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Great Lent Article 

Forgiveness and Fasting: a new way of living  

(extracts from the London Newsletter) 

Forgiveness  

Before we come to the Liturgy on the eve of Forgiveness Sunday, let us prepare ourselves in prayer, 

and if necessary make lists of all those whom we have wronged and who, we believe, have wronged us. 

Then let us forgive them, and ask them to forgive us. Our forgiveness should be like God's. He wipes 

the slate clean when we repent, and forgets the offence. He does not hold it against us ever again. Let us 

be as thorough in our forgiving as He is in his towards us.  

Fasting  

The best teaching I have found on fasting is written by Bishop Kallistos in the Lenten Triodion. We eat 

no meat at all in Lent, and very little fish. We also abstain from dairy products. The fasting schedule 

can be found in the Calendar and Lectionary for 1999 (obtainable from The Orthodox Fellowship of S 

John the Baptist, 26 Denton Close, Botley, Oxford OX2 9BW - £3.25), A summary is sent out to 

regular attenders of our English speaking services every two months and can be provided to others on 

request.  

Our attitude to fasting, and how we do it is most important. Our attitude should be governed by - first of 

all, a spirit of obedience, we do it in order to obey God (Christ in his teaching always assumed people 

who were serious about God would fast); and we obey the Church, which enjoins this on us, as part of 

the discipline of the Christian way.  

Secondly, we do it because it is good for us. Giving up legitimate pleasures, though never easy, is 

always wholesome for us. Fasting has been proved to be healthy for the body, and we should expect to 

lose weight during this period, for most of us a great gain! At least in small measure, fasting identifies 

us with the bulk of the people of the world, who exist on low calories and meagre diets.  

Now a word on "how". In Jesus' day there were not a few religious people who were keen to let 

everyone see and know their religious activity, not least in prayer and fasting. Jesus told us not to do 

this. We are to fast "in secret". We do it unto God, who sees our secret life, not unto men, who don't. 

We are not to advertise to anyone that we are fasting. We are to keep it to ourselves.  

But neither forgiveness nor fasting are an end in themselves, although both are immensely beneficial. 

The purpose of Lent is to prepare us for Pascha. My experience since becoming Orthodox has been that 

the more I have taken Lent seriously, the more Pascha has been a blessing. Let us look forward to Lent 

as another stage in our spiritual pilgrimage, and as a time of joy and lightness of spirit. Fasting 

undoubtedly makes prayer easier. The reality of God's presence is greater through combining the two, 

and this gives joy.  

Becoming Orthodox  

Most people when they think about Lent, immediately think of fasting. This is an important part of 

Lent. But forgiveness is also crucial, and there is a particular focus on this on this the Sunday of 

Cheesefare, or Forgiveness Sunday, as it is called which is the day before the beginning of Lent.  



If you look at the Gospel for this Sunday you will see the well-known teaching of Christ on fasting 

which begins "when you fast. . ."; but this is immediately preceded by the verses, "if you forgive men 

when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men 

their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins" (Matthew 6:14-21).  

We need to approach Lent and take both forgiving and fasting seriously. The word "indulgence" is the 

opposite of both. When we do not forgive, we indulge in our own self-pity, and pride. We take over 

from God, who is the sole Judge of men. When we do not fast, we indulge in our weakness for food and 

drink.  

Confession  

All Orthodox should contact their spiritual father for confession at regular intervals, which may vary 

from person to person. A rough guide might be - not less than once a quarter, or more than once a 

month.  

Fr Michael  

Deanery Clergy Meeting 

The Deanery Clergy met at the Maryvale House in Birmingham from 30 - 31 March.  A significant part 

of the meeting concerned the Deanery's role in supporting the Orthodox Theological Institute in 

Cambridge, a new pan-Orthodox intitiative to develop theological education for all Orthodox people, 

including ordinands.  Fr John Jillions from the Diocese of Sourozh (Moscow Patriarchate) gave two 

informative presentations to the meeting. 

 

Fr Michael and Fr John (left to right) 



The meeting also considered the development and discernment of vocations, the translation of liturgical 

texts, the arrangements for the National Pilgrimage to Lichfield in veneration of St. Chad on 24 July 

and plans for a Pilgrimage to the Shrine of the Mother of God at Walsingham in the year 2001. 

On the final day, and mindful of the tragic developments in Kosovo and Serbia, the priests agreed to 

visit the nearby Serbian Church of St. Prince Lazar where the His Grace the Bishop Dositej was to 

gather with his clergy for the Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts. 

 

Fraternal Visit to the Serbian Church of St. Prince Lazar, 

Birmingham, 31 March 1999 

The Deanery Clergy visited the priests of the Serbian Church in the United Kingdom together with their 

His Grace, the Bishop, Dositej at the Church of St. Prince Lazar, Birmingham on 31 March at the end 

of the Deanery Meeting.  This message was conveyed:- 

"We, the clergy of the British Antiochian Orthodox Deanery, wish to convey to our Serbian brothers 

our sorrow over the present conflict in Serbia and the province of Kosovo.  We wish also to express 

our solidarity in prayer for all those who are suffering as a a result of the war and for peace to be 

restored. 

We pray also for reconciliation and unity to be achieved so that all peoples can live together in 

harmony and peace. 

We remember with gratitude to God the faithful witness of the Serbian Orthodox Church and pray 

that God will bless it, especially during these difficult days." 

 

The gathering of Serbian and Antiochian clergy with His Grace, Bishop Dositej 



 

The Church of St. Prince Lazar, Birmigham 

 

The fresco of Christ - Pantocrator in the dome of the Church of St. Prince Lazar 

 

Bishop Gabriel's Pascha Message (1999) 



We shall be commemorating Pascha this year at the threshold of a third millennium. We are preparing 

ourselves to celebrate the two thousandth anniversary of the coming of our Saviour to the Earth. It is a 

coming that has brought the dawn of Freedom and given to the man who wants it the opportunity of 

going with Christ along the path of His victory and death, and of attaining the joy of the Resurrection 

and peace and salvation. The commemoration of Pascha brings us again to see the amazing love of 

God. It has conquered death and opened to us the way forward to resurrection and eternal life. If we live 

in this way alongside Christ in His death and Resurrection this feast will fill us with divine graces and 

will be for us a source of joy and consolation.  

The pivotal point 

It is not surprising that the Resurrection of Christ should be the pivotal point of our faith. In it we 

celebrate the emptying of God the Word, Who was made man in order for us to be united with God. By 

His deeds and by His teaching on earth He has taught us to love. By His voluntary death on the Cross, 

He has brought us back to our first calling. And by His Resurrection He has totally liberated us from 

slavery, making us children of God. The Resurrection is then an inexhaustible spring: we need to drink 

from it continually. Our life will have more meaning, we will have a more positive attitude to life, we 

will live in hope and love, if we do this.  

The Resurrection is the crown of the work of salvation. It is the victory of the sacrificial love of Christ, 

the victory on the path of Golgotha, in the sufferings of the Cross and in His voluntary acceptance. He, 

the innocent One, was made culpable in His death. It was in this way that He conquered all evil. He 

came out of the Tomb raising our nature with His own. He has ushered us into a new era for humanity. 

He has opened up the vision of total renewal for peopleôs lives, a renewal centred on true liberty and 

true dignity. The Kingdom of love and peace alone, can guarantee this. In this the Resurrection and our 

faith are equally essential for the heart. So it is not by chance that the apostle Paul declares: "If Christ is 

not risen then our preaching is vain and our faith is also vain." (1 Cor 15:14). 

Renewing our nature 

The Christ is raised to life again in order to raise us up again with Him. He has renewed our nature and 

riveted our life to hope. By His Resurrection He has wiped away the tears of orphans, consoled the 

afflicted, satisfied the starving with justice and given an appreciation of all that is good, true and just 

that man has produced since the dawn of time. 

Godôs love for all 

"God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son that whoever believes on Him should not 

perish but have eternal life." (John 3:16). God has loved us with an eternal love, and God and His love 

remain identical with one another. We sense in the deepest part of us an abiding need for God. We need 

his Providence, His love, his compassion, and His forgiveness.  

In this feast of the glorious Resurrection we need to remember all the tribulations endured during this 

century - the bloody wars, the mass murders, the displaced people, the divisions and separations 

between the nations. This has been happening to the point of the break-up of the very core of society. 

We must pray at the approach of the new millennium that the Light bursting from the Tomb will 

illumine the coming time and that God in his goodness will be merciful to us and enable us to live in 

this divine light. Oh that the world may be able to liberate itself from its sufferings and be brought to 

the resolving of these acute problems. This, if it could happen, would mean a new world system could 

evolve based on the primacy of the most authentic human virtues: truth, goodness, justice and holiness, 

thus enabling man to live in freedom and honour.  

May God give us also the ability to remain firm in the faith and in the will to live in hope. Each feast of 

Pascha is a step further towards our own resurrection. Today at this cross-roads, between the second 

and third millennium of the Resurrection of Christ, we must be more and more sure that we will be 



heard and our prayers answered, and that a new dawn will rise up which will bring a smile across our 

face and cause joy to make its home in our hearts and light up our spirits.  

Our God who has suffered and been crucified, who is dead and raised, is the God of peace, love and 

hope. It is in this same hope that I proclaim to you all, members of our British Deanery, and your many 

friends throughout the world,  

Christ is risen; He is risen indeed!  

Bishop Gabriel 

 

Lichfield Deanery National Pilgrimage (24 July 1999) 

TEXT OF FR. GREGORY'S SERMON 

Pictures from this year's pilgrimage 

 

The Great Entrance during the Divine Liturgy in the Anglican Cathedral at Lichfield 
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The Blessing of the Waters at the well of St. Chad 

Lichfield Pilgrimage Sermon 

Pilgrimages arenôt what they used to be. So much is plain. The struggles, the glory, the sheer adventure 

of a Medieval pilgrim making his way to Santiago do Compostella to venerate the relics of St. James or 

even just getting down to Canterbury were part and parcel of the podvig, the ascetic labour of a true 

pilgrimage. Today we hop in the car and breeze down the M6 perhaps for a quick trip and get back in 

time for tea. 

That does not invalidate the journey we have made today; but we do need to look again at the principles 

of pilgrimage if we are to avoid the dangers of religious tourism. A pilgrimage needs to cost us 

something. It requires some effort, some physical, mental and spiritual labour. If it is to become for us 

an occasion of grace, an encounter with the Living God manifest in his glorified Saints, then the 

journey must deepen internally as its outward form becomes less demanding. 

Internally, a pilgrimage must actualise the "descent of the mind into the heart." There is a country here, 

in the heart, to which we must journey and which is assisted by the actual journey we make in this 

world. The heart in Hebraic thought is not a place of feeling but the centre of personal identity, the 

place where the "I am" of myself meets the Great I AM of the Trinity. The heart of man, though often 

desperately wicked, may become a burning bush, not being consumed on account of sin, but being 

transformed by the holy fire of Godôs Great Love. The Mother of God is herself that burning bush we 

may become in the heart. By Godôs sanctifying grace the human heart then becomes holy ground, the 

dwelling place of the Holy Spirit. This, in the forethought of God, is the ultimate destiny of Man: to 

advance from glory to glory. This is true pilgrimage. 



But, getting there, achieving our goal, that is what concerns us here and now. Unless we know how to 

reach our Journeyôs End, which is God, all else will have been wasted and we shall surrender our very 

souls. This, brothers and sisters, is serious business. So, letôs get on with it!  

First we must accept that we need to "move." Simply and directly understood, moving is of the essence 

of pilgrimage. Staying put is not an option. We are called to move toward a goal which is no earthly 

city but which is the Kingdom of God. This Kingdom is nothing of any earthly origin, it is all from 

God, and yet it is a fire cast down to earth. This fire kindles the Saints. We are drawn to the brightness 

and warmth in these holy persons, which is the Holy Spirit. We must move forward towards this Fire 

and leave our coldness toward God, our neighbours and ourselves far behind. 

This movement toward the Light, toward the Flame is too much for some folk. The Light sears, the 

Flame burns! They draw back, but this is sinôs doing. For those in Love the Light enlightens, the Flame 

energises. There is a holy fear, right and proper in our movement toward the holy, but there is also a 

demonic fear, a self-enclosure generating all sorts of anxieties and nightmares which must be burned be 

burned away, seared by the Light. Our initial movement as pilgrims toward the Kingdom inevitably 

encounters resistance, even dread. At the first sign of conflict, however, do we run away? No we do 

not! By the grace of God we take our stand and fight! This is what any pilgrimage and our ongoing 

Christian journey should cost us even if we no longer experience the fatigue and danger of the physical 

journey to back up our inner struggles. 

Having marked our way forward, we now need some help. Others have trod this road before. Yet more 

travel alongside us. The Saints of God are our companions, our guides, our intercessors, our exemplars. 

They remind us continually of the Fire and Light, by which not only they lived and died, but also in 

which they have found their most perfect rest and fulfilment. The Saints emphasis that salvation is 

personal not abstract or conceptual. It concerns real people like you and me with "mixed-up-bits" which 

God is straightening out. If you canôt live with yourself and therefore, you canôt live with anyone else, 

if youôve got financial problems, if youôre suffering with some sort of long term malady; not only does 

God care, but he also cares enough to send you helpers who will pass the Fire and Light on to you. This 

doesnôt mean, necessarily, that your problems will instantly vanish. God has allowed you to experience 

these troubles so that through a deeper trust in Him and obedience to His Way you will grow into a 

deeper and fuller and stronger life. The Saints prove not only that this transformation is possible but 

also that it is presently available to you, sinner though you be, even in the midst of your trials and 

afflictions. That is true wisdom. That is salvation. 

Every pilgrimage has an end. Every journey has a goal. Let us not forget that our Christian journeys 

have Christian ends. God does not design them merely to make us feel better adjusted to this life. He 

prepares them to get us accustomed to the life to come, the resurrection life, which even now is 

breaking into and replacing this old world order. All our pilgrimages are merely instances of the one 

Infinite Ascent toward God which is the Journey for all men. On this Journey, not to move is to fall 

back, to isolate oneself is to wander astray, to look down is to sacrifice life for death. The top of the 

Mount beckons. It is God Himself, All-Flame and All-Light, who longs in Love for us to be All-Flame 

and All-Light also. Brethren let us use the opportunities afforded by this day to take another step 

forward toward our heavenly goal. 

Fr Gregory 

 

The Philokalia 

Gen:1:3,4,31:- "And God said "Let there be light";and there was light.And God saw that the light was 

good; ...... and God saw everything that he had made,and behold it was very good."  



God's creation is good and beautiful.Yet Adam in his disobedience and pride damaged this perfect 

world and marred his God-given image.  Creation fell with Adam and the apostle Paul in his letter to 

the Romans writes, (8:28):-  

"For we know that the whole creation groans and labours with birth pangs together until now."   

The "groaning" is a yearning or desire for transformation to be eternally in harmony with God's rule as 

it was in the beginning before the Fall.  Yet,creation has not totally lost the beauty the Creator bestowed 

upon the world.  Whenever man responds to the grace of God there is a re-creation and that initial 

relationship is restored.  For man is essentially a eucharistic creature and his soul longs for the life 

giving waters of God to quench his thirsty soul.  The soul is at peace when it worships and gives glory 

to its Creator.  Reflecting the light of God is the true nature and purpose of man and is at the heart of 

what we mean by "glory."   

One hears of the monks of the Holy Mountain of Athos purifying the very air they breathe with their 

unceasing practice of the Jesus prayer and playing with the animals who come to the monks in trust and 

friendship in order to be fed. Staretz Amvrosii, a renowned ascetic of the Russian Church tells this 

story:-  

" A certain devout Christian had a myna bird in his house,which he was teaching to speak. The bird also 

learned the words " Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God,have mercy on me," which the Christian repeated 

often.  One summer day the bird found the window open and flew out into the street. Then a hawk saw 

it from on high and rushed towards it.  The bird surprised by the attack, instead of another cry, cried out 

the prayer and the hawk-a wonderful thing! - pulled back at once as if someone was chasing it away."   

"What do we notice here?"  the staretz asked.  "That even if the Jesus prayer is said unconsciously it has 

results and makes possible the impossible."  So we see that Divine Grace is attracted by prayer and 

operates not only upon the soul but all creation. The presence of the All Holy Spirit fills man with a 

yearning for His Creator and creation.  He restores the immortal language of love divided at Babel; He 

brings a compassion and a broadening of the heart for all nature; He encourages in man an embrace for 

that stewardship that God intended for His image-endowed creatures.  Such an opening of our heart to 

the Paraklete fills our senses with the beauty God has given to His world.   

Luke.12:27 :- "Consider the lilies how they grow:they neither toil nor spin; and yet I say to you, even 

Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these."    

Even the flowers of the field give glory to their Creator. We too should immitate this glory by our 

simplicity, humility and generosity of spirit.  Our obedience to the Divine Will makes us beautiful for 

God.  

Illustration 1: There once was an old man whose hard life had made him bitter, resentful, mean and 

consequently isolated.  Some new neighbours moved into the next door flat and bought him a beautiful 

bunch of flowers.  This kind gesture touched the old man's heart and he said to himself:  "I must go and 

buy a vase in which to display these lovely flowers."  So he did.  He put the vase of flowers on the 

window sill and he noticed how shabby the curtains were.so without delay he went and bought some 

new ones.  Soon he was buying carpets, repairing furniture, painting the walls and decided to invite his 

new neighbours around for a meal.   That one beautiful gesture became not only a critic on his dismal 

surroundings but a catalyst that changed his whole attitude to life.  It is important to try to do something 

beautiful for God every day of our lives for Our Lord Jesus Christ is the most beautiful gift to us and He 

transforms lives.  

Illustration 2: A mother visiting her son away at college was saddened at seeing some rude posters on 

his bedroom wall but instead of criticizing her son she left an Icon of the Theotokos and an Icon of the 

Saviour in his room.   The next time she visited him the posters were gone and had been replaced by the 

Holy Icons.When Christ enters into our lives the beauty of His presence makes us ashamed of our sins 



and moves us to repentance.  Christ's presence makes our lives more beautiful and good.  The fragrance 

of His grace lingers like incense making our lives holier.  Why don't you buy some flowers for someone 

today and see what happens!   Their face will light up with joy and their smile will be a wonderful 

testimony to the truth that we are indeed eucharistic creatures reflecting the beauty of Our Creator. 

"Come Lord Jesus Christ enter my life today and make it beautiful. Glory to You O Lord Glory to You. 

Amen." 

Fr Jonathan Hemmings 

 

The Great Treasure 

Anselm of Canterbury once described himself as someone with faith seeking understanding. As 

Christians we do not understand in order to believe, we believe in order to understand the truth. With 

truth comes power.  

 

"The kingdom is like a treasure in a field which a man found and covered up,then in his joy he goes and 

sells all he has and buys the field."  (Matthew 13:44) 

Our Lord sets before us the image of a man who suddenly stumbles across a great treasure in a field. 

When he saw what  it was he covers it until he has time to sell all he has in order to buy the field.  Our 

monasteries are spiritual power houses and places of peace and intercession between earth and heaven.  

Monks are sinners who have stumbled across this greatest of treasures and sell all they have in order to 

protect and share with others this treasure.  Essential to this discovery is faith, hope and a seeking to 

understand. There is a compulsion to leave behind all that binds and constrains us. The person who 

discovers this treasure must have humility  This is a Latin word which comes from humus, the soil. This 

is why we touch the ground in metanoias.   We are dust and to dust we shall return.  The desert for the 

early monks became their field.  The monks sold all their possessions or renounced the world in order 

to live the life of prayer. With this work comes power, signs and wonders.   

Power is not the preserve of the holy apostles and prophets.  God's glory is manifest in the miracles of 

healing, dreams, visions, foretelling the future and in miracles over nature.  John of Lycopolis was able 

to predict the future and so to be in the line of the prophets as have many monks been able to see into 

the heart of man.Yet the monks view such power with a lack of interest in the spectacular.  A saying 

ascribed to Pachomius summarises the concerns of monks when he says: - "If you see a man pure and 

humble,that is a great vision.  For what is greater than such a vision, to see the invisible God in a visible 

man."  Yet such power is not the preserve of monks alone,when we open our hearts and our eyes to the 

treasures of the kingdom we can expect the impossible to become possible. 

Fr Jonathan 

 

Hesychia - "watchful, inner stillness in prayer" 

The monks of the Holy Mountain teach us that through ascetic practices we are able to perfect quietude 

of body and mind and to arrive at a vision of the Uncreated Light af the Godhead. The use of our prayer 

rope together with the Jesus prayer "Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner" is a 

means to achieve peace and sorrowful joy within the Christian Life.  

We should use our sword or prayer rope at every opportunity because as Christian soldiers we fight on 

three fronts against the world, the flesh and the devil. When we mention the name of Jesus, (the name 



which is above all names), in faith we draw upon the Divine energy of God to calm our fears and to 

heal our troubled minds.   

It may be that we are waiting at a bus stop and rather than wait with idle frustration we can use the time 

positively by employing our prayer rope in prayer - not in an ostentatious way but in order to quell our 

impatience, to bless God and to remember others who have asked us to pray for them.  When we go to 

bed at night, before we lay ourselves down to sleep, then we can use our prayer rope again; offering all 

the unresolved conflicts, our missed opportunities, our failures ... but also our thanks to God so that we 

may take our rest in peace. It is particularly beneficial for the soul to combine our prayer with fasting as 

it is so much more availing of the quiet we seek in our pressured and busy lives. We become more 

aware of God's time (chairos) which is infinite and are not so worried about man's time (chronos) which 

is created.   

We say in the Holy Liturgy before the Great Entrance:  "Let us now lay aside all the cares of this 

world."   So much of our anxiety is caused through the fact that we want to put ourselves first and at the 

centre of God's universe. We want to follow our own desires, we want for ourselves power, status, 

money and those things which the evil one convinces us are necessary but as Christ said to Martha 

when she was anxious and fretful: "one thing is needful and Mary has chosen that greater part which 

shall not be taken away from her."   

Even those who affirm Christ find it difficult to be his forgiven creatures-others find excuses for their 

sins, wanting to justify their selfish actions. We must recognise two things  

¶ first that God is Infinitely more powerful than we can imagine  

¶ and secondly:- that the evil one wants to take us away from God.   

The satan will use any means to do this, even, as the desert fathers teach us by appearing as an angel of 

light.  We must allow God to be God,not to make the Almighty Creator in our image but to realise that 

we are made in His, with all the privileges and responsibilities that brings.  Until we recognise these 

fundamental truths our strivings for hesychia will be in vain.  

The Fathers teach us that the true theologian is the one who prays.  Sometimes we find it difficult to 

pray but try ... God listens to the broken hearted.  If we find it impossible, ask someone to pray for you, 

go to the Icon of your patron saint or to the Panagia - the power of prayer and intercession is real and 

the response is quite disproportionate to our meagre offering or request.  Prayer is that vital link with 

God our Creator, that intimate relationship which brings us life and which bears much fruit.  Remember 

how our Lord Jesus says: " I am the Vine,you are the branches."   The closer we are brought to Christ 

the greater our strength for we draw upon the Source of all Life ... "Holy God, Holy and Strong , Holy 

and Immortal have mercy upon us."  Then we will have strength to withstand the world the flesh and 

the devil.  

So stay close to God through attending the Holy Liturgy,through prayer and fasting and by making use 

of your prayer rope and God will give you the peace which passes all understanding and the strength to 

face the problems of life.  

One last thing ... we cannot achieve holiness and quietude overnight.  The desert fathers said that "if 

you see a young man ascending to heaven catch him by the heels and bring him down to earth.  

Remember, you were nine months in the womb of your mother before you saw the light of day, and 

even then you depended upon her to feed you, to care for you and to protect you:her nurturing and love 

is constant up until the present day. How much more does Our Heavenly Father feed us and keep us 

until we grow into the likeness of Christ His Son who is the Light of the World."  

Fr Jonathan 

 



A Sermon preached on the Dormition of the Theotokos  

by Peter Sizer 

 

Someone told me recently that we DO worship the Mother of God, whatever anyone says to the 

contrary. Likewise we worship all the saints and the icons. For, he said, the English word "worship" 

stands for the Greek word proskunw, which refers both to our worship of God (Greek: latreia), and the 

veneration or honour we offer to the Theotokos, the saints and the icons (douleia or uperdouleia).  

Our word "worship" is indeed derived from the Anglo-Saxon word "weorðscip", which is the state of 

deserving honour, or the act of giving honour. It is used for the worship of God, but also for any kind of 

honour. That is why we still refer to "his worship the mayor", and call the magistrates "their worships". 

And there is the line in the Church of England Prayer Book marriage service, when the bridegroom says 

to the bride "with my body I thee worship".  

However, words change their meanings. We nowadays associate the word "worship" specifically with 

the worship of God. The use of the word in expressions like "she worships the ground he walks on" is 

considered exaggerated or facetious.  

So we venerate or honour the Theotokos. We do not venerate her because of anything she is in herself, 

but because of her part in our salvation. We honour her because of her part in the Incarnation of Jesus 

Christ, the Son of God; God himself become man, the God-Man.  

The Virgin Mary must indeed have been better than any human being who has ever lived to have been 

chosen to be the mother of the Son of God. She must have been completely free from personal sin. But 

we do not venerate her for that reason. We do so because if she had not agreed to become the mother of 

Jesus Christ our salvation would not have been possible. The Incarnation was God's act, but it depended 

also on the willing co-operation of the Virgin Mary - the Mother of God, Our Lady.  

Look at any icon of the Theotokos (that is, a simple icon of Mary, as distinct from those 

commemorating events, like today's of the Dormition). She is always accompanied by, or pointing 

towards, her Son. So it is not possible to venerate the Mother of God without at the same time 

worshipping the Son of God.  

In honouring the part of the Virgin Mary in the Incarnation of Jesus Christ, we are honouring her 

because of her obedience. When told she was to be the mother of God's Son, she replied, "Behold the 

handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to thy word". (Luke 1.38a). Mary obeyed God, and that 

is what is required of all Christians. It is because of their obedience that we honour all the saints, and 

obedience is what is required of us.  



That brings us to today's readings. Two verses in the Gospel reading make the point about the 

obedience of the Mother of God.  

A woman in the crowd cries out: "Blessed is the womb that bare thee, and the paps which thou hast 

sucked." (I tend to remember the words from the King James' version read by Metropolitan Anthony in 

the Russian Cathedral recording of this service).  

But Jesus replies: "Yea rather, blessed are they that hear the word of God and keep it." (Luke 11.27-28).  

What matters is Mary's obedience. What matters is the obedience of all Christians. Mary obeyed by 

playing her part in the Incarnation of the Son of God. The choice of the Apostle reading is therefore 

appropriate. It is the famous "Christ hymn" from St Paul's letter to the Philippians, which celebrates our 

Lord's birth as man, death on the cross and His Resurrection.  

However, apart from the two verses added at the end from the next chapter, which do refer to her, it is 

difficult at first sight to see what the Gospel reading has to do with the Mother of God. It is the story of 

Jesus' visit to the two sisters Martha and Mary.  

Martha and Mary stand for the two kinds of Christian vocation - the call to the active life (or life in the 

world) and the call to the contemplative life (life as a monk or nun). Mary, the Mother of God, our 

Lady, is the model for both callings. She set the example for active life in the world by being the mother 

of Jesus Christ and rearing him. She was also very much a contemplative person, for whatever 

happened in her life and the life of her Son "she kept all these things in her heart". So the Theotokos is 

the pattern for all of us, whether we are called to live in the world or to enter a monastery.  

The feast of the Dormition probably dates from the late fifth century (though it may be earlier). It was 

always celebrated in Jerusalem on the same date as now. In Egypt it was celebrated on January 18. 

Later it spread to other places, some choosing August 15 and some January 18. In the 7th century, 

however, the Byzantine Emperor Maurice decreed that the Dormition was to be celebrated everywhere 

on August 15, Later the Pope adopted the same date for the feast in the West, and it has been celebrated 

on that date in both East and West ever since.  

In the West the feast is called the Assumption, for both Roman Catholics and Orthodox believe that 

Mary was assumed bodily into heaven. There is, of course, no mention of this in the New Testament (in 

fact there is very little mention of the Mother of God anywhere in the New Testament). The story 

comes from apocryphal sources. We believe it, however, because it accords with the experience of the 

Church.  

The Old Testament tells us that Enoch and Elijah were assumed bodily into heaven. We believe 

therefore that Mary, who is without personal sin and was chosen because of her goodness to be the 

Mother of God, must at least have been assumed, without corruption, into heaven. Indeed we believe 

that she has been deified -been made like God. We believe that she has already received her 

Resurrection body (as have other saints). As followers of Jesus Christ, we are promised that we shall all 

be deified, achieving the likeness as well as the image of God, and receiving Resurrection bodies 

(though for most of us all this will happen beyond this life). The Mother of God is therefore our 

example.  

However, although Orthodox Christians believe in the assumption of the Theotokos, it has not been 

made into a doctrine of the Church (as it has in the Roman Catholic Church). That is perhaps why we 

do not call this feast the Assumption, but the Dormition of the Mother of God. Dormition means 

"falling asleep", which is of course just a metaphorical way of saying "death".  

The Orthodox Church has generally avoided formulating doctrines about the Mother of God. We are 

required to believe only that she is the virgin mother of our Lord Jesus Christ, who is the Son of God, 

both God and man. But the story of Mary's assumption into heaven does indeed accord with the 



Church's experience, and is generally believed by Orthodox Christians. It is perhaps best summed up in 

one of the hymns sung at Vespers for today(it is the last idiomelon of the aposticha):  

"When thou wast translated to him who was born of thee in an inexplicable way, O virgin Theotokos, 

there were present James, the brother of the Lord and first of the Chief Priests, and Peter, the honoured 

head and leader of theologians, with the rest of the divine rank of Apostles, clearly uttering divine 

words, praising the amazing divine mystery, the mystery of the dispensation of Christ God, and with 

joy preparing thy body which was the God-receiving originator of life, O most glorified one, while the 

most holy angels looked from on high, struck with astonishment and surprise, and saying one to 

another; Lift ye your gates and receive ye the mother of the Maker of heaven and earth. Let us laud with 

songs of praise her sanctified, noble body, which contained the Lord, invisible to us. Therefore we, too, 

celebrate thy memory, O all-praised one, crying; Exalt the state of Christians and save our souls."   

AMEN.  

 

Christ the Teacher 

The ancients knew the value of education and the importance of a teacher. The need to acquire wisdom 

is amply illustrated in the Old Covenant with the form of collected writings and sayings known as 

"wisdom literature. "The book of Proverbs is full of spiritual and practical advice and guidance for 

those who want to live a righteous life. Wisdom rather than simply knowledge occupies a prominent 

place within the canon of Holy Scripture and the Bible places such wisdom firmly within the realm of 

faith: "the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom." (Psalm 111:10, Proverbs 1:7)  

The central figure of the Hebrew law is Moses. He is to be seen within Hebrew tradition as the 

instrument of God in several roles, as deliverer,as leader,as prophet and as law giver. Yet, it is as 

teacher that he is revered and named, Moshe rabbenu, "Moses our teacher". The Great King Solomon 

asked for wisdom from God when he was given the responsibility and charge of the people of Israel.  

Here we see that wisdom means " a listening heart"-knowledge warmed by sympathy and 

understanding.  In the New Testament, Divine Wisdom is the Incarnate Christ whom St. Paul calls: "the 

wisdom of God"  (1 Corinthians 1:24) "in whom are all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge 

hidden."  (Colossians 2:3).  One of the gifts of the Holy Spirit is that of wisdom, (1 Corinthians 12:8).   

Closely connected with the role of teacher is that of spiritual father. Christ was recognised as a teacher 

or "Rabbi"  (John 3:2) and spiritual teachers were part of the life of the apostolic church, (Acts 13:1).  

Our Lord has a warning to those who would seek their own glory through the title "teacher" and 

"father" in Matthew 23:9,10.  Jesus is here condemning hypocrisy rather than giving a general 

prohibition against the terms.  Indeed,the Apostle Paul refers to Timothy as "a true son in the faith". The 

disciple of a Rabbi was known as his son which of course supports St. Paul's title of "father" in I 

Corinthians 4:15.  From an early date, the title "pater" was applied to bishops of the Church as 

witnesses to the Christian Tradition. The title was applied to those whose authority and defence of 

doctrinal matters had special significance like St. Basil, St. Gregory of Nazianzen and St. Cyril of 

Alexandria.  

The need for a spiritual father therefore for Orthodox Christians has a rich ancestory.   The spiritual 

father is there to lead his son or daughter into a deeper relationship with Christ.  He is there to be a 

friend and confessor, to advise and to encourage,to heal the soul and to take upon himself the important 

task of prayer for his spiritual child ( Proverbs 15:29) so that they may grow strong in faith (Hebrews 

5:12).   The spiritual father is not the model to be copied because of his own imperfections, he points to 

Christ. We should always be aware of the influence of a good spiritual father or teacher.  For although 

in the ways of the world the teacher has little power he wields tremendous influence.  Charles Adams, 

the 19th century educationalist, said of school teachers :-  "they affect eternity for they never know 

where their influence ends."  How much more should those who have, through the grace of God, the 

responsibility of teaching the faith affect eternity.  (1 Corinthians 2:13).  These things we also speak, 



not in words which man's wisdom teaches but which the Holy Spirit teaches, comparing spiritual with 

spiritual."  

A Cautionary Tale: The Cassock  

A missionary Orthodox priest serving in a remote part of India had a cassock that was torn and old with 

patches because it had been repaired so many times.  Knowing that he could not afford to send away for 

one he decided to ask a local tailor to make him a new cassock with a roll of material that had been 

given to him by a parishioner. The Indian tailor was sent for and agreed to make the cassock but 

admitted that he had never made such a vestment and that he would require a pattern.  "I know what I 

will do" said the priest," I will let you have my old cassock if you can make it before Sunday.  "The 

Indian tailor thought that this was an excellent idea.   Picking up the old cassock and the roll of material 

he left.  Four days later he arrived at the priest's house with a large smile and a package under his arm." 

  I have made your cassock"  The Indian tailor carefully unfolded the cassock for the priest to examine.  

The priest's delight turned to dismay when he saw what was before him.  The new cassock had patches 

on the elbows, a tear by the pocket, buttons missing and darns on the cuffs, just like the old one. "What 

have you done?" shouted the priest. "You've ruined my holy garment! What possessed you to do this?"   

"But sir,"protested the tailor," I carefully copied the pattern of the cassock you gave to me."  

May those who teach be taught of Christ and may those who learn be faithful disciples.  

Fr Jonathan 

 

The Widow of Nain 
a Sermon by Peter Sizer  

The story of the Widow of Nain is one of the most powerful of the Gospel stories about Jesus.  As he is 

about to enter a city called Nain Jesus meets some men carrying the corpse of a young man who has just 

died.  He is told that he is the only son of a widow.  Moved by the widow's grief, Jesus raises the young 

man from the dead and restores him to his mother.  The crowd standing round are terrified, but give 

glory to God.  

There are three points to make about this story.  They are not original, but are taken from a sermon 

preached many years ago by Father Lev Gillet, probably better known by his pseudonym "A Monk of 

the Eastern Church".  The first thing to note is the great compassion that Jesus shows by this and other 

miracles.  Jesus does not need to show by miracles that he is the Messiah and the Son of God (though 

they do have this effect as well for those who have faith).  He performs miracles because he feels sorry 

for people.  The three occasions recorded in the Gospels when Jesus raises someone from the dead 

certainly show this.  Jesus raises the young man at Nain from the dead because of his pity for the 

widow.  He raised Jairus' daughter from the dead because he had compassion on her parents.  He raised 

Lazarus from the dead because he was a very dear friend, and because he felt compassion for his two 

sisters, Martha and Mary.  

It is difficult for us to realise just what effect Jesus' action would have had on the widow of Nain.  For a 

woman to be left with no man to support her in the agricultural communities of the Middle East in New 

Testament times was catastrophic.  The woman in the story had lost both her husband and her only son, 

so that there was no one left to do the farm work.  Her life would have been completely devastated.  

Not that the women of that time and place were weaklings.  One of their jobs was to fetch water from 

the well, which often involved carrying huge pitchers of water considerable distances.  But the back-

breaking farm work, involving long hours in the fields, was definitely a man's job.  



In any case, the widow could not have inherited the land.  The loss of her only son would have left her 

dependent on the charity of more distant relatives and neighbours.   So she was indeed greatly in need 

of Jesus' compassion.  

I turn now to the second point.  This story when combined with the two other Gospel stories about Jesus 

raising people from the dead illustrates Jesus' absolute power over death.  When he raised Jairus' 

daughter she had only just died.  She was still on her death bed.  The son of the widow of Nain had 

been dead some time and was being carried to the grave.  Lazarus had been in the tomb four days, and 

no doubt his body had already started to decompose. Yet Jesus raised him too!  

So however long a person has been dead Jesus can raise him.  That is important for us, because besides 

physical death there is also spiritual death.  In a fallen world we all suffer varying degrees of spiritual 

death from tine to time.  Jesus Christ has granted us eternal life, but none of us, in our sinful state, can 

experience it consistently.  We all suffer periods of spiritual death; some being more spiritually dead 

than others.  

It is well expressed in an Anglican hymn dubbed the ñShe Bear hymnò. It was called that by a writer in 

the ñChurch Timesò, in the 1890s when it first became popular. (344 in ñHymns Ancient and Modern 

Revised.ò) The third verse begins: -  

"Can a woman's tender care cease towards the child she bare?"  

The verse continues: -  

"Yes, she may forgetful be, Yet will I remember thee."  

(I don't really see how anyone can forget they have got children.  My experience is that they jolly well 

won't let you!)  

But the hymn writer's point is clear enough.  Even when dealing the people dearest to us; even when 

concerned with the matters we feel most strongly about, we often turn out to be spiritually dead.  But, 

just as our Lord Jesus Christ can raise people to physical life however long they have been dead, so he 

can restore us to spiritual life however spiritually dead we may be.  We have only to want to be 

restored.  

Jesus can save the worst of sinners - anyone who wants to be raised from spiritual death.  

Another Western Christian hymn puts it succinctly; one popular in Evangelical circles. I mean the hymn 

that begins: "To God be the glory! great things he has done!" (No. 313, Methodist Hymn Book).  

The second verse ends: -  

"The vilest offender who truly believes That moment from Jesus a pardon receives".  

We Orthodox Christians can agree with that, especially as "right belief" is part of the definition of 

Orthodoxy.  

We come now to the third point.  Have you noticed what an important part women play in all these 

stories about Jesus raising people from the dead?  Jesus raised the young man because he had 

compassion on the widow, his mother.  The wife of Jairus joins her tears to those of her husband.  

Lazarus is Jesus' very dear friend, but he is especially moved by the grief of the sisters, Martha and 

Mary.  

We find women are also very much involved in stories about God raising people from the dead that are 

found outside the Gospels.  (Jesus raises people from the dead because he is God.  It is important to 



remember that it is always God who raises people from the dead.  If there is a saint or a prophet 

involved, he is only the channel).   In the Acts of the Apostles God raises Dorcas from the dead at the 

request of St Peter, who is moved by the grief of the group of widows.  In the Old Testament God raises 

a widow's son at the request of Elijah, who is moved by the mother's tears.   At the request of Elishah, 

God raised from the dead the son of the Shumamite woman who had asked Elishah to help her.  

These facts are important for us too.  They remind us that women as well as men have a part to play in 

God's scheme for salvation.  This is obviously true of the Theotokos, but it is true of all women.  In one 

of the prayers at the Sixth Hour we ask the Mother of God to intercede with Jesus for us, "for the prayer 

of a Mother availeth much to the goodwill of the Lord.ô Indeed, yes.  But, in their degree, the prayers of 

ALL mothers avail much.  And how often has it been said of a young man that he has been saved from 

a dissolute life by the love of a good woman?  

In spite of what some people say these days, there are only two forms of the Christian life. Either we are 

called to celibacy (a small minority are called to that), or we are called to be saved in pairs - a man and 

a women.  If we are not called to the monastic life, then, unless circumstances force us to live celibate 

lives in the world, it is often God's wish that we should get married and raise families.  

Husband and wife, with God's grace, contribute to each other's sanctification.   They help each other to 

grow in holiness.  So there is no place for male arrogance.  St Paul has a great deal to say about 

arrogance in today's apostle reading. Rather than boast of his spiritual experiences St Paul attributes the 

visions and revelations he has had to someone else.  (This is an example which many distinguished 

Orthodox spiritual fathers have followed in their writings ever since.)  

Husbands and wives contribute to each other's spiritual growth.  That is what is supposed to happen.  In 

practice, in this fallen world, because men have usually enjoyed a more powerful social and economic 

status than women, there has always been a great deal of male arrogance.  Men have sometimes 

behaved tyrannically and even violently towards women, and still do.  But the divine call to men and 

women to help each other to grow in grace has always been clear and certain.  

It extends beyond the home. Each of us has a ministry to spread the Christian message to those around 

us.  Both men and women are called upon to demonstrate the Christian way of life.  And besides 

pursuing our own ministry each is called to support that of others; especially the ministry of the person 

closest to us. 

Peter Sizer 

 

The Parable of the Talents 

One of the great blessings of being a servant and disciple of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ is that 

we are loved beyond measure.  We are each of us unique and special in God's sight.  When God created 

us he gave us the stamp of precious individuality,in our looks,in our nature even to the finest details of 

our fingerprint.   God loves diversity in His creation.  The wonderful mystery of our Great God is that 

whilst we hide from Him like Adam did in the Garden of Eden or run away from Him as the Prodigal 

did he loves us, seeks us out and runs to meet us.   

We may try to decieve God and others at times. We may indeed, try to deceive ourselves but the one 

who made us knows us and sees behind our masks for who we are.  There is nothing hidden from 

Him,God has the ability to see the real person and to see both our failings and our potential.  Christ 

chose ordinary men to be His apostles.  Not many people would have chosen Peter the impetuous and 

the one who denied him or Paul the persecutor of the Christians who togther became pillars of the 

Church. But Our Lord Jesus Christ did.    Not many people would have picked a pessimist and doubter 

like Thomas to be a right hand man.  But Our Lord Jesus Christ did.  Not many would have wished to 



pay a visit to a quisling and an extortioner tax-gatherer like Zacchaeus who was hated and resented by 

the people.  But Our Lord Jesus Christ did.  Not many people would have allowed a woman of ill repute 

to wash his feet with her tears.  But Our Lord Jesus Christ did.  Christ sees the possibilities in people 

and has the power to see the hidden strength and love in every human life and to awaken the sleeping 

beauty in the soul of every person.   

When we awake from the sleep of indifference we can become exceptional - I think this word comes 

from the Greek word for clever which literally means out of sleep - ex-upnos.  One of the Parables that 

Jesus told was the Parable of the Talents (Matthew 25:24-30).  In that parable we are challenged to be 

accountable as Christians.  There is a striking condemnation of the man who hid his talent in the earth 

and did nothing with it.  No doubt the man said to himself:  "It's all very well for the others with five 

and two talents; but I've only got one talent."  What is the use of me trying to do anything?  It is 

hopeless with one talent; it is not worth trying."  No Christian should ever say this because we have the 

in-dwelling All Holy Spirit (the Parakletos) to assist, comfort, strengthen,guide and teach us what to do 

and say with the particular talent God has given to each one of us.  

Do you remember the story from the fathers of the monk who had been a circus performer (a juggler) 

before he became a monk?  Others had skills in singing and chanting,in organising, farming and in 

cooking but this young monk could only juggle. One night having nearly despaired that he could do 

nothing else well, he decided to go into the church and to offer his one talent, juggling, in front of the 

Holy Icons of the Saviour and the Theotokos.  The Abbot was awoken in dismay to discover this young 

monk juggling in front of the Holy Icons.  He beat him without mercy and locked him in his cell.   That 

very night the Theotokos visited the Abbot in a dream:  "How dare you treat this precious servant of 

God in this manner," she warned the Abbot "Go to his cell and beg his forgiveness this very instant for 

this was his one talent which he has offered in love before the throne of God.  "The Abbot awoke and 

straight way went to the cell of the monk to beg his forgiveness.  That night the Abbot learned a lesson 

about humility, of the potential in every person and the value of every offering given in love.  

Jesus told his disciples to "Go...and teach all nations"(Matt.28;19).   What if the apostles had said: "It's 

hopeless" ... but they were filled with the Holy Spirit and went out to all Judaea, and Samaria and to the 

uttermost part of the earth.(Acts of the Apostles 1:8,15).   God has given to you a special gift or talent 

that he wants you to use.  He has not left you alone to do this; you have the Holy Spirit to help you 

achieve nothing less than miracles. 

Fr. Jonathan 

 


