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PREFACE
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I am an American Orthodox Christian and was raised in Terryville, Connecticut. Since 1994, I have served in Russia on a number of expatriate assignments. In 1996, I took a job that brought my family and me to Veliky Novgorod, and it was not long before I received a very nice letter asking to help with the Bronnitsa church school. My wife, Nadia, and I went to check out the school, which is where we met Father Ilarion.

It did not take much time to realize that this was the spiritual father we both had been looking for. Not only was Father Ilarion such a perfect example of what you would imagine a strong, spiritual, and wise father to be, but also he was very easy to approach and ask advice on any subject. We immediately became his “kids” and visited him on a regular basis. His advice, and sometimes cryptic predictions about our lives, my career, and people we knew, all came true, one by one.

Shortly after we became acquainted with Father Ilarion, his health began to deteriorate. He then made a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, which was his lifelong dream. The spiritual inspiration he received from this trip seemed to have added another ten years to his life, and for that, we are very grateful. Those additional ten years of advice, wisdom, and, most importantly, his prayers have helped guide us through all the trials and tribulations which life sometimes presents.

In January 2000, I took a new job, which brought my family and me back to St Petersburg, approximately 112 miles away from Veliky Novgorod. Yet, we always made time to visit Father Ilarion at least once per quarter and always celebrated Pascha with him, both in church and at his dinner table in his humble house after the midnight service was completed. Even when his health was failing, and he had trouble eating, he still insisted that we sit at his table. As you would expect, we had many questions for him about life, the future, and always some new problem or issue we were dealing with. Father Ilarion smiled and patiently took on these problems, and through his prayers, one by one, the problems were solved, and the future revealed itself just as he predicted.

Father Ilarion was a perfect example of how to live like a Christian in a modern world that seems devoid of good Christian examples. He could talk about the Bible to simple village people, and also be the designated confessor for all priests in the Novgorod Diocese. He was strict and loving at the same time. If he knew you were upset with something he said, even if you deserved it, it bothered him tremendously, and he would immediately ask your forgiveness until it was given. In reality, it was ourselves and our pride that caused the problem, and it should have been us asking his forgiveness!

Many of the Glinsk Monastery elders who lived with Father Ilarion during his early monastic years have now been canonized by the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, and I have no doubt that Father Ilarion will soon join their ranks.

Philip Wegh


A SHORT BIOGRAPHY OF FATHER ILARION
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The future Archimandrite Ilarion was born in 1924 in the village of Alenovka, Bryansk Region, Russia. His name in the world was Ivan Fomich Prikhodko. His life was to span nearly the entire length of communism in Russia and well beyond it, as he reposed in 2008, not long before his eighty-fourth birthday.

Born into a pious peasant family, he began his working life in the railway yards before fighting against the Nazis in World War II. After being wounded in action, he returned to work on a collective farm in Alenovka. In 1950 he became a novice at the renowned Glinsk Hermitage and seven years later was tonsured a monk with the name Ilarion. He was ordained to the deaconate in 1959 and two years later (after leaving Glinsk), to the priesthood. Following the renewed persecution of the Church under Nikita Khrushchev, the Glinsk Hermitage was closed for a second time in 1961. Father Ilarion was never to return to the monastery but it remained his spiritual anchor and reference point throughout his life.

After studying at the Leningrad Theological Seminary and Academy in the late 1960s he spent some time at the Trinity–Sergius Lavra near Moscow. In 1973 he was appointed as the priest of the Church of the Holy Apostle Philip in Novgorod. His zeal there in serving and preaching soon became too much for the local communist authorities, who deemed it “inadmissible behavior.” This led in October 1975 to his transfer to the Transfiguration of the Lord Church in the village of Bronnitsa in the Novgorod Region. There he would remain for the last thirty-three years of his life modeling the spiritual life of a parish community on the basis of his own spiritual formation in the Glinsk Hermitage. He became a Father confessor to many people and officially the confessor of the Novgorod Diocese.

During Holy Week 1999, he was able to fulfill his lifelong dream of making a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. The experience he had there informs much of his preaching in the last decade of his life. Preeminently he speaks to us as a preacher of repentance, challenging us to amend our way of living to conform to the teaching of the Gospel. His great gift is to impart a sense of hope and promise, so that we are not left to wallow in our inadequacies and weaknesses, but rather feel encouraged that it is possible to set these aside and live fully the life of the kingdom which is both with us now and yet more fully to come.

A full life of Father Ilarion has been published as A Champion of Good: The Life of Father Ilarion (Holy Trinity Publications, Jordanville, New York, 2011).


FATHER ILARION ON PREACHING
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All of Father Ilarion's labors, his words both written and spoken, affiliated him with the entire Orthodox population of Bronnitsa and the surrounding area, and with all those to whose ecclesiastical and religious needs he ministered. Let us now examine his preaching.
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Pleasant words are like a honeycomb, sweetness to the soul, and health to the bones. (Prov 16:24)
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Having received the grace of the priesthood, Father could not but ask himself the questions, How should a sermon be arranged? What should I first teach the parishioners? The Church is appointed to be the Church of the good news, but how was the good news to be preached in the conditions of the 1960s and 1970s, when freedom to preach was prohibited by the state, when every word from the ambo was subjected to ostracism, and the people who entered the church had been living for long years without God?

Nonetheless, Holy Scripture and the holy Russian saints, as they saved the land by their prayers, delivered Christ's testimony through Father Ilarion. His ardent love for people unlocked their hearts to receive the saving news of the abolition of death. He moved people to see the world around them not through a glass darkly but through fundamental Gospel truths, the denial of which produced the general ruin that now threatens all society with a return to savagery.

Father gave his sermons with unfailing religious animation, drawing minds and souls into spheres where his hearers could internalize divine inspiration for themselves. Frequently, one saw a fellow parishioner wiping away a tear of repentance or contrition. So well did he elucidate the spiritual meaning of his words, and so convincing were his addresses, that each of his hearers was deeply moved by distant events and became a participant in Church history.

Father's Spirit-bearing words went straight to the heart, broke down its defenses, and established themselves in it. Within a short time, if such was God's will, his words then sprang up and bore good fruit. Irina Vladimirovna Smirnova was deeply moved by Father's preaching:


Father delivered his sermons with such inspiration, putting his whole soul into them, that when listening I sometimes did not dare breathe, so as not to miss a single one of his words. And how Father prepared for each sermon! Sometimes his cell attendant would ask me to help carry the books to the church, which he would leaf through in the altar before the sermon. Carrying the huge stack of books, I always marveled at Father's sense of responsibility in his approach to every obedience laid upon him. In everything he did he strove for excellence, doing it out of love for God and men. Hence, when a person crossed the threshold of the Bronnitsa church, he would often forget whether he was in heaven or on earth. This calls to mind the words of His Holiness, the late Patriarch Alexey, spoken during his visit to the Bronnitsa parish: “It feels like paradise here at your parish!”



Listening to Father's sermons, comparing the life of ascetic laborers for piety to his own, one would involuntarily realize all the imperfections of one's spiritual life and begin thirsting to correct one's ways and become a better person. One would begin to realize the meaning of one's existence and understand what one must do so as not to be condemned at the Last Judgment. Father Ilarion's sermons may be described in the words of the Bible: “Pleasant words are like a honeycomb, sweetness to the soul, and health to the bones” (Prov 16:24).

As an example to us, he loved to cite the parable of the young man in the Gospel who, thirsting for eternity, asked Christ what good work he must do to attain it. From his youth onward, he had kept the Old Testament commandments: Thou shalt not commit adultery, thou shalt not steel, thou shalt not bear false witness, and so forth. He had even kept the commandment to love his neighbor, but he had not attained perfection. Then, “Jesus said to him, ‘If you want to be perfect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor…and come, and follow me.’ But when the young man heard that saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions” (Matt 19: 21–22).

Each person in church listening to these words would “try them on for size” and involuntarily wonder, Do I love my neighbor as myself? Can I give away all my possessions in order to ease my neighbors' sufferings? Am I prepared, if need be, to lay down my very life for them? Sensing with grief the abyss of his imperfection, one would simultaneously become conscious of God's boundless mercy and believe that by being the last, with God's help it was possible for to become the first.

Father Ilarion had an approach for people grown cold at heart as well. Christ's preaching begins with the word “repent” (Matt 4:17). With these people, Father, too, would start out by speaking of repentance, but in different language. Frequently, he would cite the example of the two sisters in the Gospel: the ever-busy Martha and her sister, Mary, who chose “that good part” (Luke 10:42). Listening to Father, none doubted that “one thing is needed” (Luke 10:42)—the dedication to the Gospel shown by Mary—and that Father himself had chosen that good part, which would not be taken away from him under any circumstances. Thus, he called upon us to make this same choice.

Galina Petrovna Lashutina recalled the power of Father's sermons: “And this is what is remarkable: nowhere have I heard a priest confessing his own sins from the soleas, in front of all the parishioners, while giving a sermon. This is extremely rare. Many of those who listened to him attentively knew his sins. Today if I so much as think of Father I immediately feel contrition for my sins, and abundant tears begin to flow, so strongly is his image imprinted on my soul.”

As the saying goes, “Little strokes fell great oaks.” From word to word, from word to prayer, to confession, to Communion…one would begin to straighten up. The soil of one's heart would loosen and soften, and one would involuntarily begin to “remember the end,” to desire to make a good beginning in correction of one's life, and, little by little, to change its entire form.

Father Ilarion could be strict as well as merciful. His penances were received with great gratitude as a gift from God, for Father was often heard to speak the words of the Apostle Paul: “For whom the Lord loves He chastens, and scourges every son whom He receives.…But if you are without chastening, of which all have become partakers, then you are illegitimate and not sons” (Heb 12:6, 8). The words of the wise are not only “like a honeycomb” (Prov 16:24) but also “like goads…and like well-driven nails, given by one Shepherd” (Eccl 12:11). They awaken one from indifference and sloth, and call one to duty.

Now, after his temporal life, Father does not leave us to ourselves with our sorrows and troubles. We continue to draw from the inexhaustible well of his wisdom and from his sermons, talks, sayings, recordings, revelations, and answers to our doubts and to the issues life places in our path. We sense his living breathing by our side—the breath of eternity. Tirelessly, he continues to call us to repentance, reminding us of the inevitably approaching end of our long sojourn, and of the necessity of our souls' awakening, of weeping, and of heartfelt contrition and remorse.

His spiritual words enliven our hearts, strengthen a living relationship with God in our souls, and help us acquire a proper Christian disposition toward the events and facts of our everyday lives, with regard to one another and to ourselves, channeling them morally and spiritually. His words help us strive toward spiritual activity and gradually acquire our own skills in recognizing and discerning the barely perceptible impulses of the soul, heeding comely and salvific thoughts, forgetting what is corrupt, giving up our hearts to our dear Father, and directing our gaze toward the heavenly kingdom.
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“Blessed are those who hear the word of God and keep it.” (Luke 11:28)

 

[image: ]

Prayer of Saint Symeon the New Theologian before Giving a Sermon

O my God and Creator,

Who didst deign to become the teacher

of us sinners, do Thou Thyself teach me

to speak what I ought, both for myself

and for the people here present,

unto salvation of soul.

For Thou art the guide

and enlightenment of our souls.

Thou openest our mouths and givest speech with great power unto us

who preach Thy Gospel,

and to Thee do we send up glory,

now and ever and unto the ages of ages.

Amen.
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CHAPTER 1
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On Repentance

Sermon on the Day of Commemoration of Saint Ilarion (October 21)

Given on October 21/November 3, 2006

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit!

“[Redeem] the time, because the days are evil” (Eph 5:16). The call of the Apostle Paul in his Epistle to the Ephesians concerns us all, my dear ones. Yes, the days are evil, life is short, and we must remember this; we must feel it with all our hearts and understand how precious is the time allotted us.

Contemporary mankind believes that to think about time's fleetness means to think sad thoughts, thoughts that cause a wave of melancholy and gloom. Yet, this is not at all the case. On the contrary, every minute brings us closer to eternity; every minute asks what we have done to deserve it.

We are guests in this world, come for a short, very short, time out of nonexistence and disappearing into the mystery of eternity. Yet the Lord reveals to us that this short life has enormous significance for us, because it is a school of eternity. Here, our souls, our personalities, everything divine that is in us develops and is perfected.

For a person who has used up his time, wasting it on trivialities, on things pitiful and insignificant, this is a frightful thing. He looks back and finds that life has already passed by in petty concerns, in empty, fruitless gum-flapping, in various misguided activities that were not even worth thinking about. Time passes.

Time cannot be turned back a single second, and that is why the apostle implores us to conserve time, do not waste it, do not spend it on idle words or meaningless vanities, do not consume it in empty activities. Remember that every minute is precious. Every hour can cost a man eternal life. Thinking about this, we develop a different attitude toward our lives, our duties, our work and obligations, and everything that surrounds us. You must constantly remember this and carefully value every minute of your life, for at any moment, you may be called on high to answer for it.

Yet, this is not a cause for despondency; rather, it is a reflection on proper life, on our responsibility. With what we will come before the Lord? What have we done in this life in keeping with our calling? The consciousness that our life will one day end should be encouraging, strengthening, something that does not permit us to relax, to flap our gums, to fall into despondency, laziness, pettiness, and paltriness.

How beautiful life becomes when you realize your responsibility for the work entrusted to you, for the people around you! How truly full and meaningful it becomes! The remembrance of death makes us more spiritually focused, organized, responsible to ourselves and our neighbors. This especially concerns me, a sinner: in my advanced years and in my infirmities, I ought to live all the more zealously, laboring tirelessly in monastic activity, in unceasing prayer, in humility, patience, and heartfelt repentance.

How many stones are there on the earth?! Millions and billions. We trample them underfoot and walk by without noticing them. Yet, gold is very rare; it is found in little flecks, and a single gram is worth a considerable sum. Time is just as precious. So, let each of us have this hard and fast rule: to treat it seriously, carefully, and attentively. The holy fathers teach us to work while you work, pray while you pray, rest while you rest. Yet, there must be nothing meaningless or thoughtless in your life.

There is an expression: “to kill time.” These are frightful words, for time is our life, and if we spend it in vain, we are killing our own lives. We must constantly see that nothing occurs in our lives without leaving a trace, that we are not living fruitlessly, in laziness, in idleness.

In addition, the apostle's words about conserving time and treating it with care teach us to discern what is important in life from what is secondary. What is important is what builds us up as Christians, as followers of Christ, what remains with us beyond the bounds of earthly existence. Everything else is subservient to what is important. We nourish ourselves, dress, and work to support ourselves in order to grow in spirit, for without this goal, we are no different from any animal or tree, for these also nourish themselves, grow, and multiply. Hence, let us redeem the time and treat it as a great gift from God.

Today, on this day of my joy, I wish to remind myself and you of the Gospel parable of the talents, which is very pertinent to me, a sinner. “The parable of the talents suggests that life is a time of trade,” writes the Holy Hierarch Theophan of Vyshensk. “We must hasten to use this time, just as at market everyone hurries to trade as best he can. Even if someone has brought nothing but sandals or a cart, he does not sit on his hands, but uses all his skill to attract customers, to sell what he has and then buy what he needs.”

Of all those who have received life from the Lord, none can say that he has not a single talent. Everyone has something. This means that everyone has something to trade, something with which to increase God's gifts. Do not look around and count what others have received; take a good, close look at yourself, determine precisely what you have within you and what you can acquire with what you have, and then act on this plan without shirking.

At the judgment, you will not be asked why you did not acquire ten talents when you had only one. You will be asked what you acquired with the talent given you. You will be rewarded not according to what you received, but according to what you acquired. No excuse will be accepted: not renown, nor poverty, nor lack of education. Where something was not given, it will not be asked of you. You had arms and legs, and you will be asked, what did you acquire with them? So, at God's judgment, the inequality of earthly status is brought into balance.

Here, I would like to cite some pertinent words of the holy fathers, which point us toward the paths of salvation which we require in our lives. Of these, the virtue of sincere repentance has always been essential, but particularly in our twenty-first century. “Repentance,” writes Saint Mark the Ascetic, “is not limited either by time or by any works, but is accomplished by means of Christ's commandments.” The work of repentance is accomplished by the following three virtues: purification of thoughts, unceasing prayer, and endurance of the sorrows that befall us. I hold that repentance is appropriate always and for everyone, both sinners and righteous, for there is no level of perfection which does not require the above-mentioned virtues. Through them beginners are introduced to piety, the intermediate prosper therein, and the perfect are established in the same. The Lord commands all: “Repent”!

Repentance is essential for every Christian, and all the more so for the monk. “Think yourself far more sinful than every man,” exhorts Saint Symeon the Reverent. “For when this thought occupies the mind and the heart for a long time, ordinarily a certain bright spiritual radiance like a beam appears within. And the more you seek it with firm attention, undistracted thought, great efforts, and tears, the more exceedingly bright and clear it appears. In appearing thus, it becomes beloved; in being loved, it cleanses; and in cleansing, it makes godlike.”

Hence, those who are careful and believe sincerely acquire the kingdom of God here, in this life, within themselves, in their souls and in their hearts, as it is said in the Holy Gospel, “the kingdom of God is within you” (Luke 17:21).

It is essential that you unceasingly seek the kingdom of heaven within your heart, and in the end, we will mystically find within ourselves the wheat, and the pearl, and the leaven, and everything else, if we purify our mind's eye. For this reason, our Lord Jesus Christ said, “the Kingdom of God is within you,” referring to the Divinity who abides in the heart.

I will conclude with the words of Saint Barsanuphius the Great:


May the Lord vouchsafe us to drink of the fount of wisdom, for those who drank therefrom forgot their very selves, being wholly outside the old man, and passed from the fount of wisdom to another fount, to love, which never faileth, and in this state they attained a degree that surpasses distraction and pompousness, becoming wholly mind, wholly eye, wholly bright, and wholly perfect, and were deified. They labored, were exalted, were glorified, were enlightened, and were enlivened, because they died first. They both rejoice and bring joy: they rejoice in the indivisible Trinity, and bring joy to the hosts on high.

Let us desire their state, let us run their course, let us covet their faith, let us acquire their humility and their patience in everything, that we may receive their inheritance. Let us hold fast to that unfailing love, that we may inherit the ineffable good things which “eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor have entered into the heart of man…which God has prepared for those who love Him” (1 Cor 2:9).

Amen!



Sermon on the Twenty-Ninth Sunday after Pentecost (December 14)

Given on December 14/27, 2005

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit!

“The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord” (Job 1:21).With these words, the righteous Job the Long-Suffering praised the Lord. For what? For His benefactions, because the Lord had given him the greatest of earthly gifts. He had possessed everything, but was deprived of everything: “The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away.” When Job spoke these words, he was already covered with leprosy, sitting somewhere outside the city, near its walls or in the wilderness, subjected to terrible sufferings, to terrible sickness, for in the hot East, leprosy often raged. It exists to this day, but you will not often encounter it. The Holy and Righteous John of Kronstadt says that leprosy is similar to smallpox, but it resembles cholera in the degree to which it afflicts the body. It afflicts like cholera and covers the body like smallpox. By God's mercy, I have never seen either disease. The ten lepers of whom the evangelist Luke speaks were afflicted with it. These sufferers are covered with festering wounds that eat away at the body, and the entire body becomes inflamed and afflicted with scabs. A person in this state gives off a stench; he lives suffering terribly until the illness reaches a vital organ—the heart or brain—and death comes.

These sufferers were driven from the city and lived somewhere in the wilderness, in the forests, in the mountains, in caves. Certain tenderhearted people would feed them and give them shelter from the heat, the cold, and the wind. Yet it was impossible to come close to the lepers, since the illness is highly contagious. The food or clothing brought for them would be dropped a little ways from them.

How the long-suffering Job suffered, and how courageously he endured the illness that had stricken him! Even his wife said, “Curse God and die!” To this he answered, “You speak as one of the foolish women speaks. Shall we indeed accept good from God, and shall we not accept adversity?” (Job 2:9–10). No, for this also we must praise God, as it is said, “Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me bless His holy name” (Ps 102:1).

In Luke's Gospel we are told that, these ten lepers heard that the Lord was coming to the village near which they lived. As the evangelist recounts, they began to cry out from afar, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!” (Luke 17:13). In answer to the cry of their souls, the Lord told them to go and show themselves to the priests. He did not say to them, “I heal you, I give you health, I release you from this terrible infirmity; you will be cleansed and will receive what you ask.” What He said was, “Go.” Here, we also hear of their courage, their faith, how they did not resist what they were told to do and went. They did not stop to think it over but believed Christ, and they went where He had sent them and received healing. This is the omnipotence and love of God; this is the boundlessness of His miraculous power. We think this is impossible, that it is impossible for me or anyone else condemned to their deathbeds to be healed, that it is impossible to draw a man out of sinful destruction. Yet these lepers believed they would receive everything, and they went, and they received it.

Yet, there was something which they left undone, and this is why they were deprived of God's blessings: they were indeed healed and showed themselves to the priest, but their actions and feelings toward the One who had healed them did not change in the least. Only one man among them (not an orthodox believer, not a Jew, but a Samaritan) saw God's mercy and power in the miracle that had occurred, saw the boundless love of the One who had healed him, and his heart was filled with gratitude. He went back and worshiped his healer as God, “giving Him thanks.” “But where are the nine?” Christ replied. “Were there not any found who returned to give glory to God except this foreigner?” (Luke 17:16–18).

The leper who returned to the Teacher, notes Saint John Chrysostom, received more than healing from leprosy, for although physical leprosy is a terrible and agonizing illness, the holy fathers write that there is another leprosy: leprosy of the spirit, leprosy of the heart (passions, pride, ingratitude, fornication, debauchery, vainglory, hypocrisy, mercenariness, greed, drunkenness, rampant unbelief, indifference, heartlessness). This is a leprosy more terrible than the first; it is much stronger than physical leprosy, since one can rid oneself of the former in either temporal or eternal life, but it is impossible to be healed of leprosy of the soul and the spirit in eternal life if we have not been healed of it here, on earth, by spiritual means—by the grace of God, our will, and our zeal.

What, then, is the primary means of healing spiritual leprosy? It is everything that has taken place today in our church. Our treatment, our medicines, pills, and lozenges are the sacraments of confession, of tearful repentance, of spiritual lamentation, the sacrament of our rebirth, our spiritual transfiguration. We must not deceive God, nor our own selves, nor our faith, nor our hearts. We must walk the path of inner struggle with sins, the path of selflessness, the path of profound faith, of our ardent contact with the upper, spiritual world, with prayer, especially the prayer of Jesus, with fear of God, with hope in God and hope that our lives will change, with the constant thought of our spiritual leprosy.

The Holy Church and the Lord's Holy Gospel call us today to purify ourselves, to wash ourselves of spiritual leprosy, to be renewed, that we might not prove to be like the nine ungrateful Jews, that we might not become hardened in our negligence and slothfulness, in do-nothingness with regard to our spiritual development and improvement. Let us cry out to Christ, like the lepers in the Gospel, “Jesus, Teacher, have mercy on us!” Or, as the Apostle Peter cried out to him as he sank into the sea, “Lord, save me, for I perish!” The waves of life submerge us in the sea of the sins, passions, faults, and vices of this world. Everything seduces and intoxicates us; sin hangs over us like the heavy sword of Damocles. We excuse ourselves by saying that we cannot resist temptations, that everyone lives like this, doing what they ought not, but this is precisely the leprosy of sin. Here, we must have a profound comprehension of what is going on; we must experience a profound cry of repentance, humility, and fear before God. Without this repentant cry to the Lord, we will not be saved. We must yell!

Not far from us is Christ. He is here, beside us, in our hearts! Sickness comes upon me, and He is here! He calls! If a sense of guilt, a prayerful cry, arises in me, He is here! He is calling me! If I have touched the altar and received and tasted the priceless Body and Blood of Christ, being united with Christ in them, this is a great gift of God, this is God's love, and this is His omnipotent power. Christ is here! He is calling me! I am united with Him!

The Holy Hierarch Ignatius (Brianchaninov) says that ingratitude destroys faith and distances us from God, while gratitude brings us closer to God and unites us with Him and with faith. So, my dear ones, today Christ calls us grateful ones to Himself; for if the animals are grateful to man for his care for them, how much more must man be filled with immense gratitude to the Giver of life and of all good things and be devotedly attached to Him?! Whatever circumstances beset or surround us in this life—sorrowful, joyful, painful—let us turn the eyes of our hearts to heaven: Your will be done, O Lord; You know best what I need. Let us submit to God's providence, to His holy will: O Lord, I deserve the very worst for my sins, my passions, and my vices.

I will cite one example from the Kiev Caves Paterikon. In Pechora, there lived a certain monk named Arefa, who was extremely rich, but very miserly, and never gave anyone so much as a cent. The Lord sent him a trial, like Job: all his gold was stolen from him. Arefa began to suspect each of the monks of the theft, and he became hardened, slipping into robbery and fornication, and the Lord afflicted him with an illness. Near death, he began to scream, renouncing all the riches he possessed, and afterward fell asleep. When he awoke, the brethren who were praying for him (including some saints who now rest in the caves) asked what he had seen and why he had cried out, “It's not mine; take it; I renounce it, O Lord; I give up everything!” He replied that he had seen black, evil spirits, demons, arguing with bright angels. “He is ours,” the angels were saying. “No, he is ours,” replied the evil spirits. Then, a demon said to the angels, “How can he be yours if he never gave anyone so much as a cent, and murmured against the Lord for allowing such a misfortune to occur, blaspheming the Lord instead of thanking Him?” To this, the angels replied that at heart, the monk still had a profound sense of repentance. It was at that moment that he cried, “Take everything!” And the Lord gave him his life. What happened after that? He led a God-pleasing life, always gave thanks to the Lord for all things, was healthy, and had a joyful disposition. Let us then remember the call of the holy apostle: “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, in everything give thanks” (1 Thess 5:16–18).

Dear brothers and sisters, today, if not in our bodies, then in our souls, our hearts, and our spirits, we are leprous, covered with the scabs of our faults, passions, habits, and vices. Pride alone is enough to separate us from the face of God.

O Lord, You came to cleanse us, You came to heal us, You are the same Christ today as yesterday and forever! Touch our souls, hearts, and conscience, and grant us, O Lord, a spirit of sensitivity, a spirit of contrition, a great spirit of gratitude, that we might walk the path that the Good Samaritan went, that we, too, might be vouchsafed to hear Your voice: “Your faith has saved you. Go in peace” (Luke 7:50). Amen!

Sermon on the Thirty-Fourth Sunday after Pentecost, on the Apodosis of the Feast of Theophany (January 14)

Given on January 14/27, 2002

“Unto the whole world, andupon us who with knowledge chant unto Thee: Thou hast come, Thou hast appeared, O Light unapproachable.”1

There is sensual, material light—when morning comes, when the sun rises and illumines the world with bright light, when the moon rises from its boundless orbits—but what light is being described here? “Thou hast appeared, the unapproachable Light, and the light of Thy countenance hath been signed upon us who with knowledge chant unto Thee.”2 In another place, the prophet Isaiah says, “The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali…by the way of the sea, beyond the Jordan…The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in the land of the shadow of death, upon them a light has shined” (Isa 9:1–2; cf. Matt 4:15–16). Here again, light is mentioned.

So, my dear ones, there is material light, there is sensual light, and then there is spiritual light, which we do not understand at all, about which many of us do not even know. Around 700 B.C., the prophet Isaiah said that the land of Zebulun, the land of Naphtali, and the people who sat in darkness by Jordan saw a light, and upon all mortals, light has shone, upon them who sat in darkness and the shadow of the law. Here, according to the Gospel, after His baptism the Lord went from Nazareth to Capernaum and set out upon His service of preaching to the people after the heavens were opened and after He came out of the baptismal waters of the Jordan. John the Forerunner saw the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove descending upon our Lord Jesus Christ and heard the voice, “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matt 3:17).

Why am I dwelling on this? Simply because up to that point, up to that moment, no religion had known of the Trinity of the Divinity. Here, for the first time, the Divinity appears in three Persons, three Hypostases. The Son comes out of the Jordan as God, the Holy Spirit hovers above the Lord Jesus Christ like a dove, and the Father confirms from the heavens, This is My beloved Son: do not oppose Him. He is not some imposter, but the One for whom you have been waiting, the One who is to redeem the human race, the One who must offer Himself in sacrifice. “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased. Hear Him!” (Matt 17:5). Here is the manifestation of the Holy Trinity, here is the teaching, and here is the New Testament theology. In the Old Testament, the Lord God Jehovah alone was revered. This is the Father, the stern punisher. Yet here, the mystery of the Faith which we confess is revealed to us as alive, salvific, and inscrutable. How can this be—one God in three Persons? The Father, co-unoriginate, coeternal, ever abiding, supremely wise, and supremely good; the Son, eternally begotten of the Father; and the Holy Spirit, who proceeds from the Father and is worshiped together in the Trinity.

We believe in one Holy and indivisible Trinity, in one God. If we address the Lord Jesus Christ in mind or in soul and heart, we address God the Father and God the Holy Spirit. Here, the mystery is revealed—the manifestation of the Holy Trinity. All three Persons take part in the redeeming feat of our salvation, sanctifying, enlivening, enlightening all mankind. Man finds himself between two worlds: the corporeal, material world and the spiritual. He is woven of the spiritual fabric from which the angelic race is woven and must bear in himself not only a material origin but primarily a spiritual one, a spiritual image. Baptism is a great sacrament, for through water (both that which has been sanctified and that into which we are submerged), a sacred rite is performed: man is spiritually renewed and becomes born again.

It is sad that we do not see the spiritual light with which we must be imbued, like Saint Seraphim of Sarov, like the Holy Hierarchs Theophan of Vyshensk and Ignatius (Brianchaninov), like the Holy and Righteous John of Kronstadt. Let us ask ourselves, Is our soul filled with God's light? Alas, it is filled with the darkness of sin! Our conscience is so polluted, so darkened, that we do not understand that there is a spiritual light, that we are immortal, that the eternal source of our life is the Lord Jesus Christ. The first word with which Christ's preaching to the people began was “Repent” (Matt 4:17)! The first words of John the Baptist were “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” (Matt 3:2). The spiritual wellspring within us is engloomed, darkened, and coarsened, because the whole atmosphere of this age has left its mark on us and has killed the life-creating source of life: faith, hope, and love. Ideological materialistic propaganda has killed the need for communion with God in many.

Here, the Lord has enlightened with His light the lands of Zebulun and Naphtali, which were inhabited by pagan peoples who worshiped created things rather than the Creator, who deified both man and all creation, and who had lost and forgotten the God that is. It was here that Christ brought the light of faith and grace, the light of joy, into the world.

After baptism, the Lord was led by the spirit into the wilderness, up onto the Forty-Day Mountain. For forty days and forty nights, He abode here in fasting and prayer, eating and drinking nothing, conquering the flesh, although He was sinless, showing thereby that the flesh prevails over the human spirit, and that it must be resisted, mortified, and crucified, if we are not to perish. For forty days, the Lord abode beneath the burning sun, beneath the rain, struggling with Satan, who drew near and tempted Him.

When His labor of fasting and prayer came to an end, He hungered. “Now when the tempter came to Him, he said, ‘If You are the Son of God, command that these stones become bread.’ But He answered and said, ‘It is written, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God”’” (Matt 4:3–4; cf. Deut 8:3). As is well known, the materialists also give the first place to being, and the second to consciousness. The devil likewise proposes, as it were, that Christ first satisfy the flesh, and then think about the spiritual. Yet, spirituality must dominate. And we, Christians of the twentieth century, what prevails in us? The material or the spiritual? Self-restraint or spiritual incontinence? The soul must prevail over the flesh; it is spirit-bearing, and it is also the keeper of the flesh. If the soul leaves the flesh, the flesh becomes dead. The words of God must always be foremost, and everything else must come after.

Satan then tried to tempt Jesus Christ by vainglory, proposing that He throw himself from the roof of the temple, for it is written, “For He shall give His angels charge over thee, to keep thee in all thy ways. They shall bear thee in their hands, that thou hurt not thy foot against a stone” (Ps 91:11–12). This temptation Jesus thwarted likewise, saying that it is also written, “You shall not tempt the Lord your God” (Matt 4:7; cf. Deut 6:13). The devil tried to tempt Jesus Christ by vainglory, ambition, and love of power, suggesting that He show His earthly majesty, that He is the Heavenly Messenger. The image of humility, the image of meekness, the mystery of spiritual enrichment—all this the devil rejected, but Jesus replies that one must not test the Lord needlessly. He always acts (and teaches us to act) not according to His will but according to God's.

Once again, the devil took Him up to a high mountain and said to Him, “All these things I will give You, if You will fall down and worship me.” Yet, the Lord rejected this diabolical temptation as well, saying, “You shall worship the Lord your God, and Him only you shall serve” (Matt 4:9–10; cf. Deut 6:13).

What is my purpose in saying this? After all, this struggle between God and the devil has been going on in our hearts now for two thousand years. Just as Christ wisely repelled the wiles of Satan by the word of God, so we also need to stand guard over our soul, over our heart, being wary primarily of the temptations and craftiness with which the devil tempted the Lord in the wilderness, and which always haunt man: fleshly pleasures, vainglorious feelings, pride—these haunt man continually. At every hour, we must call on God's help, praying fervently, “Lead me not into temptation, but deliver me from the evil one.”

So you see, my dear ones, we are children of the light, since we were reborn in the sacrament of baptism. The grace of the Holy Spirit descending upon the water sanctifies a man, transfigures him, and makes men sons of God. The Holy and Righteous John of Kronstadt says, “Do not run far in search of God's grace. The kingdom of God is within you. It is always with you, in the quiet of your cell and at home,” for as the Apostle Paul wrote, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever” (Heb 13:8). Do not search for Him in empyreal space, millions of miles away: look in your own heart. You are a child of the light, one whom the Lord, our Good Pastor, took upon His shoulders in order to bring you to a place where there is neither sickness, nor sorrow, nor sighing, but eternal bliss, since we are baptized children.

If we have chanced to darken our souls and our lives, we must blame ourselves, our sinfulness, our inactivity, and our worldliness. Let us therefore remember that Christ is always with us, and that He offers us curative, regenerative remedies: the sacrament of repentance, the mystery of confession. Repent and be transfigured; leave sin, hate it, and hate everything that has tormented, coarsened, and plunged you into its abyss, into the abyss of passions and darkness.

I will cite one example. In his youth, Saint Niphont (commemorated December 23) was very intelligent, talented, educated, and a profound believer. Later, however, under the influence of his friends, he began living for his own pleasure, falling into the terrible sin of debauchery, and began to drink, eat, and make merry. His believing friends urged him to change his way of life, but he did not listen to them. Then, one day, his closest friend, Nicodemus, glanced at him and told him in horror that his face had become deformed and bestial. These words shook Niphont so greatly that he left his former life and spent the rest of his days lamenting and weeping over his sins, so that he was vouchsafed ineffable miracles and revelations. Much was revealed to him even regarding life after death. This is the effect of the sacrament of repentance followed by the sacrament of Communion of the Body and Blood of Christ.

Christ came to the lands of Zebulun and Naphtali to enlighten people with the light of Christ. We, too, were sitting with our Mother Russia in darkness like those pagan nations, but the Lord came to us and enlightened us by His miraculous power, baptizing us in the Dnieper River, and our land was transformed from pagan Rus into Holy Rus. How many ascetics, how many people of prayer, how many great men our holy land has produced! When Byzantium fell in 1453, this land alone took that covenant, that lush tree beneath which all Orthodox Christians took shelter. Yet in 1917, our nation, having departed from God, was seduced by the diabolical promises of bread and land, of paradise on earth, and was deceived, ruined, and destroyed in camps and exiles. This is what comes of building a kingdom of prosperity on earth without God. How many people were destroyed! And those who survived forgot their Savior, the soul, eternal life—everything that is good and eternal.

O Lord, You who are the ever-existing light, grant us faith! Grant illumination of our hearts by the rays of Your grace, that but for an instant, we might feel the joy and sweetness enjoyed by those who loyally followed after You, who loved You selflessly and were prepared to give their lives for You.

Let us knock day and night at the doors of compassion; open them unto us, O blessed Mother of God, for hoping in thee, let us not perish. Rather, may the Mother of God and our guardian angels abide with us, that we may come to our senses, that we may awaken, and that we may feel thirst amid eternal fire, amid eternal light.

Amen!

Sermon on the Sunday after Theophany (January 7)

Given on January 7/20, 1974

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit!


Thy grace, O Lord, and the enlightenment of our souls have shone forth. Now is the favorable time, now is the season of repentance. Let us cut off the works of darkness and clothe ourselves in the armor of light. That having sailed across the great expanse of the fast, we may reach the three-day resurrection of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, the Savior of our souls.3



Today's Gospel reading tells of the beginning of the Lord Jesus Christ's preaching after His baptism: “From that time Jesus began to preach and to say, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand’” (Matt 4:17). Behold, brothers and sisters, how the first word of Christ's preaching is “Repent”! John the Baptist began his preaching likewise (Matt 3:2), and Christ addresses this same summons to the people. Christ's disciples also preached repentance at Christ's command (Matt 10:7). On the very day of Pentecost, the Apostle Peter spoke these words on behalf of all of Christ's disciples to the assembled throng: “Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38).

This first preaching of the Divine Teacher was a true and indisputable proof of His love for the human race. If we attentively examine these words of eternal life, every person, whomever he may be, will feel in his heart the saving power of repentance, the essential beginning of the Heavenly Messenger's preaching.

Repentance is the first step on the path to turning to Christ, on the path to Christian life. Without repentance, Christianity is impossible and unthinkable. Whoever wishes to follow Christ must begin with repentance. Repentance is God's call to men to come out of the kingdom of sin and slavery and into the kingdom of virtue and freedom. For the sinner, having squandered all his riches and gifts of grace, and having lost the paths of righteousness and truth, wanders like a traveler who has come to a trackless region and, without a guide, is unable to find the path which he lost. The traveler wanders in the darkness of night, whereas the sinner wanders in the darkness of sin. The sun rises, and the darkness vanishes, and the traveler finds the path. The spiritual Sun, Jesus Christ, appears, and the sinner, illumined by His presence and pervaded by His desired voice, receives His summons: “Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt 11:28).

The prisoner has not the strength to free himself from the bonds of slavery: his freedom is dependent on the will of his master. One who has fallen into sin is unable to free himself from it unless he comes to know the truth, and the truth makes him free. Repentance alone can lead us to this truth and this freedom.

Submissive to the divine call and to this saving voice, the sinner begins to distance himself from everything that distracts his mind. Sin, standing naked before him, moves him to terror and trembling. A glance at the past reminds him of deeds that prove he has been living for himself and not for God. Seized with terror and tormented by remembrances of the past and the concept of the future, he is brought to contrition of spirit and heart. He sorrows and grieves for God, and this sorrow and grief tell him, “Bear fruits worthy of repentance” (Luke 3:8).

Christianity is newness of life, brought by the God-man to the human soul. In order to begin this new life, a person must first recognize his soul's condition, recognize the sinfulness of his former life, condemn it, and direct his thoughts and feelings along a new path: the path that follows after Christ. Repentance is precisely the reversal of a person's thoughts, feelings, and active efforts. Without repentance, without this self-condemnation, without this reversal of thoughts, feelings, and efforts, it is impossible to be united with Christ: it is impossible to be a Christian.

Christ descended to earth to deliver us from sin, to cleanse us from iniquities, and to make us righteous and holy before God. Is it possible for us to remain mired in sins and still be united with Christ and become a part of His body—the Church? “For what fellowship has righteousness with lawlessness? And what communion has light with darkness?” (2 Cor 6:14). Can there be unity between God, Who is holy and requires holiness of us, and the devil, whom people serve by their sins? No, for “he who sins is of the devil, for the devil has sinned from the beginning,” says the Apostle John (1 John 3:8).

Whoever desires to be a Christian not only in name but in actuality, in life—that is, whoever desires to embody Christ in himself—must cease to serve the devil. In other words, he must repent of his sinful life, condemn it, and change. See how rightly the king and prophet David acts, who after his fall into sin, set out upon the path of correction. Not only did he recognize his sinfulness, but it was constantly in his thoughts, and thereby became increasingly repulsive to him: “For I know my fault, and my sin is ever before me” (Ps 50:3). Yet, how ardent, sincere, and efficacious was his repentance!

The Lord Himself meets us halfway and calls us to Himself, addressing our sinful soul: “Repent, and believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:15). Condescending to our infirmities, He gives us the examples of the truly sincere repentance of Zaccheaus the publican, the prodigal son, and other confirmed sinners who turned to the Lord. In pointing to their repentance, the Lord says to us, as it were, do likewise. Acting according to the truths shown you, proclaimed to you in these Gospel parables, and by your efforts, the doors of your heart will open at last unto contrite repentance. The Lord expects to receive these noble feelings of repentance and softness of heart from each of us.

Let us go then, my beloved, to encounter these plans of God. Let us follow the saving directions of the Merciful Lord, who by His most-pure mysteries, wishes to heal our hearts of their sinful sores and make them pure temples in which, according to the holy Apostle Paul, the life-creating Holy Spirit must always abide. To our regret, however, the cares of life often cause us to forget what is so important for our souls. Hence, let us leave our sinful habits, and let us withdraw to contemplate ourselves, our souls, and our sinful, passionate bodies, giving an account of our thoughts and actions. The sacred moments of repentance lend true value to the life of our heart, upon which the Lord and knower of hearts gazes and pronounces His sentence. And our repentance must be true repentance, for then it becomes death unto sins, and resurrection with Christ.

“Great is repentance on the earth,” continues Saint Ephraim the Syrian. “It is essential because it serves as a ladder for souls to ascend to the place from which sin has cast them down. It rejuvenates nature and restores to its own dignity…Whomever the law does not justify, repentance makes perfect. Repentance has saved many whom the law threatened with death unless they repented properly.”

The sacrament of repentance is the greatest benefaction and the means we sinners need most to renew God's covenant, commonly violated by all. There is no sin so grave that absolution from it could not be obtained through this sacrament by sincere remorse. And there is no sinner, no matter how many his sins, who through sincere contrition would not receive cleansing in this sacrament of reconciliation.

The Christian soul that performs the ceaseless labor of repentance replenishes its strength in this sacrament, and draws strength to progress further along the path to salvation. Repentance communicates grace to those who accept it reverently, a grace which erases all sins and delivers from eternal punishment, reconciles with God, and makes people heirs of the kingdom of heaven.

If we so much as conceive a heartfelt desire to turn to God in humble awareness of our guilt before Him, then the Lord Himself, seeing our disposal to turn to Him and be cleansed of our sins, will come to our aid, touch our souls with His grace, and arouse in them a profound feeling of repentance, in order to guide us to the path of salvation.

Repentance alone, however, is not enough. One must perform the works of repentance: refrain and turn away from former sins, and be “an example to the believers in word, in conduct, in love, in spirit, in faith, in purity,” as the Apostle Paul commanded his disciple (1 Tim 4:12). Repentance without works is not true repentance, but false. When Judas learned that the Lord Jesus Christ whom he had betrayed was condemned to death, he was filled with remorse, admitted his sin, and confessed it, saying, “I have sinned by betraying innocent blood “(Matt 27:4). Yet, his remorse was not crowned with the fruits of repentance, and hence begat despair instead of the hope of forgiveness, and this despair led Judas to eternal destruction. Let us beware of offering fruitless repentance, as we have done not once or twice but repeatedly, all the while remaining fully convinced that we are leading our lives in confession of sins and repentance.

Dear brothers and sisters, let us try to be worthy of the kingdom of heaven. Let us try to make our repentance and our spiritual renewal complete. Let us not limit ourselves only to temperance of being, but let us try to live and act as befits temperate people so that we may become sons of God's kingdom. Since this kingdom is close at hand, and the grace of God is not depleted, let us become contrite in heart and spirit, as King David was contrite. Let us repent of our sins as the Ninevites repented, and together with the publican, let us call upon the Father of lights: “O God, be merciful to us sinners.” Together with the prodigal son, let us put aside impurity, and let us go into the country of virtues. Then, blessed eternity will be our reward, and the light of the Lord's face shall shine upon us with its unfading rays unto the ages of ages. Amen!

Sermon on the Day of the Meeting of Our Lord Jesus Christ (February 2)

Given on February 2/15, 1997

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit!

“Lord, now You are letting Your servant depart in peace, according to Your word; for my eyes have seen Your salvation which You have prepared before the face of all peoples, a light to bring revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of Your people Israel” (Luke 2:29–32).

These great and sacred words of the righteous Symeon the God-receiver have a profound and God-inspired mystical meaning. They were spoken two thousand years ago by the righteous Symeon the God-Receiver, when, in the Jewish temple, he received the Almighty Divine Infant into his arms, trembling with joy. Today, gathered in the Holy Church, we triumphantly celebrate this event, the Feast of the Meeting of Our Lord Jesus Christ. On the fortieth day after the Nativity, the Most-Pure Mother of God with the righteous Joseph the Betrothed came to the temple in Jerusalem to consecrate their firstborn, an infant of the male sex, to the Lord. Such was the Old Testament custom, established in memory of the infants murdered in Egypt. An angel destroyed those infants in order to show Pharaoh that the Lord was stronger and mightier than he, and to soften the Egyptian ruler's heart by this terrible tragedy. As a reminder of this event, the Lord commanded Moses to consecrate every firstborn of the male sex to the Lord, particularly those of the tribe of Levi.

In fulfillment of this law, the Lord as the lawgiver and as truly man comes to the temple in Jerusalem to offer sacrifice and ransom. The Most-Pure Mother of God and the righteous Joseph offer the sacrifice of paupers for Him: two turtledoves, signifying the redemption of the people. Caged birds symbolize human souls in the power of death and Hades. They were released in the churchyard, from where they soared off into heaven's heights. At that same moment, the souls of the people, mingling their prayers with the prayers of those dwelling in heaven, would soar to the throne of God. The Most-Pure Mother and the elder Joseph likewise brought a ransom to the temple, comprising five shekels of silver, in fulfillment of the commandments regarding the firstborn. In fulfilling these rites, the Most-Pure Virgin, notes Saint Basil the Great, “had no need of the law of purification,” in that she remained a pure virgin even after her Son's birth. Nevertheless, out of respect for the law, she submits to the ritual precepts.

We see that neither the priest nor the people came out to meet them, exulting, “Hosanna in the highest!” The Divine Infant is brought in a poor and humble fashion, in no way disturbing the quiet of the temple, requiring nothing from the people around Him. Only two people meet Him: the righteous Symeon the God-receiver and the Prophetess Anna. The Spirit of God had revealed to them that this Infant was the Messiah, whom mankind had now been awaiting for several thousand years, choked by its malice, its unbelief, and the filth and darkness of sin. Our twentieth century could also be compared with the time when the Lord came to His people and they did not receive Him.

Holy Tradition tells us of a great event. One of the seventy interpreters who translated the Holy Bible from Hebrew into Greek was Symeon, the future God-receiver. In translating the book of the holy forefather Isaiah, he came to the words, “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a Son” (Isa 7:14). He doubted this and was about to write “a woman.” Suddenly, however, an angel appeared and stayed his hand, saying, “Symeon, believe what is written, and this will be a sign for you: you shall not die until you see this prophecy fulfilled.” Much time passed, and the day arrived which the righteous Symeon had so long awaited, when the Holy Spirit revealed to him that before him was the Infant, the Deliverer of the world, who had come to save all mankind from evil and release him from his earthly chains.

In celebrating the Feast of the Meeting, meaning the meeting of God and man, and of the Lord Jesus Christ with the righteous Symeon and the Prophetess Anna, we, too, invisibly receive our Savior, who said, “I am with you always, even to the end of the age” (Matt 28:20). The prayerful hymn “Now Lettest Thou Thy Servant,” which the righteous Symeon pronounced, is a cry from the soul of every man. It reminds us that sooner or later, we will go back to the place from whence we descended, to the dwellings on high, for “our citizenship is in heaven” (Phil 3:20). Having lived three hundred years upon the earth, the righteous Symeon expressed the full depth, meaning, and purpose of the Lord Jesus Christ's coming to earth: “For my eyes have seen Your salvation…A light to bring revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of Your people Israel” (Luke 2:30, 32). This prayer, which the elder Symeon pronounces on behalf of the Old Testament prophets, signifies the meeting of the Old and New Testaments.

Then, turning to the Mother of God, he said, “Yes, a sword will pierce through your own soul also” (Luke 2:35). The Mother of God had to endure and suffer much from Her anxieties for Her innocent, sinless Son, and according to the elder Silouan, “she remained alive only because the Lord's power strengthened her: for the Lord wished her to see His resurrection.”

Prophesying regarding the Divine Infant, the elder Symeon said, “Behold, this Child is destined for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign which will be spoken against (yes, a sword will pierce through your own soul also), that the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed” (Luke 2:34). This took place, and it has continued to take place in the Church's history throughout the two millennia of its existence. How many controversial disputes and self-contradictory opinions have there been since Christianity's earliest existence regarding our Lord Jesus Christ's crucifixion and His resurrection from the dead?! For some, He is the light and salvation, and for others a fraud and a liar, come for “the fall and rising of many.” Let us recall how the high priests and Pharisees bought off the watch: “Tell them, His disciples came at night, and stole Him away while we slept” (Matt 28:13). They saw with their own eyes that the body of Christ was not in the tomb, and that only the linen clothes remained, clearly bearing witness to the resurrection. Yet, they spread slander, because they had no faith; their human souls were not prepared for any other perception. For the next three centuries, martyric blood flowed in torrents. Some followed Christ, loved Him, and gave up their lives for Him, enduring the most terrible torments. Others, such as Trajan, Maximian, Diocletian, and the other Roman emperors, hated Him, and their hatred grew into an intense desire to destroy the very name of “Christian.” The same was repeated in the twentieth century in Russia. Orthodox Holy Russia, in the person of the Bolsheviks, turned its back on Christ, rebelling against what was holy and righteous. The latter-day theomachists declared that religion was obscurantism, fanaticism, the opium of the people, and that the radiant present and future consisted of getting the most out of life. This was their perverse interpretation of the meaning of life. The Apostle Paul wrote of such times in one of his Epistles, saying that there would come a time when people would not accept truth, but would believe and turn to falsehood. Yet, the greatest catastrophe, one that will horrify all mankind, is yet to come. We have lost the meaning and purpose in life which man must know; we have lost our sense of direction. In keeping today's Feast of the Meeting of the Lord, we must draw moral lessons from it and not just listen to an account of its history.

“Was it really only Symeon and the righteous Anna with him who met Christ?” muses the Holy Righteous John of Kronstadt. Of course not. In the past two thousand years, millions of people have met Christ. We also, standing present today in the church, meet our Lord Jesus Christ in spirit and in our hearts, and we meet Him on every page of the Gospel. For example, when He says to the sinful woman, “Neither do I condemn you; go and sin no more” (John 8:11), He is saying this to us. If we fall down in prayer with the same humility, heartfelt contrition, and remorse as did this sinful woman, and if we, kneeling in our icon corner, tearfully wash away our sins and unworthiness, we will meet Christ in prayer.

The most important meeting, a meeting great and grace-imbued, takes place right here, in the altar. When the sinful clergyman takes in his hands the chalice with the Body and Blood of the Lord Jesus Christ, he meets his Savior. Each of us, approaching the sacrament of Communion, is united with Christ. The righteous Symeon only held the Divine Infant in his arms, but we carry Him in our hearts and receive Him into ourselves. If we do not feel joy, peace, and sweetness of soul at this, it is because of our own lives. When the saints communed, they radiated light.

How does our heart not burn at this? How is it that we are not consumed? Perhaps we are indeed consumed for our unworthiness, but for the time being do not notice it. One elder saw how the brethren came to commune. Some left the chalice black and darkened, while others left it with illumined faces that shone with joy. Everything depends on our disposition, our preparedness of heart, and the depth of our faith, for we people of the twentieth century are lame in both legs. We have been seized by doubt, lack of faith, and hardened sensitivities. We pray with our lips alone, while our minds and hearts are far from prayerful attendance. We have no ardent, fiery prayer, nor do we have the other available means of salvation: contrite repentance, tearful acknowledgement of our sinfulness.

Tomorrow, at the divine service, the parable of the publican and the Pharisee will be read. In it, we will be given a model of prayer, the essence of which is awareness of our profound unworthiness. Our Lord Jesus Christ told this parable for the edification and comfort of all mankind. The publican used no long words and only beat his breast in contrition: “God, be merciful to me a sinner” (Luke 18:13). This is how to pray, and this is how to ask God for help.

There is another word in the Gospel, which the Lord spoke after His resurrection: “Rejoice!” He said to the myrrh-bearing women. How can we not be comforted after this? These words are our hope; they remind us that everything in this world is transitory, and nothing is permanent, but in the next, an eternal life full of joy awaits us, if we prepare for it worthily here on earth. For us, the Holy Gospel is a source of light, the bread of our life, and the sustenance of our soul, mind, and heart. For this reason, we must open it more frequently. When a person reads the word of God, God converses with him. The words of the Gospel contain the meaning and the basis for our lives, and we have no right to add or subtract a single word. In the nineteenth century, a renowned writer wrote his Gospel According to Tolstoy. Today also, there are self-willed interpreters of Holy Scripture who strive to dazzle people with their intellect, not knowing that what is written in this divinely inspired book is not subject either to correction or augmentation.

In celebrating the Meeting of the Lord today, my dear ones, let us not despond or lose hope, for we have a shield, which is our faith, and a sword, which is the word of God, and a refuge, which is the Church of God, in which we can find, meet, and receive Christ into our hearts.

Let us hasten, for “the days are evil” (Eph 5:16). If we do not meet Christ now, we will see Him then with our own eyes and hear Him say, “Depart from Me” (Matt 7:23). This will be on the day of the Last Judgment, when it will be too late to change anything. Here on earth, we must receive Christ into our hearts, as the righteous Symeon received Him, and for this, we must prepare throughout our lives.

In one of his sermons, Metropolitan Platon (Levshin) wonderfully describes how the majority of people die a terrible death, finding nothing to support or comfort them. The last minutes of their lives are full of despair, pangs of conscience, terrible anxiety, and emptiness of heart. The whole reason for this tragedy is that in their youth, they did not wish to lead a righteous life, and they lost their simplicity, purity, innocence, and faith.

Yet, my dear ones, the earthly journey is not over; it is not too late to repent, and it is not too late to begin a new life. The doors of compassion are still open for us. Life is a great gift from God. Every minute and every hour lived must be used for good works, for the acquisition of the Holy Spirit, for the doing of Christ's commandments, for purification of our conscience, and for repentance. True repentance is renewal of mind, heart, and our whole life. We must knock at the Lord's door and cry out with contrite heart, “Forgive, O Lord, forgive me a wretched one! I am an adulterer, I am proud, I am a glutton, angry, and conceited.” In this way, when we approach the chalice, we will receive Christ not only into our arms but also into our hearts, and we will be closer to Christ even than Symeon the God-Receiver. Then, we will prepare for a worthy departure into the other world, and then we can hope with faith that together with the newborn Divine Infant, a new, promised death awaits us: the death unto resurrection.

O Lord, grant us not to receive Thee unto judgment or condemnation! Grant us to unite with Thee more frequently! Jesus, God of my heart, come and unite us with Thee unto the ages, as Symeon the God-Receiver was united with Thee! Give us not the cruel death of sinners who die in great despair, disappointment, and dissatisfaction.

In the troparion of today's feast, we hear the words, “Rejoice, O Virgin Mother of God full of grace: for from Thee hath shone forth the Sun of Righteousness, Christ our God!”4 This is a great joy for us, dear brothers and sisters, that we have our Heavenly Intercessor and Mother, the Virgin Mary, who will not reject our prayers to Her and will help us live our lives worthily and worthily meet our final hour, when we also will be able to say with the righteous Symeon, “Now, O Lord, let Your servants depart in peace, because our eyes have seen that You are good and that salvation comes from You, and that You are our life, our breath, our treasure, our well-being. Let us depart, since we see the glory of Your people Israel, and the salvation of the pagans.”

Therefore, let us prepare our souls for the life beyond the grave. To the righteous elder Symeon, the Lord was everything: hope, support, comforter, and good pastor. May He be the same to us, for the sake of the prayers of the Most-Pure Mother of God, Symeon the God-Receiver, and the Prophetess Anna. Amen.

Sermon on Repentance (February 11)

Given on February 11/24, 2002

“The doors of repentance do Thou open to me, O Giver of life, for my spirit waketh at dawn toward Thy holy temple, bearing a temple of the body all defiled. But in Thy compassion cleanse it by the loving-kindness of Thy mercy.”5

Thanks be to the Lord God, who has vouchsafed us once again to see the soul-saving days of holy Great Lent, dear brothers and sisters. Today, a great deal is said about spirituality. It is becoming a fashionable topic for discussion. Yet, each understands spirituality in his own way. Since the term is a religious one, it would be logical for a person with a question about the spiritual life to seek the answer in religion.

Man seeks the answer to his soul's question, thirsting for a personal encounter with God, but is he prepared to meet God, the creator, the ruler of all? Even in everyday life, preparation precedes every task. Preparation for embarking on the path of spiritual learning requires labors of self-denial, of sacrifice. “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me” (Matt 16:24). This is how the Lord defined the conditions for the spiritual path. There are many things in man's heart that resist the spiritual life, and the foremost of these is willfulness.

The preaching of the Gospel, as we recall, begins with the call to repentance. Only repentance establishes the proper beginning of spiritual life. No secular education can bring the soul that spiritual awareness that comes from simple, sincere remorse for one's sinfulness.

Jesus Christ's first sermon upon undertaking His public ministry began with these words: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt 4:17). John the Baptist began his preaching in the same way (Matt 3:2). Christ's disciples likewise addressed the people with this same summons. On the very day of Pentecost, representing the other apostles of Christ, the Apostle Peter urged, “Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38).

The first preaching of the Divine Teacher was a true and indisputable proof of His love for the human race. If we delve attentively into these words of eternal life, every person, whomever he may be, will feel in his heart just how essential and saving is the power of repentance, which was the beginning of the preaching of the Heavenly Messenger. Repentance is the first step on the path to turning to Christ, on the path to Christian life. Without repentance, Christianity is impossible and unthinkable. Whoever wishes to follow Christ must begin with repentance.

“Repentance is a covenant with God for correction of life, for reconciliation with the Lord through doing good works contrary to former sins,” says Saint John of the Ladder. “It is the thought of self-condemnation, and it is a care for oneself that is free of external cares. Repentance is the daughter of hope and the rejection of despair.”

Repentance is God's call to man to come out of the kingdom of sin and slavery and enter the kingdom of virtue and freedom. For the sinner, who has squandered all the riches and gifts of grace, who has lost the path of righteousness and truth, is like a wanderer who comes to a trackless place and becomes lost, and without a guide, cannot find the path from which he has strayed. The traveler wanders in the darkness of night, while the sinner wanders in the darkness of sin. The sun rises, and the darkness vanishes, and the traveler finds the path. The spiritual Sun, Jesus Christ, appears, and the sinner, irradiated by His presence and pervaded by His desired voice, receives His summons: “Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt 11:28).

The prisoner has not the strength to break free from the bonds of slavery; his freedom is dependent on the will of his master. One who has fallen into sin is unable to free himself from sin unless he comes to know the truth, and the truth makes him free. Only repentance leads to this truth and to freedom.

Heeding the salvific call, the sinner begins to withdraw from everything that distracts the mind. Sin, standing naked before him, moves him to terror and trembling. A glance at the past reminds him of deeds that prove clearly that he has been living for himself and not for God. Seized with terror and tormented by the memory of the past and the concept of the future, he is brought to contrition of spirit and heart. He sorrows and grieves after God, and this sorrow and grief tell him, “bear fruits worthy of repentance” (Luke 3:8).

“O, how great is the power of repentance!” exclaims Saint Ephraim the Syrian. “It moves God to mercy after He has already passed sentence. It approaches Him meekly, reminds Him to behold His grace, and the sentence is changed to forgiveness. Oh, how great is the power of repentance! It inclines God to correct the carelessness of men when sin has already possessed the human race! Repentance encounters the angels of wrath and overcomes them, that they might not bring men down to destruction: it stays swords and sickles, that they might not reap the human race.”

Christianity is new life, brought to the human soul by the God-man. In order to begin this new life, first and foremost, we must acknowledge the state of our soul, recognize the sinfulness of our former life, condemn it, and direct our thoughts and feelings on a new path: the path of following after Christ. Repentance is precisely this reversal of a person's thoughts, feelings, and active efforts. Without self-condemnation, without change of thoughts, feelings, and efforts, self-correction and union with Christ are impossible.

After all, Christ descended to earth to deliver us from sin, to cleanse us from iniquities, and to make us righteous and holy before God. Is it possible for us to remain mired in sins and still be united with Christ and become a part of His body—the Church? “For what fellowship has righteousness with lawlessness? And what communion has light with darkness?” (2 Cor 6:14–15).

True, sincere, heartfelt repentance consists not of the empty, formal, false repentance that many of us offer each year on the appointed days, which is not subsequently accompanied by the fruits of repentance: an upright life, works of righteousness, mercy, abstinence, purity and sanctity, zealous aspirations toward Christian perfection. “You shall be perfect,” say the Scriptures, “just as your Father in heaven is perfect” (Matt 5:48).

“Our justification must be accomplished through repentance of sins, through an abyss of repentance, so to speak. As often as you fall into sins, get up again just as often through repentance, and you will be saved,” says the Holy and Righteous John of Kronstadt. Whoever desires to be a Christian not only in name but in actuality—meaning, whoever desires to embody Christ in himself—must cease to serve the devil; he must repent of his sinful life, recognize it, and condemn and change it.

Look how rightly the king and prophet David acts, who set out upon the path of correction after his fall into sin. Not only did he acknowledge his sinfulness, but he constantly kept his fall into sin in view in his heart and thoughts, to increase his repugnance for it: “For I know my fault,” he says, “and my sin is ever before me” (Ps 50:5). Yet, how ardent and efficacious was his repentance!

“One who wishes to repent, and to receive absolution of sins for the sake of Christ's sufferings and death, must absolutely forsake his sins,” states the Holy Hierarch Tikhon of Zadonsk.


For where there is no forsaking of sins, there is no true repentance; where there is no true repentance, there is no room for Christ's merits, and there is no remission of sins; and where there is no remission of sins, punishment and eternal suffering in hell for one's sins soon follow. One who wishes to repent and be saved must forsake his sins and flee to the mercy of God…asking forgiveness for the sake of the Blood of Christ that was shed, which is shed for every sinner and cleanses every sin.…The very Blood of the Son of God, shed for the sake of the sinner, cries out, that all his debts might be remitted and forgotten.



The sacred moments of repentance impart true value to our heart's life, upon which the Lord and knower of hearts gazes and pronounces His sentence. Our repentance must be true, for true repentance is death to sin and resurrection with Christ.

“Repentance is a great crucible,” says Saint Ephraim the Syrian. “It receives copper and turns it to gold; it receives sinners and makes them righteous. Yesterday they were dead, today they are alive to God through repentance; they were strangers, and have become God's own; yesterday they were iniquitous, and today they are holy.…

“Great is repentance upon the earth: it sets nature aright and restores its dignity.…Whomever the law does not justify, repentance makes perfect. It has saved many whom the law threatened with death unless they repented properly.”

Repentance is a great benefaction and a much needed means for us sinners of renewing God's testament, which is routinely violated by all. There is no sin so severe that remission could not be obtained through sincere remorse, and there is no sinner, however many his sins, who could not receive purification in this sacrament of reconciliation through sincere contrition.

“It does not reject the fornicator, does not drive away the adulterer, does not shun the drunkard, does not despise idol worshippers, does not neglect slanderers, persecutes neither the blasphemer nor the proud man,” exclaims Saint John Chrysostom. “It creates all anew, for it is the crucible for cleansing of sins.…As medicine is to a wound, repentance is to sin. The wound contains decay and rot, while medicine contains cleansing from these; sin contains filth, impurity, and ridicule, while repentance contains hope, freedom, and cleansing from sin.”

In performing the unceasing feat of repentance, the Christian's soul replenishes its strength in this sacrament, drawing vigor for further progress along the path to salvation. The grace of repentance erases all sins and delivers from eternal punishment, reconciles with God and makes people heirs of the kingdom of heaven. If we but conceive in our heart a desire to turn to God in humble awareness of our guilt before Him, then the Lord Himself, seeing our disposal to turn to Him and be cleansed of our sins, will come to our aid, touch our souls with His grace, and arouse in it a profound feeling of repentance, so as to direct us to the path of salvation.

Repentance alone, however, is not enough. As the Apostle Paul commanded his disciple, one must refrain and turn away from former sins, and be “an example to the believers in word, in conduct, in love, in spirit, in faith, in purity” (1 Tim 4:12). Repentance without works is not true repentance but false. When Judas learned that the Lord Jesus Christ whom he had betrayed had been condemned to death, he was filled with remorse, admitted his sin, and confessed it, saying, “I have sinned by betraying innocent blood” (Matt 27:4). Without a doubt, this was repentance, but a repentance devoid of fruit. Instead of hope, it engendered despair, which led Judas to eternal destruction.

Let us beware of offering repentance without fruits, as we have done not once or twice but repeatedly, all the while remaining fully convinced that we are leading our lives in repentance and confession of sins. Dear brothers and sisters, let us try to be worthy of the kingdom of heaven, to make our repentance and spiritual renewal complete. Let us not limit ourselves merely to a temperate existence, but let us try to live and act as befits true Christians, so that we may become sons of God's kingdom.

Since this kingdom is close to us, and God's grace is not depleted, let us be contrite in spirit and heart, as the psalmist David was contrite. Let us repent of our sins as the Ninevites repented, and together with the publican, let us cry out to the Father of lights, “O God, be merciful to us sinners.” Together with the prodigal son, let us leave the country of godlessness and come to the country of the virtues, and blessed eternity will be our reward, and the light of the Lord's face shall shine upon us with His unwaning rays unto the ages. Amen.

Sermon on the Sunday of the Triumph of Orthodoxy (March 3)

Given on March 3/16, 1997

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit!

“My God, my God, why have You forsaken me?” (Matt 27:46). These are unforgettable words, filled with profound suffering, spoken by our Lord Jesus Christ at a time of the greatest possible torment of both body and soul.

This Lent, the Lord has once again vouchsafed us to hear of His boundless and inimitable sufferings, of His offering of Himself in sacrifice on the cross of Golgotha for the sake of making a Man out of man, and restoring in him the image which, through disobedience and violation of the commandment given him, he had defaced by allowing God to be displaced in his heart by the devil, who, being a crafty deceiver and envier, has been employed for thousands of years at seducing man and destroying him.

For five thousand years, mankind was in the power of him who brims with malice and pride against the creatures of the Most High. If we open the first pages of the Holy Scripture, we will see that all mankind prior to Christ was plunged in the darkness of every possible kind of delusion. The Apostle Paul in his Epistle to the Romans tells of the horrific wickedness and crimes of the people who lived in Old Testament times, for which God frequently punished them. This was the reason for the worldwide flood that covered the whole earth, leaving only the righteous Noah and his family alive. The cities of Sodom and Gomorrah perished and now lie beneath the Dead Sea, in whose waters not a single creature lives. All this was sent to mankind for their wickedness, but people were created by God not for sin and tears, but for eternal life and bliss. On their own, however, they are unable to break the bonds of sin, since they have submitted to the devil's will.

When mankind's deformity and wickedness had reached their limit, there came the One foretold in the Holy Scriptures: “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish” (John 3:16). The Son of God enlightened mankind with the light of the Orthodox faith, as we hear in the words of the troparion: “enlightening those in darkness.”6 These words embody the essence of the whole of Christ's economy for our salvation.

Today we read the chapters from the Gospel that recount the sufferings of the Lord Jesus Christ. Our body requires food each day. All the more so, the words describing the Lord's sufferings must never be a mere distant echo for a person, but must be just as necessary for him as food and drink, since the Lord suffered for my sake and in my stead, and because I myself take part in this crime all my life, crucifying and angering God, and distancing myself from Him. Yet, He endures all this and continues to call me to Himself that I may not perish, for the Lord values every human soul. In the twentieth century as well, if it were not for God's love, we would long ago have destroyed ourselves. How many times mankind has been on the brink of atomic, nuclear war! Yet, the Lord is patient and corrects our mistakes for us. It was He who destroyed one of the most powerful and terrible systems of government on earth: communism. I cite these examples so that you might more clearly realize and gain a fresh perspective on the tragedy of which we read today in the Gospel.

Gradually, week by week, over the course of forty days, we will draw closer to the day when on Great Saturday the Church will say to us, “Let all mortal flesh keep silence, and stand with fear and trembling, and take no thought for any earthly thing.”7 Throughout the Holy Forty-Day Fast, we must feel this tragedy which the Lord bore for us on Golgotha. For it was the entire human race that prepared it for its Creator, and we are no exception—it is our common tragedy! No one can lament or sorrow with the Crucified Lord in full measure, but we can give up our souls to Him, for it was for the sake of our souls' salvation that the God-man endured terrible torments.

There is a place on earth to which a multitude of pilgrims flock from all over the world. It is called the Holy Land. There, one may see the rock on which the Lord prayed before His sufferings to the point of sweating blood, and the road which He walked, bearing His cross; there, the places are marked where He stumbled beneath the weight of His unbearable burden. Golgotha is there, where He was crucified, and finally, the cave where Joseph of Arimathea and the elder Nicodemus laid the body of the deceased Christ. Go there and see all this for yourselves.

In reminding people of His sufferings, the Lord does not reject man or threaten him with punishment, but rather calls us to Himself, takes pity on us, and gives us the opportunity to partake of eternal bliss here and now, in our earthly life. The door of compassion is open for us, and with love the Lord stretches out to us His hands that were nailed to the cross. A vivid proof of this is the descent of the Holy Fire, the fire of divine love, upon the Lord's tomb in Jerusalem on Great Saturday.

Yesterday was the feast in honor of the Sovereign Icon of the Mother of God—a testimony to the fact that in the twentieth century, the Mother of God did not leave Russia. Let us recall what happened. The Mother of God appeared twice to a simple, pious woman named Evdokia, summoning her to go to the village of Kolomenskoye and find her icon there. In the Church of the Ascension, Evdokia and the church rector indeed found an image of the Mother of God, blackened with age. When the dust had been wiped off the icon, Evdokia recognized the Lady who had appeared to her in her dream. The Mother of God was depicted with the symbols of royal power, holding in Her hands the scepter and the orb. His Holiness Patriarch Tikhon commanded that an akathist be compiled to this icon, saying, “This is an akathist among akathists.” Upon learning of the newly found icon, the faithful came to it in multitudes and prayed with bitter tears, for they sensed the approach of the revolution and the tribulations which the icon heralded.

Indeed, the people destroyed everything and defiled everything, and to this day, they do not repent of it, thinking that everything will work itself out. No, God is not mocked. He is long-suffering and plenteous in mercy, but He is also just. We must remember that if a person lives unrepentantly, constantly breaking God's commandments and committing mortal sins, the Lord will leave him. The same is true for a whole country.

Now I will return to the story of the Sovereign Icon of the Mother of God. Evdokia decided to order a shield for the newfound image and traveled to many places to collect money. With the blessing of Patriarch Tikhon, she traveled to Diveevo to ask the clairvoyant eldresses whether this was a good thing to do. She was answered in the negative, since the time was approaching when icon shields would be removed from icons and destroyed. This icon would be taken from the faithful, but would again be returned to them, and thus it happened: on July 17, 1990, the Sovereign Icon of the Mother of God was returned from the State Historical Museum repository to the village of Kolomenskoye and placed in the Kazan church. Why is it dear to us? Because it is the last holy thing, the last wonder-working icon, through which the Mother of God showed us that She was taking Russia's rule into Her most-pure hands, since the Lord had withdrawn from us for our iniquities.

Some elders have said that in our time, God has removed His grace from the earth and taken it back to heaven, but I do not entirely agree. Many examples that contradict this statement can be cited. How much grace there was in Elder Silouan, who labored in the beginning of our own century on the Holy Mountain of Athos! I myself saw many grace-imbued elders at the Glinsk Hermitage. For example, Elder Gavriil was a true bearer of the Holy Spirit. Thus, although previously it existed everywhere and is now a rarity, at least not all grace has been taken from us. They say that before 1914, every long-distance train had a church car, and that as the train rolled along, the clickety-clack of the wheels sounded to the rhythm of “Lord, have mercy.” In those times, the Lord sent seasonable weather: the winds played, the forests rang with a pandemonium of birdsong, and the climate was altogether different. After 1917, however, the Lord withdrew His grace, but the Mother of God said, “I will not leave the Russian people.” She continues to stand before the throne of God and pray for Russia. This is why She is dear to us.

Our Russian state was divided into various parts, and the Commonwealth of Independent States was formed. The division continues. Our rulers fight among themselves in the Duma, arguing, creating their own parties, shamelessly calling each other various foul names, conducting experiments, and thereby hastening Russia's destruction. If we imitate the West, where spirituality has long since disappeared, our country will cease to exist. The fruits of divine economy are enlightenment by faith and freedom from sin through repentance. Russia does not need democracy; it needs a Russian way of life, its own Russian laws. We must preserve the Orthodox faith and the Orthodox Church, created by the Lord Jesus Christ Himself.

The Feast of the Triumph of Orthodoxy was established in A.D. 842 by the Seventh Ecumenical Council to commemorate the reestablishment of reverence for the holy icons and prayerful veneration of them. Today, we honor those champions who taught men to honor icons and bow to them, but not deify them. The holy fathers teach us that an icon is a Bible, written not in words but in paint. In shedding their blood for the sake of the Church's prayerful veneration of icons, the holy martyrs shed it for Christ God. In every church today, after the liturgy, a moleben is served for the Sunday of Orthodoxy, at the end of which, during the hymn “We Praise Thee, O God,” everyone venerates the icons on the analogion. Veneration of the icon pertains to the prototype, that is, to the person depicted on the icon.

In prerevolutionary Russia, the Orthodox Church was the chief among all others. After the revolution, it began to be persecuted, and in our time, the Duma has adopted no resolution to restore its prevailing position in Russia. All confessions are equal, a fact that is absolutely deplorable. In addition, the question was raised of glorifying the Imperial House—the Emperor Nicholas and his wife and children. But, there was interference from the government, which does not want to give up many of its old views, and the question was set aside until the local council convenes in the Church of Christ the Savior to vote on the canonization of the murdered emperor and his family, who ought to have been numbered with the choir of the saints long ago.8

I have not touched on all these subjects by chance. We must perceive the sufferings of the Lord Jesus Christ with all our soul and heart. To do this, we must understand what is going on in the world around us, see all the hardships that fall to our lot as a cross sent us by the Lord, and bear it without a murmur, for whoever does not bear it is not of Christ. Whoever does not exercise in prayer, whoever does not fast, whoever does not work on his soul, whoever does not wish to exert himself, rejecting his ego, does not wish to forgive his neighbor, and does not wish to sorrow and weep for his infirmities—that person is not of Christ. Today, the suffering Christ calls us to follow after Him.

There was one sinner who frequently repented but then would again fall into sin. One day he was again headed off to sin. Along the way, he met an enormous, man-like monster, who clapped him familiarly on the shoulder. The sinner was extremely frightened and asked why he had done so. “Because you are mine,” the monster replied. “But who are you?” was the next question. The answer came: “I am the one who smote Christ before His crucifixion. And all sinners inflict wounds upon the Lord Jesus Christ by their sins.” The poor sinner was so frightened that he immediately withdrew into the desert and lamented his sins for the rest of his life.

My dear ones, let us ponder our lives, our deeds, and our every step. Man is created not for earth but for heaven. Hence, having listened attentively today to the first recounting of the sufferings of the Lord Jesus Christ, let us dedicate the entire Holy Forty-Day Fast to our Savior, sharing in His experiences, following after Him up to the day when we will lament Christ, lying in the tomb, and when the Church will sing, “Let all mortal flesh keep silence…and take no thought for any earthly thing”9—only for things on high, and the one thing needful for the soul. Amen.
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