches out and takes hold of Christ, 
who grasps him by the hand.  

For the disciples, indissoluble union with the Lord does not happen until after the Resurrection. 
The living Lord approaches them, and “after the Lord had spoken to them. . . . they went out and 
preached everywhere, the Lord working with them” (Mk 16:19-20).  

The Pharisees are prevented by their own preconceptions from union with Christ. They see a 
man assuming God’s role (Mk 2:5-7), consorting with sinners (vss. 15-17), and flaunting the Law (vss. 
3:2-6). What else can they do but “dispute with Him, seeking from Him a sign from heaven, testing 
Him” (vs. 8:11)? 

To attain a living faith in Christ as God, it is not enough to see Him remove a fever (vss. 1:30-
31), forgive and heal a man (vss. 2:11-12), calm a storm (vs. 4:39), or feed a crowd (vss. 8:19-20). It 
is impossible, for Christ tells us: “Assuredly . . . no sign shall be given to this generation” (vs. 12).  

We must meet Him in a new place that lies beyond the scope of reason, outside the confines 
of our darkened and hardened hearts. He takes hold of us and unites us to Him in “a supranatural 
relationship,” if we dare to accept Him. We reach out, but He unites. “How is it you do not understand” 
(vs. 8:21)? This union is God’s reasonable gift beyond reason. 

Sweetest Jesus Christ, long-suffering, Jesus, heal the wounds of my soul, Jesus, and make sweet 
my heart, O Greatly-Merciful One, that being saved by Thee, I may magnify Thee. –Supplicatory 
Canon to Our Lord Jesus Christ 
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December 12 - Saint Spyridon the Wonderworker 
John 10:9-16      
 
Credentials: John 10:9-16, especially vs. 9: “I am the door. If anyone enters by Me, he will be saved, 
and will go in and out and find pasture.” Candidates for office are supposed to present themselves to 
the voters by describing their qualifications, accomplishments, and positions on the issues. In other 
words, they lay out their credentials. This word has its origins in the Latin credere, to “believe” or 
“trust.” In today’s passage the Lord Jesus puts forth His credentials, so that we may safely entrust 
ourselves to Him. 

Christ begins by validating Himself as “shepherd.” He uses this title five times (vss. 11, 12, 
14, 16) in the eight verses of the present reading. By referring to Himself as a shepherd, Jesus is 
drawing upon the familiar terminology of the Old Testament. Thus, in three of the instances, He adds 
the further qualifier “good.”  

In ancient Israel, the term “shepherd” could refer to a God-fearing leader like the Prophet 
Joshua (N. 27:15-17) or King David (2 Kgs 5:1-2), but also to a ruler who was apostate and corrupt, 
like King Ahab (2 Chr 18:12-16). For this reason the Lord Jesus says explicitly, “I am the good 
shepherd” (Jn 10:11). 

We also find the term “shepherd” applied directly to God in the Old Testament (Ps 22:1; 27:8-
9). God’s actions as shepherd are often directed toward deliverance and salvation. “Behold, the Lord 
is coming with strength, and His arm is with authority. Behold, His reward is with Him, and His work 
before Him. He will feed His flock like a shepherd and gather the lambs with His arm; and He will 
comfort those with young” (Is 40:10-11).  

If we are familiar with such passages, we understand Christ’s claim to divinity when He says, 
“I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly. I am the good 
shepherd. The good shepherd gives His life for the sheep” (Jn 10:10-11). 

In this same passage, the Lord Jesus makes another key point that underscores His divine 
nature. In speaking of the “hireling,” or false shepherd, Jesus says, “The hireling flees because he is a 
hireling and does not care about the sheep. I am the good shepherd; and I know My sheep, and am 
known by My own” (vs. 13-14).  

In speaking of the sheep as “My own,” Christ identifies them as the people of God. The bond 
between the shepherd and sheep may be construed as one of ownership, or as a reference to God’s 
covenant first with ancient Israel and now the Church, as the continuing Israel of God. 

Here Christ is establishing the tie between Himself, as Good Shepherd, and the “holy nation, 
His own special people” whom He “called out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Pt 2:9). To 
further reinforce this connection, He refers to God as “the Father [who] knows Me,” just as He in turn 
“knows the Father” (vs. 15).  

This intimate knowledge is shared not only between the Persons of Trinity (the Father and the 
Son), but also between Christ the Shepherd and His flock. He states that He is “known by [His] own” 
(vs. 14), to which the faithful also attest. 

Finally, the Lord Jesus introduces an historical dimension into the presentation of His 
credentials. He speaks of the events that will follow His Passion and Resurrection and the coming of 
the Church: “And other sheep I have which are not of this fold; them also I must bring, and they will 
hear My voice; and there will be one flock and one shepherd” (vs. 16). 

 
To this Tri-hypostatic unity – to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – are due glory, gratitude, 

honor, power and greatness unto the ages. Amen! – Saint Ephraim the Syrian 
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December 13 - Wednesday of the Thirtieth Week after Pentecost 
Mark 8:30-34    
 
The Faith to Follow: Mark 8:30-34, especially vs. 31: “And He began to teach them that the Son of 
Man must suffer many things, and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, 
and after three days rise again.” This passage straddles the two major portions of Saint Mark’s gospel. 
It falls between the account of the Lord Jesus’ early ministry (vss. 1:1-8:30) and His final disputes 
with the religious leadership, followed by His Passion, Death, and Resurrection (vss. 8:31-16:20).  

Immediately preceding this passage is the record of a discussion concerning Jesus’ identity, 
which concludes with Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Christ (vs. 8:29). The Lord then directs His 
disciples to “tell no one about Him” (vs. 30). Instead, He speaks of His coming Passion, the 
Resurrection, and the cost of discipleship. These themes dominate the remainder of Saint Mark’s 
narrative. 

The new teaching that the Lord introduces here is sobering: “The Son of Man must suffer many 
things, and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and after three days 
rise again” (vs. 31). Note the ambiguity of the term used by the Lord Jesus to refer to Himself. “Son 
of Man” might be intended as a title, but it was also a common Semitic way of referring to oneself. In 
any event, the term Son of Man effectively conceals His identity as Messiah from the multitudes. Only 
the disciples are allowed to absorb the truth of His identity as Messiah – but with an apparent 
contradiction in the form of His imminent Passion. 

Although He shares this message at first only with the disciples, the word “openly” suggests 
that is afterward given to the crowds (vs. 32). The people hear Jesus say publicly that He is going to 
suffer, die, and rise on the third day. The Lord appears to be preparing both His disciples and the 
multitudes for the reality of a suffering Messiah who embraces pain and death in order to overcome 
them.  

Along with information about what lies ahead, the Lord issues a warning: each of His followers 
should be prepared to take up his own cross (vs. 34). In truth, following the Lord always entails a 
readiness to suffer with Him and for Him. We are to live as Christ directs – even to the point of 
suffering and death – without compromise. The Church has a glorious history of witnesses (martyrs) 
who refused to bend to death. The faith to follow Christ has also produced a radiant company of 
confessors – those who suffered, but did not lose their lives, for Christ’s sake.  

Let us never doubt that suffering comes inevitably to every disciple who follows Him in faith. 
Holy Tradition affirms the “suffering of the heart,” which includes contrition and the “joyful sorrow” 
of repentance, that deep truth of the Orthodox Christian life. Metropolitan Hierotheos Vlachos bluntly 
states the importance of this pain: “A Christian life without pain is bogus. Pain of the heart is essential 
for salvation” (Orthodox Psychotherapy, p. 181). 

Saint Paul reminds us that “we have an altar,” a “sanctuary,” and a “high priest for sin”: the 
Lord Jesus who “sanctifie[s] the people with His own blood. . . . Therefore let us go forth to Him” 
(Heb 10-13). Whether our suffering is physical, psychological, or spiritual, God receives it on His 
holy, heavenly, and ideal altar.  

Our present day “comfort culture” encourages us to flee from pain. Saint John Chrysostom, a 
confessor of the faith, contradicts this worldly wisdom. He observes, “By their trials the righteous 
flourished. For the soul is purified when it is afflicted for God’s sake” (NPNF First Series, vol. 12, p. 
40). To follow Christ is to choose to suffer for the priceless fruit of the Holy Spirit (see Gal 5:22-23). 

 
O Christ our God, help us to become bolder in denying ourselves and following Thee. 
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December 14 - Thursday of the Thirtieth Week after Pentecost 
Mark 9:10-16 
 
New Ground: Mark 9:10-16, especially vs. 10: “So they kept this word to themselves, questioning 
what the rising from the dead meant.” As Christians, we find ourselves on a learning curve called 
discipleship, which is aptly illustrated in this passage from Saint Mark. During the Lord Jesus’ lifetime 
He introduces the disciples to a series of amazing revelations concerning Himself. For the sake of all 
mankind He leads His followers into the heart of the ineffable Mystery of Christ (Eph 3:4) – the true 
faith. 

The Lord firmly establishes the basic outlines of this true faith in the hearts of those who will 
become His apostles after the Resurrection. Only God could achieve what the Lord Jesus does in three 
brief years with these “most wise fishermen.” In retrospect we can see how His work was fulfilled and 
carried on by the Twelve, then in turn by those who were formed around them by the working the 
Holy Spirit. 

The Fathers of the Church subsequently refine the apostles’ message, adding greater precision 
without making substantial changes to the apostolic message. That message, of course, comes under 
assault from deluded heretics obsessed with false doctrines and practices. The Fathers defeat these 
successive threats against the true faith.  

The Gospel of Mark now turns to its final dominant theme: the Passion of the Lord Jesus. The 
message of the Resurrection also begins to appear at this juncture. The disciples receive not only a 
new and strenuous Gospel, but also the triumphant and hope-filled word of Jesus’ rising from the dead 
(Mk 8:31). 

In the teaching of the Resurrection we encounter a substantially new and powerful ground for 
a living faith in Christ. The Resurrection completes the Lord’s three-pronged revelation that begins 
with the Incarnation and Passion. The Resurrection constitutes the glorious “mystery of Christ, which 
in other ages was not made known to the sons of men” (Eph 3:4-5). 

 We have opportunity to do more than merely read about past events by entering the learning 
curve of apostolic faith and applying the Gospel truths to every aspect of our lives. We begin by 
celebrating the Incarnation, for it infuses the Lord’s Passion and His bodily Resurrection with saving 
power for mankind. Precisely because Christ took on every aspect of humanity, we have firm ground 
for our hope that He will restore our nature in its entirety: body, soul, and spirit. The Fathers uphold 
the apostolic truth that God the Word became man so that men, by grace, could become what God is 
by nature. 

Just as the Lord Jesus prompts the first disciples to question the meaning of His rising from 
the dead, He likewise urges us to consider what may be accomplished in us through the gift of the 
Holy Spirit. He gives the apostles a mandate of deification that extends to every Christian. This 
mandate undergirds our ongoing struggle to reach theosis. 

The Resurrection and the Incarnation connect us to the saving message of the Cross and 
Passion. “We preach Christ crucified,” says Saint Paul, “to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, 
Christ the power of God, and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor 1:23-24). We receive the message that God 
“made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him” 
(2 Cor 5:21). 

This message not only affirms our suffering but, more importantly, it empowers our faith. We 
are to “walk in newness of life. For if we have been united together in the likeness of His death, 
certainly we also shall be in the likeness of His resurrection” (Rom 6:4-5). 

 
Death hath been spoiled. Christ God is risen, granting the world Great Mercy. – Troparion of 

the Resurrection, Tone Four 
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December 15 - Saint Eleutherios of Illyria 
Mark 2:23-3:5  
 
Voices in the Silence: Mark 2:23-3:5, especially vs. 4: “Then He said to them, ‘Is it lawful on the 
Sabbath to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?’ But they kept silent.” The Pharisees fall silent 
after chiding the Lord Jesus about His disciples who are gathering grain from the fields on the Sabbath 
(vss. 23-28). Nor do the Pharisees reply when Jesus defends the disciples, although they still “watched 
Him closely”(vs. 2).  

Their silence continues inside the synagogue when He says “to the man who had the withered 
hand, ‘Step forward’” (vs. 3). The Pharisees are still watching “so that they might accuse Him” (vs. 
2). However, they do not actually speak. The Lord breaks the silence with His command, “‘Stretch 
out your hand.’ And he stretched it out, and his hand was restored as whole as the other” (vs. 5). 

The verses appointed for today’s reading end at this point. However, the verse immediately 
following this passage speaks volumes about the silence of the Pharisees, who “went out and 
immediately plotted with the Herodians against Him, how they might destroy Him” (vs. 6). The 
Pharisees have nothing to say after they challenge Jesus, but they do have volumes to say to others 
about the need to destroy Him. 

Let us examine each of the voices in the silence. First comes the clarion word of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, defending essential human need. Our human needs will always take precedence over the godly 
rules of the Law of Moses, for in Jesus’ words “the Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the 
Sabbath” (vs. 2:27). As we read the four Gospels, we are struck by Jesus’ deep concern for those in 
need, whether we are suffering from hunger, ill health, fear, poverty, sadness, death, madness, or grief. 
Above all, Christ our God is the Friend of man. 

The Lord Jesus defends the primacy of genuine human need by asserting His own authority: 
“The Son of Man is also Lord of the Sabbath” (vs. 28). His words may forestall the retort of the 
Pharisees, but they also deepen the animosity toward Him: “So they watched Him closely” (vs. 3:2). 
The Pharisees’ voices are heard plainly enough by Jesus, although they do not utter a word.  

This latent controversy continues inside the synagogue (vss. 1-5). The Pharisees try to hide 
their intentions by saying nothing, but they are determined to attack Jesus. So He offers them a 
challenge, “Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?” (vs. 4). When 
He speaks of the Law given to Moses, we hear God’s voice echoing in the silence: “You shall keep 
the Sabbaths, because this is holy for you to the Lord. Everyone who profanes it shall be put to death; 
for whoever works on it, that soul shall be cut off from among his people” (Ex 31:14). 

Saint Athanasios notes that Jesus “told them what was intended by the Law; for He spoke as 
the One who established the laws concerning the Sabbath, adding, ‘except this: that which will be 
done for the sake of a life.’ Again, if a person falls into a hole on a Sabbath, Jews are permitted to pull 
the person out (Mt 12:11)” (“Homily 28,” ACCS New Testament, vol. 2, p. 37).  

Our Lord extends the Law by using His personal, divine authority. “He said to the man, ‘Stretch 
out your hand.’ And he stretched it out, and his hand was restored as whole as the other” (Mk 3:5). 
The controversy is not resolved here, however. While Christ grieves over their “hardness of . . . heart,” 
the Pharisees remain determined to put Jesus to death as a blasphemer. 

 
O Compassionate Lord, in every trial of life do not disregard our cries sent up to Thee. –Prayer 

in Time of Trouble 
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December 16 - Saturday of the Thirtieth Week after Pentecost 
Luke 14:1-11   
 
Vainglory: Luke 14:1-11, especially vs. 7: “So He told a parable to those who were invited, when He 
noted how they chose the best places. . . .” This sentence appears simple on the surface, but it holds a 
command directed to the Christian heart and mind. Our Lord takes note of how we choose, not merely 
what we choose. This is a sobering thought, “for man does not see as God sees; for man looks at the 
outward appearance, but the Lord sees into the heart” (1 Kgs 16:7).  

Jesus Christ sees the preferences of dinner guests and also notes them, marking how those 
choices are made within the guests’ hearts. In the original, the verb translated as “to note” suggests an 
intentional focusing, which highlights the double meaning of note or mark. Christ our God sees within 
us, taking into account our motives, intentions, desires, and actions – the whole picture.  

The factors laid bare before His gaze include our process of decision-making, the motivations 
that prompt us, and the hidden wrestling with our urges, both noble and corrupt. Other people may 
guess at what is taking place within us, but the Lord knows; He misses nothing, inwardly or outwardly. 

Vainglory drives the dinner guests seated with the Lord Jesus at the Sabbath meal in today’s 
Gospel account. Saint John Climacus describes this complex, insidious passion as follows: “The sun 
shines on all alike, and vainglory beams on all activities. For instance, I am vainglorious when I fast; 
and when I relax the fast in order to be unnoticed, I am again vainglorious over my prudence. When 
well-dressed I am quite overcome by vainglory, and when I put on poor clothes I am vainglorious 
again. When I talk I am defeated, and when I am silent I am again defeated by it. However I throw 
this prickly pear, a spike stands upright” (Ladder of Divine Ascent 22.5, p. 133). 

The Lord, with access to our hidden inner life, knows full well how subject we are to vainglory. 
How then shall we make “a good defense before the dread Judgment Seat of Christ”? The parable in 
today’s Gospel offers a prescription for healing from the Lord. The good news is that, by joining 
ourselves to Him, we may overcome vainglory. 

First, we must deliberately face the demon of vainglory and call it by name. When this fiend 
suggests that “the best place” is ours (vs. 8), let us heed Saint John Climacus: “Do not take any notice 
of him . . . for it is difficult to drive away a dog from a butcher’s counter” (Ladder 22.19, p. 134) That 
we should give up the best place (vs. 8) in favor of the “lowest place” (v. 10) is not a casual suggestion 
offered by the Lord Jesus. Rather, He is graciously showing us that we have the freedom to choose, 
thereby keeping the “dog” away from the counter. We are blessed by the Lord with the gift of choice. 

If we think we have done well by choosing a lower seat, let us rebuke this thought as demonic. 
We need only confront the thought with our debt to Christ to understand that there is no merit in 
making the right choice. In Christ we find compassion and kindness flowing to us from the God who 
wishes us to “be complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Tim 3:17). 

If perhaps we are ashamed of taking the lowest place, let us give thanks to God. He is providing 
us with an exercise in blessed humility. The word humility – from “humus” (earth, dirt) – reminds us 
from whence we came. It is part of our nature as God fashioned us. By His grace, however, we “are 
all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:26). Having tasted “the glory that is above,” we 
are filled with a light that enables us freely to “despise all earthly glory” (Ladder 22.9, p. 35). 
Humiliation is the Lord’s gift for freeing us from vainglory. 

 
O Christ, All Glorious, Thou hast assumed humiliation and exalted the human race with 

illumination and immortality: Enlighten Thou me in all humility and save me from vainglory. – Fifth 
Sunday of Lent 
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December 17 - Thirtieth Sunday after Pentecost 
Luke 18:18-27       
 
To Inherit Life: Luke 18:18-27, especially vs. 18: “Now a certain ruler asked Him, saying, ‘Good 
Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?’” The man who puts this question to the Lord Jesus is 
requesting specific guidelines to aid him in attaining his goal. This ruler addresses the Lord Jesus 
modestly, calling Him “Good Teacher.” He uses the subjunctive – a humble, tentative form of the verb 
– when asking whether he might inherit. He does not presume on God; he understands that one receives 
eternal life only if God deems one worthy. Furthermore, he understands that God has expectations of 
him that he must fulfill, if he is to entertain even the hope of everlasting life. 

The longing to inherit eternal life burns in the heart of every true believer in the Lord Jesus 
Christ. When a catechumen is received into the Church, we pray that he or she may “fulfill those things 
which are well pleasing” to God, for these very things assure us of finding life. Our goal is to be 
inscribed in God’s “Book of Life” – to become the “heirs of eternal good things.”  

In this passage from Saint Mark’s Gospel, the Lord graciously shows us, step by step, what we 
must do to attain to eternal life. If we truly desire eternity, we will obey the commandments of God. 
The Lord Jesus reminds the young ruler of this truth. He treats obedience as a given, as if to say to 
him, “I assume, naturally, that you are keeping the divine commandments, which contain God’s laws 
for all mankind.”  

Note that, of the six commandments that concern our relationships with others, the Lord Jesus 
refers to only five (vs. 20). He omits the final commandment, “You shall not covet” (Dt 5:21). As it 
turns out, this commandment is the very one the ruler finds problematic. 

Because he is blind to his inordinate attachment to material goods, the man is able say with 
confidence, “All these things I have kept from my youth” (Lk 18:21). He understands the requirement 
that we obey the divine commandments – to a point. But when the Lord personalizes the tenth 
commandment with the proposition that he sell all his worldly goods, “distribute to the poor, and . . . 
come, follow Me” (vs. 22), the man suddenly sees the central moral failure in himself.  

The revelation that material wealth controls his earthly life and prevents him from attaining 
eternal life comes to this ruler as a rude shock. In that moment of revelation we find another key 
guiding us toward eternal life. When God discloses our attachments, our inordinate loves, and the 
idolatrous bondages in our lives, He is urging us to sell all – to do whatever is necessary to rid ourselves 
of anything holding us back from life in Him.  

Eternity boils down to choices: do we place discipleship ahead of all other affections, or not? 
For this reason self-examination is critical for us as Orthodox Christians. We must ask ourselves, 
“Have I done my duty to those to whom duty is owed? Have I failed to forgive? Have I indulged in 
impure thoughts or actions? Have I wished to acquire what is not mine? Have I been careless with 
truth?”  

There are many ways in which we hold back and avoid pleasing the Lord. He calls us to break 
the power that all other attachments hold over us and to follow Him (see vs. 22). Once we grasp the 
depths of the Lord’s demands, we ask, “Who then can be saved?” (vs. 26).  

Our Savior reveals the third and essential key for inheriting eternal life: to admit that salvation 
– the inheritance of eternal life – is “impossible with men” (vs. 27). And yet, by God’s grace, salvation 
is possible for us. We inherit eternal life when we obey the Lord Jesus Christ and receive His help in 
letting go of whatever separates us from Him. 

 
Make us all victors, even unto the end, O Lord, through Thy crown incorruptible, for Thine it 

is to show mercy and to save us, and unto Thee do we ascribe glory! – Chrismation Prayer 
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December 18 - Monday of the Thirty-first Week after Pentecost 
Mark 9:42-10:1    
 
Trial, Temptation, and Sacrifice: Mark 9:42-10:1, especially vs. 49: “For everyone will be seasoned 
with fire, and every sacrifice will be seasoned with salt.” In today’s Gospel reading the Lord Jesus 
confronts his disciples with the demanding side of life in Christ. The admonitions in these verses thus 
provide us with a manual of great value for fighting the good fight. 

Attaining eternal life demands an uncompromising purity and faithfulness. God sets these 
virtues as a precondition for delivering us from hell whose “fire is not quenched” (vss. 44, 46, 48). 
Painful choices confront us, sooner or later, if we pursue this way. Events will force us to decide 
whether “the sufferings of this present life are . . . worthy to be compared with the glory that shall be 
revealed in us” (Rom 8:18).  

We encounter the same demands in this reading as those faced by the three holy youths before 
the fiery furnace (Dan 3:16-18). Further, the Lord Jesus uses language identical to that of the Apostle 
Peter when he refers to “fiery trials” (1 Pt 1:7; 4:12). Saint Peter asks if we will stand with Christ, no 
matter what the cost. Do we wish to be healed of sin despite the pain of the treatment? Will we trust 
that God is true to His word? Will we be faithful in our own words and deeds? 

These verses make it clear that we do a disservice to the faithful and to nonbelievers alike if 
we suggest that the Christian life is free of trial, temptation, and sacrifice. The good news is that the 
Lord is “faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the 
temptation will also make the way of escape, that you may be able to bear it” (1 Cor 10:13). 

In the face of the demands our Lord makes, we must establish boundaries with the world. Since 
trials and temptations are certain, it is urgent that we make preparations for facing them. Setting 
boundaries helps us deflect the assaults against our faith that threaten our integrity. Boundaries in the 
depths of the heart can fend off temptations. 

Alcoholics, for example, keep liquor out of the house. The sexually tempted keep a covenant 
with their eyes and guard their thoughts (Job 31:1). According to Blessed Theophylact of Ochrid, “The 
Lord exhorts those to whom offense is given to guard themselves against those who are always ready 
to offend and to tempt. Whether it be your foot, hand, or eye, which cause you to fall, which means, 
even if it is one of your closest friends or relatives, in close relationship to you either by kinship or by 
necessity who causes you to fall, cut him off, that is, reject that friendship or kinship to him” 
(Explanation of the Holy Gospel According to Saint Mark, p. 80).  

How does one prepare for the inevitable pain and fire that we encounter? When we set a 
boundary around our life, we find help in making many day-to-day choices. The technique is simple: 
we think about our pitfalls ahead of time. In this way we manage to pass by the doorways leading to 
those situations that spell certain defeat. 

Of course, the enemy still finds ways of slipping past our defenses and pressing his fiery trials 
upon us! The Lord warns us that “everyone will be seasoned with fire” as He predicts the trials we 
face in this life (Mk 9:49). However, if we practice small, undramatic acts of faithfulness we are much 
more likely to survive when the tests by fire sweep in. 

The Lord and His prophets and apostles lived in a culture that often used salt to ratify everyday 
agreements. Salt symbolizes fidelity and constancy. When the Lord Jesus announces that “every 
sacrifice will be seasoned with salt,” He tells us that genuine trials cannot be successfully met without 
fidelity and constancy. The way to be ready for fire is to train ourselves in the practice of stability. 
The Holy Spirit offers this gift to the earnest, struggling Christian. Our Lord identifies the salt of 
faithfulness as a means to “peace with one another” (vs. 50). 

 
O Lord . . . lead me in the right path because of mine enemies. – Psalm 26:13 
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December 19 - Tuesday of the Thirty-First Week after Pentecost 
Mark 10:2-12  
 
The Culture of Divorce: Mark 10:2-12, especially vs. 9: “Therefore what God has joined together, 
let not man separate.” The Church calls the Lord her Bridegroom, and she knows herself as His bride 
(Mk 2:19-20; Jn 3:29; Eph 5:21-32; Rev 21:2). We who are united to Christ have profound reasons 
for rejoicing in this mystical union, for we belong to the heavenly Bridegroom and are “no longer two, 
but one flesh.” 

Contemporary society, by contrast, is a culture of divorce – not simply because the majority of 
people accept marital divorce, but because of the deep spiritual divorce penetrating the souls of many 
men and women today. In modern parlance this spiritual divorce is called secularism; in the biblical 
and Orthodox traditions it is known as godlessness. 

The frightening implications of secularism are apparent in the lives of those divorced from 
God and withered in heart, with no inkling of the blessings that flow from being “one flesh with Him.” 
These poor lost souls have few resources with which to escape the scourge of secularism that lashes 
their every relationship. As a result they embrace divorce as a good “solution” when marriages “fail.” 

Divorce is now commonplace, and many nominal and immature Christians confront marriage 
without the resources of our heritage. Many wind up drinking the bitter cup of divorce. Only the 
blessing of being one Body with the Lord Jesus gives us the necessary strength, encouragement, and 
illumination to resist and struggle against the secular solution of divorce. Every divorce between 
Christians warns us to enter deeply into our first union with Christ, that we may victoriously oppose 
the culture of brokenness. 

Whatever our life status – never married, celibate, married, divorced, remarried – all of us are 
caught up in a life-and-death dialogue with our culture’s godless spirit and predisposition to divorce. 
If and when we choose to flee from the Bridegroom, it is urgent that we realize we are divorcing 
ourselves from that which “God has joined together” (vs. 9).  God is not about to walk out on us, nor 
abandon us. It is not His nature. 

Union with Christ implies endurance “both now and ever and unto ages of ages.” He therefore 
asks us to repent of our “hardness of . . . heart” (vs. 5). We see how Christ teaches the Church to kindly 
restore those who are divorced and even permits remarriage. There is, however, no overlooking past 
failures. Confession, penance, and absolution are required. The Church expects its members to remain 
chaste. Fornication, adultery, and divorce are sins, but not unforgivable sins. Those united to Christ 
take up their crosses and continue striving to keep themselves pure. 

Additionally, Christians must embrace God’s evangelical vision of marriage in order to remain 
strong amidst the stormy winds of life. The Bridegroom has come and taken us to Himself. Let us 
recognize earthly marriages as vocations for illuminating the world with the light of our blessed union 
with Christ. What a saving beacon true Christian marriages can become! 

Christian couples have the privilege of giving the floundering world this message: “God has 
not abandoned you. He loves you. He welcomes you home. His arms are outstretched.” Let us 
appreciate marriage in this light! When Christian couples grasp this truth and seek to make their 
marriages into living icons of God, they allow the grace of their union with Christ to flow into the 
world. Earthly marriages can be opportunities to bless. Those who are single and bonded to Christ the 
Bridegroom also proclaim, by their manner of life, the power of true marriage in a culture of divorce. 

 
O Master, send down Thy grace upon all Thy servants, married and single. Preserve them, O 

Lord, as Thou didst preserve Noah in the ark, and let Thy gladness come upon them. –Orthodox 
Marriage Service 
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December 20 - Wednesday of the Thirty-first Week after Pentecost 
Mark 10:11-16   
 
Becoming Little Children: Saint Mark 10:11-16, especially vs. 15: “Whoever does not receive the 
kingdom of God as a little child will by no means enter it.” In this verse, Christ our Savior states the 
essential prerequisite for life in Him. If we would have Him take us in His arms, lay His hands on us, and 
bless us (vs. 16), we must convert and “become as little children” (Mt 18:3). He then reveals how we are 
to be transformed into pure children who are touched by Him (Mk 10:13) and blessed with new life. 

Saint John Chrysostom explains why “the soul of a little child is pure from all the passions.” First, 
even if he sees “the queen with a diadem, he prefers her not to his mother clad in rags . . . and nothing more 
than necessary things doth he seek.” Furthermore, “the young child is not grieved at what we are grieved, 
as at the loss of money and such things as that, and he doth not rejoice again at what we rejoice, namely, 
at these temporal things.”  

Saint John concludes that we, by choice, “should practice these things, which young children have 
naturally” (Homily 62 on the Gospel of Saint Matthew, NPNF First Series, vol. 10, p. 385). The secret of 
becoming little children lies in the recovery of our natural, God-given virtues. 

Our Gospel passage clearly states that the children did not come to the Lord on their own accord. 
They are “brought . . . to Him” (vs. 13) by parents who make the loving effort to take them to Christ. If we 
do not allow ourselves to be borne in the arms of our mother, the Church, then we will haplessly pursue 
the virtues of this world, which are not virtues at all. If we depend on our imperfect, rational human minds, 
we will invariably be led astray. Fortunately, we receive good parenting by listening to the Church Fathers, 
who in turn follow the apostles. These Fathers are the “main guide for those who wish to be saved and . . 
. attain Christian perfection,” according to Saint Nil Sorsky. 

The Lord sharply corrects His disciples when they prevent the children from coming to Him (vs. 
13). Following His example, let us contradict within ourselves anything that prevents us from coming to 
Him as innocents (vs. 14). Acquiring pure, simple, natural virtues takes diligent work, for we must oppose 
whatever arises from the sinful self, the world, and the demons. These evil forces constantly suggest that 
we should indulge rather than restrain ourselves.  

Metropolitan Hierotheos Vlachos encourages us: “When a person struggles to subject his body to 
his soul and his soul to God, the virtues of body and soul are produced” (Orthodox Psychotherapy, p. 285). 
Let us persist in this work of restraining and retraining. Christ’s desire for the little children to come to 
Him (vs. 14) prompts us to cultivate the virtues taught by the Church.  

“Self-control and love rid us of impassioned thoughts,” Metropolitan Hierotheos continues, “By 
controlling anger and desire we quickly do away with evil thoughts. Vigils also contribute a great deal. . . 
. Let us receive everything with a good thought. Even if everything is ugly, let us receive it with equanimity, 
and then God will right the anomalies of things” (p. 239) 

Every Christian who makes the effort – positive and negative – described above discovers how 
monumental a task it is to come to Christ as a little child. If we seek purity of life and holiness solely by 
means of our own strength, we risk becoming discouraged. The fatal delusion of self-sufficiency eventually 
plunges us into despair.  

Let us rather depend upon the Church and the Holy Spirit to bring us to Christ, teaching us to 
receive the healing touch of His hand and His blessing (vs. 16). The Spirit gives us new birth through the 
Church and helps us to put on the new man. Saint Gregory Palamas asserts that  “the deified saints . . . are 
engendered by God, God gave them the power to become children of God” (Orthodox Psychotherapy, p. 
352).  

Burn Thou the thorns of all my transgressions, cleanse my soul, and hallow my thoughts. – 
Postcommunion Prayer of Saint Simeon the Translator 
 
 
 



 

DYNAMIS – Orthodox Christian Prison Ministry * 276 5th Ave * Ste 704-3036 * New York, NY 10001 

December 21 - Thursday of the Thirty-first Week after Pentecost 
Mark 10:17-27   
 
Worlds Apart: Saint Mark 10:17-27, especially vs. 17: “Now as He was going out on the road, one 
came running, knelt before Him, and asked Him, ‘Good Teacher, what shall I do that I may inherit 
eternal life?’” This earnest man obviously does not grasp the nature of the journey upon which the 
Lord Jesus has embarked – the one leading to Jerusalem, the Passion, and the Cross. So intent is the 
Lord upon His destination that His disciples are amazed as He presses ahead (vss. 10:32-34). The 
earnestness of the inquirer, on the other hand, is demonstrated by his unusual behavior: he runs rather 
than walks up to the Lord; he kneels before a rabbi, which is not a customary behavior; and he 
addresses the Lord in a way practiced by neither Jews nor Greeks, calling Him “good.” 

As the account unfolds, the gap between the Lord Jesus and the man becomes more and more 
evident. To overcome the man’s obsession with “inheriting” eternal life, the Lord confronts him with 
difficult demand: renounce all and follow Him to execution (vs. 21). This demand reduces the man to 
grief and he walks away (vs. 22). 

The petitioner in our Gospel believes that mortal man can rationally understand and follow the 
way to eternal life. The Lord knows better! The man is deluded, for he believes that God expects more 
from men than what is revealed by the Law if we are to inherit eternal life (Dt 30:19). In other words 
he assumes that sinners, by their own efforts, can win eternal life.   

The Lord Jesus, who gave the Law, reminds him that God’s standards never change (Mk 
10:19). Christ our God is well aware that He alone makes eternal life possible (vs. 27). The two 
perspectives are worlds apart. 

The Lord Jesus reveals another basic error when He responds to being called good. The Lord 
turns back the question, asking “Why do you call Me good?” (vs. 18). The man believes that the 
famous rabbi standing before him, Jesus of Nazareth, is a man like himself who knows the secret of 
eternal life. Christ, however, rejects the assumption that any human being can be considered good. 
Only God is good (vs. 18). According to Saint Hilary of Poitiers, the Lord “would not have rejected 
the attribute of goodness if it had been attributed to Him as God” (Treatise on the Trinity, NPNF 
Second Series, vol. 9, p. 160). 

The idea that a human being is capable of discovering and following the path to eternal life is 
central to many world religions, but entirely foreign to the revelation of the true God. From the Lord’s 
first stated requirement for life (Gn 2:17), to the apostolic declaration “that eternal life which was with 
the Father and was manifested to us . . . is with the Father and with His Son Jesus Christ” (1 Jn 1:2-
3), God shows that He alone extends the mystery of eternal life. 

No esoteric knowledge is required from the earnest seeker who desires eternal life. Through 
His Holy People – Israel and the Church – God reveals to mankind “what is good. Or what does the 
Lord seek from you, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and be ready to walk with the Lord your 
God?” (Mi 6:8). Yet the man who runs to the Lord seeks a human answer, an error which the Lord 
exposes by quoting the Law (Mk 10:19). Saint John continues: “I write no new commandment to you, 
but an old commandment which you have had from the beginning” (1 Jn 2:7). 

The distance between the Lord Jesus and this man in his delusion becomes clear when Christ 
exposes his sin. Truly, what the Lord requires (Mk 10:21) is addressed to all of us. Knowing the state 
of the man’s heart, the Lord places this demand before him in unavoidable terms. The man chooses to 
turn away, believing himself incapable of doing what is required to obtain eternal life. Sadly, he does 
not wait to hear the Gospel caveat: “With men it is impossible; but not with God; for with God all 
things are possible” (vs. 27)! 

O Master, by the judgments which Thou knowest, save me Thine unworthy servant. – Royal 
Third Hour of the Nativity 



 

DYNAMIS – Orthodox Christian Prison Ministry * 276 5th Ave * Ste 704-3036 * New York, NY 10001 

December 22 - Friday of the Thirty-first Week after Pentecost 
Mark 10:23-32       
 
Setting the Heart: Mark 10:23-32, especially vs. 25: “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye 
of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” Many years before the Lord took flesh 
and dwelt among us, the Prophet David perceived the grave danger in wealth, warning, “If riches flow 
in, set not your hearts thereon” (Ps 61:10). Wherever our heart is fixed – whatever matter delights it, 
whatever goal is foremost in its yearning – becomes the compass guiding our whole life. As the Lord 
Jesus says, “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Mt 6:21). 

Why, then, does Christ focus on riches in particular? He warns three times that wealth makes 
it difficult “to enter the kingdom of God” (Mk 10:23, 24, 25). Is there something inherently wrong 
with wealth in and of itself? Not at all! The danger of riches lies in how the heart orients itself to them. 
For fickle-hearted mankind, riches repeatedly prove to be a stumbling block, the shoals upon which 
many have wrecked themselves in this life and for the age to come. 

 Saint Augustine of Hippo notes the paradox: “It is hard to be saved if we have them; and 
impossible if we love them; and scarcely can we have them, but we shall love them inordinately.” The 
threat is that we will love riches inordinately and set our heart upon them. 

The setting of the heart defines the matter, for that upon which we set our heart shapes our 
thinking and actions. If our primary attention is fixed on gaining a fortune, we may or may not attain 
our goal. But let us who profess Christ as our Lord recall the further observations of Saint Augustine, 
who says that riches “are gained with toil and kept with fear. They are enjoyed with danger and lost 
with grief” (Sermon 133, ACCS NT vol. II, p. 145). Let us not be foolish and set our heart on elusive 
riches. 

The Prophet David shows us the proven way: “Delight thyself in the Lord, and He will give 
thee the askings of thy heart” (Ps 36:4). We delight in the Lord when we set our heart on Him, heeding 
and keeping His ways. If we ask only for what pleases Him, we receive the request of our hearts in 
“good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over” (Lk 6:38). God, who is rich and 
owns everything, places all that we have at our disposal. He is especially generous toward those who 
set their hearts on Him and seek “first the kingdom of God and His righteousness” (Mt. 6:33). 

The astonishment of the disciples (Mk 10:24, 26) is not difficult to understand. They hear the 
Lord but also understand how deeply the human heart yearns for created things: money, status, people, 
goals. The Master’s declaration chills them and makes them afraid (vs. 32). Who possibly can be 
saved? 

Poverty, of course, does not guarantee salvation either: “Rich and poor, listen to Christ. . . . 
Most of you are poor, but you too must listen carefully to understand. And you had best listen even 
more intently if you glory in your poverty. Beware of pride, lest the humble rich surpass you. Beware 
of wickedness, lest the pious rich confound you. Beware of drunkenness, lest the sober excel you” 
(Caesarius of Arles, Sermon 153.2, ACCS NT vol. II, p. 145). 

Given our sin-weakened condition and the fickleness of our fallen nature, how is it possible 
for us to set our hearts on the Lord above all else? Christ Himself is able to “establish [our] hearts 
blameless in holiness before [our] God and Father” (1 Thes 3:13). Let us learn from Him how to leave 
everything that separates us from Him (Mk 10:28). Then we will no longer be “wise in [our] own 
conceit, but fear God and depart from all evil” (Pr 3:7). 

 
O Christ God, who willed to lie in the hands of the old man Simeon as Thou didst ride in the 

chariot of the cherubim, deliver us from the woe of passions and save our souls. – Orthros verse for 
the Meeting of the Lord in the Temple 
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December 23 - Saturday of the Thirty-first Week after Pentecost 
Luke 16:10-15   
 
Fidelity: Luke 16:10-15, especially vs. 13: “No servant can serve two masters; for either he will hate 
the one and love the other, or else he will be loyal to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve 
God and mammon.” Christ our God presents us with the stark contrast between fidelity and infidelity, 
dedication and neglect, or even betrayal. He places the whole of our life “in the sight of God” (vs. 15), 
raising the issue of our ultimate trustworthiness as God’s servants. How shall we find “a good defense 
before the fearful judgment seat of Christ,” as we pray during the Divine Liturgy? 

The Lord Jesus makes it clear that we are to manage faithfully even the smallest details and 
responsibilities in this life (vs. 10), for all is subject to His constant and ultimate scrutiny. He examines 
our fidelity in the ordinary and temporal matters of life as well as our care for the “true riches” of His 
Kingdom (vs. 11). God judges both our stewardship of the things in His creation and our care for that 
which, in the words of Saint Cyril of Alexandria, “we may receive . . . which is our own, even that 
holy and admirable beauty which God forms in the souls of men, fashioning them like unto Himself, 
according to what we originally were” (Commentary on the Gospel of Saint Luke, p. 444). We are only 
stewards of our inner life, never the masters. 

The Lord Jesus’ first standard of fidelity is straightforward: “He who is faithful in what is least 
is faithful also in much; and he who is unjust in what is least is unjust also in much” (vs. 10). We may 
expect God to evaluate us rigorously, more so even than the Pharisees and scribes. They scrupulously 
comply with the details of of the Mosaic Law, for He notes how careful they are to “tithe mint and rue 
and all manner of herbs” (Lk 11:42). Yet He tells His disciples that “unless [our] righteousness exceeds 
the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, [we] will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven” 
(Mt 5:20).  

How do we measure up to the challenge we face? With the Lord, fidelity is always a matter of 
the heart. We pay attention to details in life out of joy that we belong to Christ Jesus. “One who 
performs saving works simply from the fear of Hell follows the way of bondage, and he who does the 
same just in order to be rewarded with the Kingdom of Heaven follows the path of a bargainer with 
God. The one they call a slave, the other a hireling. But God wants us to come to Him as sons to their 
Father” (Way of a Pilgrim, p. 36). True fidelity delivers (Mt 21:28-29). 

According to the Lord’s second standard for judging the fidelity of His servants, we need 
examine both our care for the things of this world and for the “true riches” (Lk 16:11). Until we gain 
steadfastness in handling the lesser things of life that God sets before us, we shall never advance to 
the care of what He seeks from us in eternity. First we act as sons, joyfully fulfilling what is required 
in this present life, and then we find a larger duty incumbent on us: “to be faithful unto God, pure in 
heart, merciful and kind, just and holy; for these things imprint in us the outlines of the divine likeness, 
and perfect us as heirs of eternal life” (Saint Cyril of Alexandria, p. 444). Now we come to the true 
riches promised to Christ’s good stewards. 

If we evince fidelity with these true riches, then we have reasonable hope that God will also 
entrust us with what truly is “[our] own” (vs. 12). Here Christ speaks of the authentic nature given to 
us by God. As Saint Paul teaches, God created us “in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand that we should walk in them” (Eph 2:10). Let us do good with fidelity to God, aiming at 
the divine beauty He yearns to form in us: the gifts of “love, joy, peace, longsuffering” (Gal 5:22) and 
so much more. 

 
O Lord, help us labor in the mystical field, cultivating faithfully the fruits of repentance. – 

Orthros for the First Sunday of Great Lent 
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December 24 – Sunday - Forefeast of the Nativity of Christ 
Luke 2:1-20     
 
He Who Is Born: Luke 2:1-20, especially vs. 11: “For there is born to you this day in the city of 
David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.” These familiar words draw us to the mystery of the holy 
nativity in the flesh of God the Word. The Virgin comes to the cave. Christ is born so that He might 
dwell among us as a man. The true “Light of Light,” who gives light to everyone in the world, enters 
our darkness. Angels hasten and shepherds wonder. A star leads the Magi to worship Him, and we 
sing, “Glory to Thy condescension, O Thou only Lover of mankind.” 

God has taken on our flesh, and we in turn are endowed with life. The ineffable marvel of the 
cave with its humble manger compels us to consider the nature of Christ, our Savior and Lord. Come, 
let us meditate on the sacred names of the One who is now born. 

The angel of the Lord first reveals Jesus as “Savior.” Ordinarily, we reserve this term for 
someone who saves us from danger, destruction, or death. By “saving,” we mean actions that preserve 
us physically, such as rescue from flood, fire, or mortal wounds. However, being saved in this present 
life has its limits. Like Lazarus, we will eventually die, for reprieve is only temporary. Universal death 
is merely forestalled by earthly saviors, for they too are mortal. 

The birth of Christ the Savior, however, illumines our greatest salvation. God assumes human 
flesh and shows other saving acts to be nothing but antitypes. Jesus, as Savior, “took me. . . [and[ 
received me out of many waters. He will deliver me from mine enemies which are mighty” (Ps 17:16-
17). He is the prototype of all saviors, for “in Christ all shall be made alive. But each one in his own 
order: Christ the firstfruits, afterward those who are Christ’s at His coming” (1 Cor 15:22-23). 

We learn with the shepherds that the Child born in Bethlehem is also “Christ.” The angel uses 
the official title Ha’mashiah, or “Anointed One.” The Greek equivalent is Christos, which also means 
“Anointed One.”  

While this term was infrequently applied to the high priest in ancient times, it was more 
commonly used as a synonym for the kings of Judah of David’s lineage. At the time of the Lord’s 
birth, the title was reserved for a future king whose mission was to save his people from destructive 
slavery – a great King sent from God. 

What were the expectations of this Christ who was to come? At the time of Jesus’ birth, the 
Jews understood that God demonstrated his might on behalf of His people through a succession of 
great leaders: Abraham, Moses, David. They believed that when the Messiah came, a new age would 
be ushered in.  

“‘For just as the new heaven and the new earth which I make shall remain before Me,’ says 
the Lord, ‘so shall your seed and your name remain. It shall come to pass . . . all flesh shall worship 
before Me in Jerusalem’” (Is 66:22-23).  

God promised that the Child would appear: “But as for Me, I was established as king by Him, 
upon Zion His holy mountain, proclaiming the commandment of the Lord. The Lord said unto Me, 
Thou art My Son, this day have I begotten Thee. Ask of Me, and I will give Thee the nations for Thine 
inheritance, and the uttermost parts of the earth for Thy possession” (Ps 2:6-8). 

The angel also calls the Child Lord (Kyrios). Many earthly rulers have been called lord, but 
among God’s people the title referred to God Himself. The Lord holds the life and destiny of men in 
His hand.  

When Jesus is called Lord, He is recognized as God, “for we shall all stand before the judgment 
seat of Christ. For it is written, ‘As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to Me, and every tongue 
shall confess to God’” (Rom 14:10-11). 

 
May the grace of our Lord, God and, Savior Jesus Christ be with us all. Amen. 
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December 25 – Monday – Christmas Day - Nativity of Christ  
Matthew 2:1-12   
 
What to Give the Christ Child: Matthew 2:1-12, especially vss. 10, 11: “When they saw the star, 
they rejoiced with exceedingly great joy. And when they had come into the house, they saw the young 
Child with Mary His mother, and fell down and worshiped Him. And when they had opened their 
treasures, they presented gifts to Him, gold, frankincense and myrrh.” May great joy fill our hearts as 
we behold the infant God-man with His mother. Like the wise men, let us fall down before Him. Christ 
is born! Let us glorify Him and present Him with our gift.  

“They who worshiped the stars did learn from them to worship” the Sun of Justice, as we sing 
in the festal hymn. Now this same great joy is ours, for we know the Son of God born from the Virgin 
Mary. As we follow the star with the Magi from the East, let us consider what worthy gift we may 
present to our Lord. 

Writing about the Incarnation, Saint Athanasios notes that God not only made mankind “out 
of nothing, but had also graciously bestowed on them His own life by the grace of the Word. Then, 
turning from eternal things to things corruptible by counsel of the devil, they had become the cause of 
their own corruption in death” (On the Incarnation, p. 30).  

In other words, God gave us life, while we gave ourselves death. We exchanged “the truth of 
God for a lie, and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator” (Rom 1:25). 

Our race’s first “gift” to God was to turn away from Him. We forgot about Him, the Life-giver. 
As soon as we fell under the sway of nature and death, ignorance became wisdom and wisdom folly. 
The men of the East believed the stars to be the most powerful bodies in created nature and worshiped 
them as gods. Some they regarded as benign deities, while others were evil gods with flaming eyes 
who looked to destroy life. 

God’s own gift to us is His natal star, which leads the wisest men of the East to seek the Christ. 
He brings them to the incarnate God, away from the confusion of astrology. By a star, He teaches them 
to worship the Sun of Justice and ends the dark night of idolatry.  

“Now that the divine epiphany of the Word of God has taken place,” concludes Saint 
Athanasios, “the darkness of idols prevails no more, and all parts of the world in every direction are 
enlightened” (p. 94). 

When the wise men reach Bethlehem, God grants joy and ecstasy to their eyes. “They saw the 
young Child with Mary His mother” (Mt 2:11). They see God in the tangible form of a child, whom 
also we worship with our own feeble intelligence.  

According to Saint Athanasios, “The incorporeal and incorruptible and immaterial Word of 
God entered our world. . . . in a new way, stooping to our level in His love and self-revealing to us.” 
Our God assumed a “body like our own, because all our bodies were liable to the corruption of death. 
. . . This He did out of sheer love for us, so that in His death all might die, and the law of death thereby 
be abolished” (p. 33-34). 

 “And when they had opened their treasures, these men presented gifts to Him” (vs. 11). yes, 
gifts. These gifts – gold, incense, and myrrh – express that which lasts: “After a thousand years, gold 
still shines, incense burns and myrrh keeps its fragrance” (Saint Nikolai of Zicha, Homilies, p. 47).  

What worthy gift can we offer?  “For if Thou hadst desired sacrifice, I had given it. . . . A 
sacrifice unto God is a broken spirit; a heart that is broken and humbled God will not despise” (Ps 
50:16-17). Our repentance pleases the Christ Child, who continually invites us to repent. Behold the 
young Child! Come, let us worship and fall down and offer Him our gifts. 

 
Let Thy mercy come also upon me, O Lord, even Thy salvation, O Jesus! – Psalm 118:41 
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December 26 – Tuesday - Saint Stephen the First Martyr  
Matthew 21:33-42      
 
The Atheistic Soul: Saint Matthew 21:33-42, especially vs. 38: “But when the vinedressers saw the 
son, they said among themselves, ‘This is the heir. Come, let us kill him and seize his inheritance.’” 
Dostoevsky’s novels are “an endless exploration of the consequences of the existence or non-existence 
of God,” according to Father Steven Kostoff. The nineteenth-century Russian writer’s greatness lies 
in his godly trepidation at seeing the atheistic, humanist philosophies of western Europe penetrating 
the Russian intelligentsia. Dostoevsky foresaw “that the future envisioned by these ideas would 
eventually become an inhuman world wherein ‘everything is permitted’ against flesh-and-blood 
human beings not ‘in-step’ with the reigning ideas or the reigning party” (“Searching for Truth with 
Fyodor Dostoevsky,” Again, vol. 24, no. 2, p. 13).  

The Lord Jesus prophesies the same outcome whenever nations turn against God, deny His 
existence, and reject His sovereignty. If we take the Parable of the Vinedressers and clothe it in a 
swastika, or a hammer and sickle, the religious roots of Dostoevsky’s prophecy are plain: denial of the 
existence of God inevitably leads to contempt for humanity.  

Once this dehumanization overtakes a nation that disdains the word of the Lord, those in power 
are free to beat, stone, and kill God’s servants – exactly, as the Lord Jesus is “cast . . . out of the 
vineyard and killed” (vs. 39). The atheistic soul exults, for “everything is permitted.” 

The Parable of the Vinedressers is especially poignant for “the chief priests and the elders of 
the people” (vs. 21:23). The Lord invites every member and leader of the Church – the people of God 
and of every nation – to evaluate our willingness to “render to him the fruits in their seasons” (vs. 41). 
This parable challenges us to consider the extent to which atheism has taken root in our souls. Christ’s 
simple tale is a plea to build our lives upon “the chief cornerstone” (vs. 42). 

Our life in Christ humbly acknowledges that “heaven and the earth, the sea and all that is 
therein” (Ps 145:6) belong to God. If we accept this truth as our foundation for living, we will willingly 
render to God what is His.  

These words were spoken at our baptism: “I believe in Him as King and God.” As faithful 
servants, we perceive our bodies, our houses, our checking accounts, our life savings, our time and 
everything we call “ours” as something we are to manage for God. We accept the obligation to oversee 
these earthly treasures as He wills. 

Christ’s servants extend this truth to the Church, for certainly our pastors and bishops come 
expecting “that they might receive [the] fruit” of our labor. Do they not deserve a just return from all 
who are working in the Lord’s vineyard? Why else does the bishop offer this prayer during the 
hierarchical liturgy, “O God of hosts, return again; and look down from heaven and behold, and visit 
this vine, and perfect that which Thy right hand hath planted” (Ps 79:15-16)? 

The question of whether atheism or godly devotion lodges in our soul is answered when we 
acknowledge the image of God in everyone we meet. We are to seek Christ in everyone, from the 
holiest of saints down to the most depraved souls. The vinedressers in today’s parable are tragic 
figures. They are people we know well: poor, impoverished souls given over to atheism, sad men who 
do not know the “hope, or joy, or crown of rejoicing” (1 Thes 2:19) that is ours in Christ Jesus. 
 
The Lord is the portion of mine inheritance. . . . I will bless the Lord who hath given me understanding; 
moreover, even till night have my reins instructed me. – Psalm 15:5,7 
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December 27 - Wednesday of the Thirty-second Week after Pentecost 
Mark 11:23-26     
 
Our Father in Heaven: Mark 11:22-26, especially vs. 23: “For assuredly, I say to you, whoever says 
to this mountain, ‘Be removed and be cast into the sea,’ and does not doubt in his heart, but believes 
that those things he says will be done, he will have whatever he says.” Many of us review our lives 
and confidently affirm that we have achieved something of worth without needing help from God. The 
worldly man – fed on self-reliance and brimming with confidence – believes that he can industriously 
move mountains. He will tear down his old barns, put up bigger ones, stuff them full of achievements, 
and take his ease for years to come (Lk 12:17-19). 

However, Christ our God bids us to pray, trusting in God to provide (Mk 11:24), forgiving 
others (vs. 25), and calling God our “Father in heaven” (vss. 25, 26). He asks us to work upon the 
fabric of this world by relying on Him. In this context our self-confidence is unnatural. Christ asks us 
to always assume that “our help is in the name of the Lord” (Ps 123:8). 

Perhaps we do pray to our Father in heaven, looking to Him to provide what we require. But 
we must consider carefully who this Father of ours may be. Of whom do we say, “He is in heaven”? 
As we search the Scriptures we find a consistent record of His self-disclosure. The Church documents 
the character of God, our Father in heaven, in Holy Scripture and shows what He expects of us.  

And what does the Lord require? According to his prophet, we are “to do justly, and to love 
mercy, and to be ready to walk with the Lord your God” (Mi 6:8). Come into our Father’s household. 
Learn that our Father in heaven created us, sustains our existence (Acts 17:28), outlines how we ought 
to live, act, speak, think, and feel. He provides everything we need to walk with Him.  

As children we depend on our earthly fathers, respecting them and doing their bidding. 
Likewise, we say to our heavenly Father, “Hallowed be Your Name. Your kingdom come. Your will 
be done on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6:9-10). 

If we are to depend, year in and year out, upon our Father in heaven, we must “be diligent to 
present [ourselves] approved to God, a worker who does not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the 
word of truth” (2 Tm 2:15). The child of God who genuinely cares about the will of his Father in 
heaven seeks with care to discern and carry out His will (Jn 14:15). 

When we desire to do the will of God, it leads us to worship the Lord among His people, 
praying and living as He instructs in the bosom of God’s family. From our fathers in Christ – and our 
aunts, uncles, big brothers and sisters – we learn how greatly we need the healing presence of our 
Father and our family in order to be transformed and restored to His design. 

Let us then apply our Father’s teaching and instructions! Forgive, that we may receive His 
forgiveness. Love, that we may receive His love. Get rid of hatred, because He has no hate in Him. 
Never commit murder, not even in thought. Do not steal, lie, or corrupt others, nor misuse the bodies 
He has given us. We know all this well enough. 

Our greatest obstacle when standing before God is our pride, our delusion of self-reliance. Of 
this sin Blessed Theophylact says: “A proud man should rebuke this mountain, this passion of pride 
which besets him and strives to drive him away from God’s protection and providence, for it is pride 
that makes a proud man say that he can accomplish all things by himself without God’s help. Such a 
man ought to say to his pride, ‘Be thou removed, and be thou cast into the sea’” (Explanation of the 
Holy Gospel According to Saint Mark, p. 99). 

 
Our Father in heaven, make us worthy to live before Thee with a seemly disposition and 

virtuous life, guided by Thy righteousness on the path of salvation which Thou dost provide. – Service 
of Supplication on the First Day of the New Year 

 



 

DYNAMIS – Orthodox Christian Prison Ministry * 276 5th Ave * Ste 704-3036 * New York, NY 10001 

December 28 - Thursday of the Thirty-second Week after Pentecost 
Mark 11:27-33  
 
The Baptism of John: Mark 11:27-33, especially vs. 30: “The baptism of John – was it from heaven 
or from men? Answer Me.” The Lord Jesus addresses this question to the Sanhedrin, the first-century 
tribunal of the Jewish nation. He expects us, as His disciples, to answer as well. We, of course, are 
accustomed to the display of Saint John’s icon adjacent to that of the Lord. We celebrate the saint’s 
feast days and hear his name mentioned in the hymns of the Church.  

However, perhaps we have never paused to answer Christ’s question, or answered it without 
reflection. Let us be certain that our answer is based on an understanding of the nature of John’s 
baptism, on what we know about John, and on Christ, who points to the true answer: John's “baptism 
. . . was . . . from heaven” (vs. 30). 

The baptism practiced by John stands squarely in the ancient tradition of God’s people. It 
continues the deliverance of Noah and his family from the waters of the great flood (Gn 6-9), Israel’s 
passage through the waters of the Red Sea and the destruction of Pharaoh’s hosts (Ex 14), and the 
nation’s triumphant crossing of the Jordan River into Palestine (Jos 1-4). Together, these experiences 
reveal the constituent elements manifest in John’s baptism: cleansing, repentance, and divine 
judgment. 

These same elements are present in the mystery of baptism as we know it today (Mt 28:19). 
According to Father Alexander Schmemann, “Baptism is defined  . . . as being the removal of original 
sin . . . as the sacrament of regeneration . . . as the passage from an old into a new life, and finally as 
an epiphany of the Kingdom of God” (Of Water and the Spirit, p. 10-11). The priest prays that Christ 
will “show this water to be the water of redemption, the water of sanctification, the purification of 
flesh and spirit, the loosing of bonds, the remission of sins, the illumination of the soul, the laver of 
regeneration, the renewal of the spirit. . . .” 

Even more significant are the many witnesses who testify that John the Baptist is called by 
God. “Now his father Zacharias was filled with the Holy Spirit, and prophesied, saying . . . ‘And you, 
child, will be called the prophet of the Highest’” (Lk 1:67, 76). The people under the Old Covenant 
“all counted John to have been a prophet indeed” (Mk 11:32). Even John’s enemies acknowledge that 
“he was a just and holy man” (Mk 6:20). Furthermore, the Forerunner confirms these views with his 
own testimony (Jn 1:19-27). 

From the beginning the Archangel Gabriel prophesies that John will “be filled with the Holy 
Spirit, even from his mother’s womb” (Lk 1:15). This fact is confirmed while he is still an unborn 
babe. At the sound of the voice of the Theotokos, who carries God Incarnate (Lk 1:44), John leaps 
within his mother’s womb.  

Finally, the Holy Trinity directly reveals that John’s baptism comes from heaven. The God-
inspired Evangelist John declares that the Forerunner “was a man sent from God” (Jn 1:6). John is 
directed by “the word of God” to go into the region around the Jordan and preach “a baptism of 
repentance for the remission of sins” (Lk 3:2, 3). Then God the Father speaks openly to John at Jesus’ 
baptism: “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Mt 3:17). 

The Forerunner himself declares that, due to his human limitations, he did not know Christ 
beforehand. He relies entirely on God, for “He who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘Upon 
whom you see the Spirit descending, and remaining on Him, this is He who baptizes with the Holy 
Spirit.’ And I have seen and testified that this is the Son of God” (Jn 1:33-34). 

Let us reply without hesitation, “John’s baptism was from heaven, not from men.” 
O wise Forerunner, John, thou didst behold the ineffable glory of the Father from on high, and 

the Son in the waters, and the Spirit descending on Him: pray Him to save our souls. –Vespers for the 
Synaxis of the Forerunner 
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December 29 - Friday of the Thirty-second Week after Pentecost 
Mark 12:1-12    
 
Bearing Fruit: Mark 12:1-12, especially vs. 9: “The owner of the vineyard. . . . will come and destroy 
the vinedressers, and give the vineyard to others.” This parable contains a prophecy of the fate of God 
the Son. Christ Jesus is sent by the Father to win the respect of His people; they indeed will take Him 
and kill Him and cast Him out of the vineyard (vs. 8). As a result, the Lord Jesus will give “His people 
to other husbandmen, that is, to the apostles” (Blessed Theophylact, Explanation of the Holy Gospel 
According to Saint Mark, p. 102).  

We are God’s vineyard, charged with bearing fruit and offering “the sacrifice of praise to God, 
that is, the fruit of our lips, giving thanks to His name” (Heb 13:15). We are to abide in Him or risk 
being “cast out as a branch and . . . withered; and they gather them and throw them into the fire, and 
they are burned” (Jn 15:6). Let us give God His due in the time allotted to us. 

Sin is around us and within us. Its allure deceives us so that we often fail to consider the 
consequences of not abiding in Him. It is easy to live for the moment, without thinking about what 
follows from our actions. However, our petty resistance and refusal to pay our dues only deepens the 
gulf between us and the Giver of Life.  

When we look at the fall of Adam and Eve, we notice how rapidly they descend after that tiny 
bite of forbidden fruit. They are driven from Paradise and foul murder soon follows (Gn 3:23; 4:8). 
Turning to the century only recently past, we find the latest chapter in this sordid human record: mass 
executions, genocide, the destruction of whole cities, and terror unspeakable. 

We dwell close to Life. We are united to the Lord in baptism, sealed with the gift of the Holy 
Spirit, and partake of Christ’s own life-bearing Body and Blood. “In Him also we have obtained an 
inheritance, being predestined according to the purpose of Him who works all things according to the 
counsel of His will” (Eph 1:11).  

Why should we hoard – or worse, squander – the fruit gained in the Orthodox vineyard? Let 
us consider the fate of the wicked vinedressers and share “some of the fruit of the vineyard” (Mk 12:2) 
garnered in Christ. First, we are to honor the servants whom the Lord sends – our pastors and bishops. 
We kiss their hands and offer them the fruits of our labors in the Lord’s vineyard.  

What are those fruits? Our God loves truth and wants to make us whiter than snow, turning 
His face away from our sins, if we simply offer Him “a broken spirit, a heart that is broken and 
humbled” (Ps 50:17). Let us heed Saint Makarios of Egypt: “Being bountiful and full of love, God 
awaits with great patience the repentance of every sinner, and He celebrates the return of the sinner 
with celestial rejoicing, as He Himself says, ‘There is joy in heaven over one sinner who repents’” 
(Philokalia vol. 3, p. 315). The power to give lies with us; give Him the gift of true purity. 

Second, we are to resist every corrupting movement within our hearts and give freely, “for God 
loves a cheerful giver” (2 Cor 9:7). Dag Hammarskjold, the famed secretary general of the United 
Nations, writes: “Weep / If you can, / Weep, / But do not complain. / The way chose you – / And you 
must be thankful.” After all, God “didst bring us from non-existence into being, and when we had 
fallen away didst raise us up again, and didst not cease to do all things until [He] hadst brought us up 
to heaven” (Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom).  

When we meet Christ in the Holy Mysteries, He is looking for our respect. When He comes in 
the garb of the poor, we remember all He has given to us. We offer thanksgiving to the Life-giver in 
our words and actions: “We praise Thee, we bless Thee, we give thanks unto Thee, O Lord, and we 
pray unto Thee, O our God” (Divine Liturgy of Saint Basil the Great). 

 
Serve ye the Lord with fear, and rejoice in Him with trembling. Lay hold of instruction. . . . 

Blessed are all that have put their trust in Him. – Psalm 2:11-13 
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December 30 - Saturday of the Thirty-second Week after Pentecost  
Luke 17:3-10   
 
The Duty of a Disciple: Luke 17:3-10, especially vs. 5: “And the apostles said to the Lord, ‘Increase 
our faith.’” Consider for a moment the circumstances that prompt this appeal to the Lord by the 
apostles. Jesus has been discussing with them how we are to respond to a fellow disciple, or even a 
person we do not know, who offends us. The gospels makes clear the unlimited, mandatory nature of 
our duty to forgive if we call ourselves disciples of Christ. Our every objection and resistance to 
forgiving wrongs is ruled out by the Lord who prayed on the Cross, asking God the Father on behalf 
of those crucifying Him: “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they do” (Lk 23:34).  

Those who are now beginning to plot Jesus’ arrest and execution do not know what they are 
doing. Had the chief priests, scribes, and Pharisees grasped Jesus’ true identity, it seems hard to believe 
that they would allow their Lord and Creator to be sentenced to death by Pontius Pilate, who likewise 
does not understand the import of his actions.  

Just as Christ was born secretly, in a cave, His identity as He stands before Pilate is hidden 
from men’s perceptions. Jesus alone among those witnessing the travesty of His crucifixion realizes 
the enormity of the crime. The disciples, of course, run like rabbits, except for a few who lurk around 
the edges to see how it all comes out. Even brave Peter weasels out at his moment of truth, and later 
weeps over his failure. 

When the Lord rises from the dead, He breaks through the blindness of His disciples. He shows 
Himself to the world as victor over death and every kind of injustice. And He calls us to follow the 
way of the Cross and forgiveness, which is our salvation.  

Since we hear the Resurrection narratives read at Sunday Orthros, week after week, we may 
not stop to consider the enormity of the event. We may well wonder, in our indifference, how far 
removed we truly are from those who committed the crimes against our Lord. The Holy Spirit 
however, allows us a glimpse sufficient to bring us to whatever degree of repentance we can manage.  

If we dare to call Christ our Savior, addressing him as “my Lord” or “my King and my God,” 
then the duty to forgive is ours. We must forego those responses that come to us more easily in the 
face of offense: sarcasm, an angry retort, sullen withdrawal, the inner pledge to get even, a proud, 
disdainful smirk.  

Every time He tells us “you shall forgive him” (vs. 4), we beseech Him to “increase our faith” 
(vs. 5). Let us not justify ourselves by insisting that whoever let fly the cutting remark, gave us a nasty 
dig, or loosed the most bitter cruelty upon us remains unrepentant. The reaction of the transgressor is 
no concern of ours in the face of Christ’s expectations.  

Am I willing to forgive? Do I want to forgive? Can I find it in myself to forgive? These are far 
more urgent issues for us. Our eternal salvation hangs on our willingness to obey the Lord and on our 
readiness to forgive. The Master will refuse to deliver us until we have paid all that is due on our 
account “if each of [us], from his heart, does not forgive his brother his trespasses” (Mt 18:35). 

Indeed, let us beg Christ our Lord to increase our faith every time He asks us to forgive. As we 
regard the one who has struck us down, we look past the dark pit of unforgiveness and bitter death and 
lift up our hands to the holy place. “Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!” (Mk 9:24). 

Establish me in the path of Thy commandments, and let me not stray from Thy light. – 
Archimandrite Sophrony, On Prayer 
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December 31 - Sunday after the Nativity of Christ  
Matthew 2:13-23    
 
Guarding Christ: Matthew 2:13-23, especially vs.13: “Now when [the wise men] had departed, 
behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream, saying, ‘Arise, take the young Child and 
His mother, flee to Egypt, and stay there until I bring you word; for Herod will seek the young Child 
to destroy Him.’” When God planted in Paradise, He set “the tree of life” (Gn 2:9) in the middle of 
the garden. After Adam’s disobedience, God imposed the divine consequences of sin: “to earth you 
shall return” (vs. 3:20). To prevent Adam from evading this judgment, “the Lord God sent him forth 
out of the garden. . . . And [He] stationed . . . the fiery sword which turns every which way to guard 
the way to the tree of life” (vs. 3:24-25).  

Thus mankind enters into history and this existence full of sickness, death, and the slaughter 
of innocents. However, God the Life-giving Trinity never abandons us. According to Metropolitan 
John of Pergamos, “The Father and the Spirit are involved in history, but only the Son becomes history. 
. . . [And] if the Son dies on the cross, thus succumbing to the bondage of historical existence, it is the 
Spirit that raises Him from the dead. The Spirit is the ‘beyond’ history, and when He acts in history 
He does so in order to bring into history the last days, the eschaton.” 

The Spirit introduces the age to come into this present existence, beginning at the moment our 
Lord assumes history: “And the angel answered and said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, 
and the power of the Highest will overshadow you’” (Lk 1:35). The Holy Spirit then continues to act 
on behalf of the Lord Jesus, as this early passage from St. Matthew shows.  

Through an angel, He directs Joseph to flee to safety with the young child and His mother (Mt 
2:13). Following the death of Herod the Great, the same Spirit directs Joseph when it is time to return 
(vss. 19-20).  

We must be careful not lose sight of the Holy Spirit in this passage, for it is He who actually 
gives the command to flee, even though the message is delivered by an angel. According to St. 
Maximos the Confessor, “The Holy Spirit is not absent from any created being, especially not from 
one which in any way participates in intelligence.”  

The holy angels, of course, are the intelligent (or so-called noetic) powers. The Spirit works 
through those beings who are wholly pure, including our guardian angels and the other bodiless powers 
(Mt 2:13, 19). We should respect them and pray for their help. Through the angels, the Spirit actively 
guards everyone who is united to Christ, protecting us against the evil one and his servants.  

Later, we see how He makes Joseph rightly afraid of Archelaus, the murderous son of Herod 
the Great (vs. 22). The Spirit communicates with those mortals who have attained a measure of 
personal purity through prayer, men and women who are receptive to His voice. In this instance, the 
Holy Spirit works through the dream life of the righteous Joseph.  

Understanding the Spirit’s work is crucial if we are to grow in holiness (Jn 3:6-8). This much 
is certain: the Spirit of God never leaves Joseph, nor will He abandon the members of Christ who are 
sealed with the gift of the Holy Spirit.  

Let us heed His promptings as we pray for clarification and guidance. Above all, we understand 
that the Holy Spirit never ceases to work among the faithful to bring about our salvation, as revealed 
to us through the prophets (Mt 2:23; Eph 3:4-5). Our decisions and actions, especially those that aim 
to please God, will be woven into His plan of salvation for us and for all of mankind. Let us pray for 
wisdom! 

 
Assist me, I pray Thee, and direct me with divine wisdom to do Thy will faithfully. 
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January 1 – Monday - Circumcision of Christ 
Colossians 2:8-12    
 
Completed and Restored: Colossians 2:8-12, especially vs. 8: “Beware lest anyone cheat you through 
philosophy and empty deceit, according to the tradition of men . . . and not according to Christ.” The last 
two centuries present a grim succession of evil alliances, exhausted ideologies, revolutions, violence, and 
war. Ironically, certain ideas at first appear attractive, visionary, and hopeful, and only later expose the 
true, deeply flawed state of humanity.  

Today’s epistle opens with a warning against the inherent danger of every philosophy and tradition 
that arises from our imagination (vs. 8). The apostle directs us instead to God’s ultimate truth, offered to 
the human race through tangible events and persons: God’s saving revelation in Christ. 

In Christ we possess the Way, the Truth, and the Life (Jn 14:6). The Lord Jesus enables us to cope 
with the misery of history. His apostle urges us not to allow ourselves to be cheated by vain imaginings, 
for we are united to Christ in whom “dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily” (Col 2:9).  

In Christ we are “complete” (vs. 10). In Him we have “[put] off the body of the sins of the flesh” 
(vs. 11) and are “raised . . . through faith in the working of God” (vs. 12). Consider the breath of what the 
Apostle Paul unveils to us here! 

The faithful in Christ have found the way to be “complete” (vs. 10) in the Lord Jesus, for when 
God became man, He joined His nature to our fallen and confused state. He opened the Way to restore our 
humanity.  

We know what life looks like apart from Christ: domination and tyranny that crush the spirit and 
make us slaves. In Christ, through the Holy Spirit, we are joined to God. As “Head of all rule and 
authority,” Christ fulfills humanity.  

Now, subject to God, we become renewed persons. In Him we find increasing freedom to become 
what He created us to be. How is that so? Being united to Him, we choose to put off “the body of the sins 
of the flesh” and to covenant with Him (vs. 11). In place of the mirage of self-realization, we regain our 
being as the Creator Himself designed us. 

Among God’s ancient people, circumcision was evidence “in the flesh” of a covenant with God. 
Now, however, “circumcision is no longer performed with a knife . . . but in Christ Himself; for no human 
hand circumcises . . . but the Spirit . . . in baptism,” says Saint John Chrysostom (“Homily 6 on Colossians,” 
ACCS New Testament, vol. 9, p. 31-32). 

Rejoice to be joined to Christ in His Church! The Lord’s circumcision is evidence that we are 
united to Him, freed from the debasing control of earthly powers and authorities. With Christ as our Head, 
every earthly government, authority, and force is exposed as relative and subject to Him. These earthly 
powers are worthy of obedience only so long as they derive their powers from Him and do not usurp His 
rule. Might does not make right. 

When we are baptized into Christ, we are given power to fight the day-by-day struggle to become 
whole, integrated persons. According to Saint John Chrysostom, “Adam contracted the debt; by our 
subsequent sins we increased the amount owed . . . [But] Christ took all these away and pardoned them . . 
. so that no trace of it might remain. This is why He did not erase it but tore it to pieces” (p. 33). 

The merciful God gives us “healing, purification, enlightenment, protection, salvation, and 
sanctification of soul and body.” Let us yield ourselves “as instruments of righteousness to God . . . for 
[we] are not under law but under grace” (Rom 6:13-14). We “were raised with Him through faith in the 
working of God” (Col 2:12). 

O Christ who lovest mankind, take away the heavy burden of my sins, cleanse me of every stain 
of flesh and spirit, and teach me to fulfill holiness in Thy fear, unto true, eternal life. – Pre-communion 
Prayer of Saint Basil the Great 
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January 2 – Tuesday of the Thirty-first Week after Pentecost 
Hebrews 12:25-26, 13:22-25     
 
The Voice of the Lord: Hebrews 12:25-26, 13:22-25, especially vs. 12:25: “See that you do not 
refuse Him who speaks.” The Prophet David composed this beautiful hymn lauding the voice of the 
Lord: “The voice of the Lord is upon the waters; the God of glory hath thundered, the Lord is upon 
the many waters. The voice of the Lord in might, the voice of the Lord in majesty, the voice of the 
Lord who breaketh the cedars, yea, the Lord will break the cedars of Lebanon. And He will break them 
small like the calf of Lebanon, and His beloved is like a son of the unicorns. The voice of the Lord 
who divideth the flame of fire, the voice of the Lord who shaketh the wilderness, yea, the Lord shaketh 
the wilderness of Kaddis. The voice of the Lord gathereth the harts, and shall reveal the thickets of 
oak, and in His temple every man uttereth glory” (Ps 28:3-9).  

In today’s epistle the words of the Apostle Paul, like those of the Psalmist David, help us to 
heed the voice of the Lord. Although the Lord’s voice breaks great trees and makes mountains skip 
(Ps 113:4), shaking and gathering animals into herds, this voice is never impersonal. It is neither a 
brute power nor inanimate energy, nor does it lack intelligence.  

Rather, the voice of the Lord is meaningful and personal, coming from our God who conveys 
His intention, purpose, and result. Thus the Apostle Paul entreats us, “See that you do not refuse Him 
who speaks” (Heb. 12:25). 

The voice of God is recorded by His people in Holy Scripture, by a community brought 
together by His voice. Scripture is our primary written witness of God’s words and accomplishments. 
Here we also discover what God is doing at this very moment and what He will bring about through 
time unto eternity.  

At the center of all Scripture is the Word of God, for the voice of the Lord comes to us as God 
the Word. The Word achieves everything described in Psalm 103: He “stretchest out the heavens . . . 
maketh the clouds . . . laid the foundation of the earth . . . coveredst it with the deep . . . gave drink to 
every beast . . . causeth the grass to grow . . . giveth meat to all in due season.”  

More important than these provisions are the people He brings forth – a host “innumerable as 
the sand which is by the seashore” (Heb 11:12). He covenants with us, calls us His people, and goes 
before us to do battle on our behalf. He bears us up in His arms “as a man carries his son” (Dt 1:31). 

The Apostle Paul deplores the refusal of the early people of God to hear and obey the voice of 
the Lord, who raised up the Prophet Moses to lead them into a land of their own. At the boundary of 
that land, they “would not go up, but disobeyed the word of the Lord [their] God. And . . . murmured” 
(vss. 1:26-27).  

Through the great Law-giver, God clearly told them by His Word – His own voice from the 
mountain – that He would give them the land. “Yet, in all this matter [they] did not believe the Lord 
[their] God” (vs. 1:32). Hence, Saint Paul says, “they did not escape who refused Him who spoke on 
earth” (Heb 12:25). They died in the wilderness, outside the promised land! 

May we always heed the message God gives to us through “Him who speaks from heaven” 
(vs. 25): Jesus, the Incarnate voice of the Father, “His Son, whom He has appointed heir of all things, 
through whom also He made the worlds” (vs. 1:2). We have greater divine promises than did ancient 
Israel. Let us not refuse God, for we shall “not escape if we turn away from Him who speaks from 
heaven” (vs. 12:25). 
 
As Moses communed with God and, in an ineffable manner, received Thy voice in his ear, do Thou 
prepare us to worship Thee, O Word of the Father, and ever to hear and to obey Thee. – Verse from 
Cheesefare Sunday 
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January 3 – Wednesday of the Thirty-first Week after Pentecost 
James 1:1-18      
 
Coping with Trials: James 1:1-18, especially vs. 2: “My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into 
various trials.” The first-century brethren to whom the Apostle James is writing are in the midst of a 
test of their commitment to the Lord Jesus. As the apostle warns, such perasmos (“trials”) are often 
accompanied by personal suffering. Although these brethren do not face martyrdom, those he 
addresses must stand fast as “confessors” of the faith, to use the Church’s terminology.  

The Apostle James is counseling us as well, for our own faith is being tested. On television 
and in the media, in classrooms at college and secondary school alike, we are bombarded with 
materialistic, godless messages. Scant allowance is made for spiritual truth, still less for the possibility 
of miracles, asceticism, chastity, traditional morality, or worship.  

Indeed, spirituality in almost any form is treated as either nonexistent, unimportant, or worthy 
of ridicule. Let us wake up! Our faith is being repudiated, undermined, and brushed aside!  

Patience is necessary if we are to endure this constant, unrelenting assault on the sacred. Saint 
James advises us to “let patience have its perfect work, that before God we may be perfect and 
complete, lacking nothing” (vs. 4). 

Above all, we should never underestimate the worldly learning and persuasiveness of those 
who oppose the Orthodox faith. They ride the crest of a wave of popular acceptance. When we feel 
ourselves incapable of speaking the truth, or lacking sufficeint wisdom, we “ask of God, who gives to 
all liberally and without reproach, and it will be given to [us]” (vs. 5).  

We strengthen our faith by standing before the holy icons, reading Scripture, and absorbing 
the hymns and prayers of the Divine Liturgy. These reinforce our commitment to God, so that we do 
not become like one “who doubts,” nor “like a wave of the sea driven and tossed by the wind” (vs. 6). 
We avoid adopting a worldly outlook that would make us “double minded” and “unstable” in our ways 
(vs. 8), for in such a case we will not “receive anything from the Lord” (vs. 7).  

In the midst of our success-driven culture, we who lack riches and status look to Jesus Christ, 
who also was poor, and “glory in [our] exaltation” with Him before God the Father (vs. 9). If we are 
wealthy by worldly standards, then we remember how fleeting and uncertain riches can be. In the heat 
of the marketplace, our financial worth can wither like the grass and perish. We know that “the rich 
man also will fade away in his pursuits” (vs. 11).  

Instead, let us labor for that which lasts for eternity. If we endure temptation and are approved 
of God, we “will receive the crown of life which the Lord has promised to those who love Him” (vs. 
12).  

Above all, we do not blame God for our struggles. We understand that we may be drawn away 
– either by our “own desires” (vs. 14) or by whatever “gives birth to sin” (vs. 15) – and run the risk of 
falling into the full-blown sin that “brings forth death” (vs. 15). The worst outcome is to be captured 
by this world: its assumptions are deadly, no matter how plausible they sound. 

“Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and comes down from the Father of 
lights” (vs. 17). With God we escape from the changing fads of this materialistic world, for in Him 
“there is no variation or shadow of turning” (vs. 17). Like a mother, He gave us birth that we might 
become “a kind of firstfruits of His creatures” (vs. 18) – an entirely new kind of humanity. Let us hold 
onto this gift from our Father and keep His name holy all our days. 
 
Show me to be a dwelling-place of Thy Spirit; and in no wise the dwelling-place of sin. – Post-
communion Prayer 
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January 4 – Thursday of the Thirty-first Week after Pentecost  
James 1:19-27      
 
Self-Deception: James 1:19-27, especially vs. 25: “But he who looks into the perfect law of liberty 
and continues in it, and is not a forgetful hearer but a doer of the work, this one will be blessed in 
what he does.” What standard should we use if we wish to measure ourselves honestly, to assess 
accurately who and what we are? Saint James teaches us to look “into the perfect law of liberty” (vs. 
25) – by which he means the Lord Jesus, for only Christ embodies the perfect law of liberty for 
mankind.  

By looking at Him and measuring ourselves in turn, we are enabled to see ourselves without 
distortion, inflation, or self-flattery. The Lord neither enlarges our moral and spiritual height nor 
diminishes it, nor does He pass over any desire of our hearts. In musical terms, we can liken Him to 
that pure note or pitch with which any slight tonal variation, sharp or flat, will immediately cause 
discord. 

Christ our God is the reliable standard to use for authentic assessment of every person, no 
matter what our race or tongue. Being Himself pure and undistorted, He accurately reflects all our 
“filthiness and overflow of wickedness” (vs. 21), as well as our potential for “pure and undefiled 
religion before God and the Father” (vs. 27).  

The Elder Joseph the Hesychast explains how the Lord mirrors every element of our lives so 
well: “Once someone has tasted wine, he can tell if they give him vinegar instead.” The Lord Jesus is 
the wine; to know Him is to know both the bad and the good within ourselves. 

First, the Lord Jesus shows us how slow we are to hear (vs. 19). When asked why He speaks 
in parables, Jesus replies, “Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken away from him. 
Therefore, I speak to them in parables, because seeing they do not see, and hearing they do not hear, 
nor do they understand” (Mt 13:12-13).  

Instead, He opens our ears that we may be swift to hear. “God renders judgment and will render 
it. He will come and save us. Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf shall 
hear” (Is 35:4-5). 

Foolish as we are, we are often swift to give way to wrath rather than offering a kind or healing 
word (Jas 1:19). Invariably, our wrath “does not produce the righteousness of God” (vs. 20). As 
Solomon wisely said, “A stone is heavy, and sand is cumbersome; but the wrath of a man without 
discernment is heavier than both” (Prv 27:3).  

Thankfully, Jesus Christ our Savior turns us from wrath. When His disciples are ready to 
destroy a community of Samaritans who will not receive the Lord, Jesus rebukes them, saying, “The 
Son of Man did not come to destroy men’s lives but to save them” (Lk 9:56). 

Jesus Himself implants His words in our heart and enables us to receive His gifts and spirit of 
meekness (Jas 1:21). He it was who “was led as a sheep to the slaughter, and as a lamb [was] silent 
before his shearers” (Is 53:7). He reveals the beauty of a meek and quiet spirit in the face of violence. 
Christ Jesus exemplifies His beatitude “blessed are the meek,” for at the end of all things, He “shall 
inherit the earth” (Mt 5:5). 

Jesus our Lord blesses us when we care for the widow and orphan (Jas 1:27) instead of 
exploiting or ignoring the poor and defenseless: “Assuredly, I say to you, inasmuch as you did it to 
one of the least of these My brethren, you did it to Me” (Mt 25:40). 

Let us follow Saint James’ teachings and look steadily “into the perfect law of liberty,” our 
Lord Jesus Christ, not as forgetful hearers but as doers of the work Christ gives to us (Jas 1:25). Only 
He can keep us unspotted from the world and undeceived in our hearts (vs. 26). 
Illumine our hearts, O Master who loveth mankind, with the pure light of Thy divine knowledge; and 
implant in us also the fear of Thy blessed commandments! – Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom 
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January 5 – Friday - Forefeast of Theophany  
1 Corinthians 9:19-27  
 
Apostolic Evangelism: 1 Corinthians 9:19-27, especially vs. 23: “I have become all things to all 
men, that I might by all means save some. Now I do this for the gospel’s sake, that I may be a partaker 
of it with you.” Above all else, the Apostle Paul perceives himself as an evangelist – one serving under 
Christ (vs. 21) that he “might by all means save some” (vs. 22), Here, he is speaking of the men and 
women with whom he has come into contact. He knows, as the Lord Jesus demonstrates in the Parable 
of the Sower (Mt 13:2-23), that some will hear the Gospel and yet never “obtain it” (1 Cor 9:24). 
Others, including even the apostle himself, risk being “disqualified” (vs. 27) through personal failure 
or dereliction. 

Knowing the value of the “imperishable crown” (vs. 25) that our Lord Jesus holds out to every 
disciple, Saint Paul is determined to do everything in his power to become “a partaker of” that crown 
(vs. 23). He encourages those he trained up in the faith, such as the Corinthian Christians to whom he 
addresses this passage, to “run in such a way that [they] may obtain it” as well (vs. 24).  

Saint Paul is holding himself up to us as a model to follow in the practice of evangelism. Under 
Christ, each one of us must likewise become the servant of all men, if we are to win them to the Lord 
Jesus (vs. 19). Likewise, we must be sensitive to the spiritual outlook of those with whom we interact 
(vss. 20-23). Our conduct is thus disciplined and “temperate in all things” (vss. 24-27). 

There is profound irony in the apostle’s call to use our freedom in the service of others. It is a 
radical proposal, to say the least, but St. Paul asserts that it is essential if we are to “win more” people 
to the glories, beauties, and life-giving truths of our faith. Let us never hoard our faith but be willing 
to pay the price! Christ has directed us to make disciples of all men (Mt 28:19). 

We note, however, that the apostle proposes approaching the mission of discipling others in a 
sensitive way, mindful of their persona spiritual orientation. There is a delicate balance between our 
role as slaves of the Master, with the obligation to evangelize, and the need to remain sensitive to 
others outside the faith. The Gospel requires us to reach out with our faith, but at the same time it 
demands genuine consideration of others.  

Saint Paul approaches the Jews as a fellow Jew, and the pagan Romans as a Roman citizen. He 
does not compromise his integrity by bending himself like a pretzel, nor does he change his colors like 
a chameleon. Rather, he starts from the assumptions he shares with those he encounters. He finds a 
place to meet them on common ground. 

Finally, the apostle uses an illustration from the Greek games, one which would be familiar to 
every first-century Corinthian. Engaging others with the new and radical truth of Christianity is a 
demanding task, which can be likened to competitive sports. If we are to overcome society’s false 
assumptions, deep-seated erroneous concepts, and comfort with half-truths, we must become tough 
competitors ready to fight for the truth we value so highly.  

What are we to do? First, we keep the “imperishable crown” we offer (vs. 25) – the kingdom 
of God – ever in mind. Second, we remain “temperate in all things” (vs. 25).  

The ascetic disciplines we practice are not intended to punish us, but to train us in how to 
obtain salvation and then evangelize others. If we fail to discipline our bodies and bring them into 
subjection, we may discover that although we have preached to others, we ourselves have “become 
disqualified” (vs. 27). 

Of Thine immense goodness, O Lord God, show me the path of Thy will in every meeting with 
others, and grant me to walk in Thy sight without sin, but to Thy glory and honor. – Archimandrite 
Sophrony Sakharov, On Prayer 
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January 6 – Saturday - Feast of Theophany  
Titus 2:11-14; 3:4-7  
 
Salvation Has Appeared: Titus 2:11-14; 3:4-7, especially vs. 11: “For the grace of God that brings 
salvation has appeared to all men.” If we are seeking one short, inclusive statement in Holy Scripture that 
best summarizes the work of our Lord Jesus from the time of the annunciation of His birth to the outpouring 
of the Holy Spirit of Pentecost on the apostles, what better choice than this quote from today’s epistle?  

“The grace of God,” the eternal Father’s love, was definitively revealed when our Lord Jesus came 
to minister among us in the flesh. The “appearance” in time of the only-begotten Son is the supreme gift 
of divine condescension on behalf of all mankind. When the Apostle Paul speaks to Titus of the “salvation 
[that] has appeared to all men,” this single phrase encompasses all that Christ our God did as a man to 
assure the possibility of everlasting life for our race. 

Who defines divine “grace” and “love” more fully than the Lord Jesus? According to Saint John 
Chrysostom, when we see that our numberless sins have been forgiven, “this in no common degree awes 
and humbles the soul . . . for it received not punishment, but obtained pardon, and infinite favors” (Manley, 
Bible and the Holy Fathers, p. 987).  

From the moment we perceive the life and work of Jesus of Nazareth and follow Him with all of 
our heart and soul, our mind and strength, we attribute everything thereafter to God’s grace and love. How 
can we possibly define God’s grace? Our words cannot do so, and yet Jesus Christ is the grace of God 
embodied before our eyes. 

Let us move beyond rational concepts and definitions and embrace the mystery of the divine 
Himself. Let us affirm and celebrate our union with Him as received in holy baptism and chrismation. Let 
us struggle to become fully one with His immaculate Body and precious Blood. When we say that “God 
was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself” (2 Cor 5:19), this claim is not a logical, reasoned postulate. 
Rather, Christ is God’s undeniable claim upon our lives, wills, and actions, both now and forever. 

Jesus Christ is neither a myth nor an idealization of everything good, true, beautiful, and perfect. 
Yes, all these ideals are embodied in Him, both when he appeared in history and when He will appear 
again (Ti 2:13). Indeed, His life, teachings, and deeds are better documented than the evidence collected 
about Caesar and many of the other ancient greats.  

“God is the Lord and hath appeared unto us. Blessed is He that cometh in the name of the Lord.” 
This is the message we celebrate today. The word theophany means “appearance of God.” We celebrate 
the Lord God’s baptism as a theophany, because on that occasion the three Persons of the Trinity were at 
last disclosed by name.  

Thus, when he says, “the grace of God . . . has appeared” (Ti 2:11), Saint Paul goes beyond the 
idea of grace merely being displayed in some action or monument. God has appeared personally. The 
Father gives His only-begotten Son as His gift to the disordered world of men, and the Spirit confirms the 
truth of His Word. 

The appearance of God has but one purpose: to bring “salvation . . . to all men” (vs. 11). God 
diagnoses our human condition and administers the cure. Seeing our plight, He does not stand aside from 
the degradation He sees strewn across the dark tracks of human history. Rather, He acts. He exceeds the 
wonder of the burning bush, or the thunder and smoke on Mount Sinai.  

He humbly takes on our flesh, walks among us, and dies as one of us in order to trample down 
ubiquitous death that hangs like a pall over every nation and every person (Is 25:7-8). He is the Way by 
which we deny ungodliness and worldly lusts so that we may live soberly and righteously in this world (Ti 
2:12). 

Great art Thou, O Lord, and wondrous are Thy works, and no word sufficeth to hymn Thy wonders. 
Glory to Thee, O Christ our King and our God, glory to Thee! – Great Blessing of the Waters 

 


