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"When I was in Addis…." 

by Fr. Alexander Haig ... 

You will have to get used to my swanking for the rest of my life about the time I visited 
Ethiopia. I shall bore you to tears about it. I am now quite an expert on that land, having been 
there a whole week in February 2003! 

Well, I am sure you will allow me to tell you about it in this Newsletter anyway. You may even 
be glad for me to tell you this time - then you can shut your ears in the future. So here goes. 

After a busy Sunday morning with a Baptism and reception, it was a difficult business just 
getting to Heathrow. But I made it, and met up with His Grace BISHOP BASIL OF 
SERGIEVO, assistant Bishop in the Diocese of Sourozh, who lives in Oxford. Unfortunately 
we had to wait around as the flight was two hours late, but eventually set off about 11.30 pm. 
Dinner was served about midnight, and we stopped in Rome. As the flight resumed, people 
fell pretty well asleep. I too dozed for a little while. 

But I had a window-seat, and where others had drawn their blinds to keep out the moonlight, 
mine was open. After a while I was fully awake, and looked out on the beauty of the scene, 
but uncertain of what I saw. I realised it was clouds when they suddenly cleared away – and 
there, 30,000 feet below, I saw the coast of North Africa – such an important location in the 
history of the Christian Church - in the moonlight almost as clear as the day. This was my first 
visit to Africa (unless you count Sinai), and it was a very moving moment. Alexandria must 
have been over there to the east: second city of the Roman Empire, of enormous importance 
in the unfolding of Church teaching - and birthplace of course of many Greeks, including some 
in our own congregation. 

Still in the moonlight I alone watched as we flew on south – now over the desert, the eastern 
end of the Sahara, the seemingly-everlasting desert, to the east the place of the saints, of the 
first hermits, the meeting-place with God of Anthony the Great, Pachomius, and Paul of Egypt. 

Dawn came, the sun blinding me in the east, and still I watched, as even more of the vastness 
of the desert revealed itself. And suddenly there was the Nile, hundreds of miles inland yet 
already so wide. We followed it up to Khartoum (shades of General Gordon) – and then for a 
while the Blue Nile. Now all awake, we breakfasted, and flew on over Ethiopia, and down to 
Addis Ababa, a plain surrounded by impressive mountains. We landed in a much-guarded city 
– the African heads of state, including Gaddaffi with 400 minions, were assembling for a 
summit. Our flight from Rome, we discovered, had brought the Prime Minister of Mauritania, 
and he was deposited on a long red carpet, while we were dispatched to a lesser spot, though 
actually we went to the impressive brand-new terminal, in what is clearly the major meeting-
place for all Africa. 

Addis, a mere nine degrees from the equator, is 2,400 metres (7000 feet) up in the mountains. 
As a result it has a very temperate climate, which meant that, sight-seeing in February without 
cassocks, I was able to go in shirt sleeves, except for a light jumper earlier in the morning. 
However, some of us did feel the lack of air to a certain degree. Addis Ababa („New Flower‟) is 
only 100 years old, but as the capital of so ancient a nation and culture – and a Christian 
kingdom for 1700 years – it has a feeling of stability and strength. The communists challenged 
that stability in 1974, but were themselves unseated in 1991. The only real problem I came 



across was a clear feeling of threat from Islam - Muslims now make up, someone said, just 
over half the population, though they are not, at least for now, of a fundamentalist type. 

Bishop Basil and I were met by a driver from the Greek Orthodox Metropolis. Delegates were 
housed at the comfortable Semien Hotel – but, set by a road very noisy day and night, I had to 
change rooms to the back to get peace to sleep. 

You know that I was there to work, i.e., for the conference of the International Anglican-
Orthodox Commission, representing His Eminence Archbishop Gabriel of Western Europe 
and the Patriarchate of Antioch. This meant we had three full days of intensive study and 
discussion together, with things to read in spare moments. Papers were given by Orthodox 
and Anglican speakers of great learning, and I had to explain that I was merely a parish priest, 
no theologian, no academic – though I was welcomed by the other members no less warmly. 
The meetings and most meals were in the Greek Metropolis. 

There were some 20 members, half Anglican, half Orthodox, from all over the world. The 
Orthodox co-chairman of the Commission is Metropolitan John of Pergamon, the celebrated 
Greek theologian, who used to teach full-time in Britain, and still does a little at Kings College 
London – as many of you know, he stays here at the Monastery several times a year. All 
members of the Commission, including the Anglicans, seemed rather in awe of him. 

Other Orthodox members were Metropolitan Peter of Aksum, our generous Greek host for the 
week, Bishop Basil of Sergievo, Archbishop Nifon from Roumania, Metropolitan Ambrosius 
from Finland, Bishop Vassilios from Cyprus, and Professor Constantine Scouteris from 
Athens, who also teaches at Balamand in Lebanon, and he welcomed me as an Antiochian. 
The Orthodox co-secretary was Father Christos Christakis from Ohio, USA, who used to serve 
in Edmonton in north London, and whom our Alex remembers from youth camp. There was a 
similar number of Anglicans - from Britain, North America, Australia and South Africa. I knew 
none of them personally, but we all got on well and happily together. 

Of course when it got to theology matters could be difficult. Already in past years the 
Commission has discussed matters such as the Holy Trinity, and the nature of Christ. Now the 
subject was the ordination of women to the priesthood. That is something – as you will realize 
– that I have had more than enough of over the past 20 or 30 years, and the thought of 
discussing it in this context had not filled me with glee and excitement. It certainly did prove a 
problem, one not resolved. In my opinion, it is most unlikely ever to be resolved, or not for 
hundreds of years: it is as intractable as those controversies brought to the fore in the 
Reformation, and still with us 400 years later. It seems to me that mainstream-Anglicans and 
mainstream-Orthodox look at it from very different perspectives: we cannot really see the 
others‟ point of view. 

My own contribution to the official discussion, as you may imagine, was rather minimal, but I 
did suggest that though there are simple points in favour of the ordination of women which are 
almost impossible for us logically to dismiss, yet Orthodox thinking sees the problem in a far 
wider context than most Anglican and Protestant thinking: we see any theological assertion 
within the wholeness of Christian teaching. Church teaching for us has its own integrity and 
strength, an integrity that cannot be tampered with without terrible loss. Anglicans see the 
individual problems and try to deal with them individually. You might say that, from our point of 
view, Anglicans don‟t see the wood for the trees. 

There is to be a further meeting (on other matters) next year in England, and a report will be 
issued for wider discussion, possibly the following year. The Anglican tradition seems still 
eager for recognition by the Orthodox Church, and Orthodox are still keen to show interest 
and friendship. But, sadly, any likelihood of closer communion now appears further away than 
ever it has been in the centuries of meeting together. 



Besides the meetings themselves, there were several official receptions – by the Greek 
Ambassador at the Hilton Hotel, by the Hellenic Club at their clubhouse, by the Greek 
Metropolitan at the Metropolis, when guests included His Holiness the Ethiopian Patriarch and 
Ambassadors various, including the British, with whom I was delighted to have a chat, finding 
a number of points of contact. 

Some of my readers will wish to hear of the Greek community in Addis. Years ago it flourished 
with some 4000 members, but they all left at the communist revolution when Emperor Haile 
Selassie was murdered, and Greek property confiscated. A few have returned, but I think 
there are merely 160 in the whole community now, and most of them are part Ethiopian. 
Besides Metropolitan Peter there is presently one priest, Archimandrite Chrysostomos (who 
interestingly almost always wore a suit and grey shirt, looking very Anglican!). They have two 
churches, used for Holy Liturgy on alternate Sundays, and there are too few members to 
support even Saturday Vespers. The Metropolis, the Church, and the Club were still all very 
grand, but somehow the glory had departed. It was all a little sad. 

We did have a little time for sight-seeing, though entirely in the Addis area of course. We 
visited the Trinity Cathedral, where Haile Selassie has recently been reburied (insultingly the 
communists buried him by a public toilet, but when they fell, he was temporarily placed in a 
royal mausoleum). The cathedral unusually contains a lot of stained-glass, including one 
window of the Queen of Sheba visiting King Solomon (a basic historical claim of Ethiopians is 
that the son of that union was the founder of the royal dynasty). I also noticed the Emperor‟s 
monument in English to the British forces who aided the freeing of the country from the 
Italians (who occupied Abyssinia=Ethiopia in the 19th century and again before the Second 
World War). Outside there was a moving memorial to Haile Selassie‟s government ministers 
who perished at the hands of the communists. This included the Patriarch, shown in paintings 
entering prison with dignity but, stripped of his clerical robes, being garrotted and his body 
thrown out. It was also interesting to see outside the Cathedral the tomb of Sylvia Pankhurst, 
the British suffragette. 

We also visited St Mary‟s Church, besides the Patriarchal Palace. Two things stood out there: 
the icon of God the Holy Trinity, portrayed on the side of the dome as Three old Men, in a way 
utterly forbidden in the Orthodox Church (we saw this in other churches too); and the little 
children learning their letters by rote in the porches round the church compound under the 
supervision of older children (with whips: whether they use them except for show, I do not 
know; anyway, the children were all smiles). 

On the edge of the city we climbed for an hour to visit a rock-hewn church, unfortunately in 
ruins, its roof fallen in „bombed by the Italians,‟ they told us. There we also called on a 100-
year-old blind nun, who in blessing prayed that we might never loose use of our eyes. 

On our last full day Bishop Basil and I visited the Entoto Hills where we saw the recently 
restored „palace‟ of the Emperors at the end of the 19th century, before they moved down into 
the new capital of Addis. It was interesting to see how simply they must have lived at that 
period. Nearby we saw a second disused rock-hewn church, in rather better condition – and, 
outside, the ceremonial dancing at a wedding, crowned bride and groom seated by the Priest. 

We visited the National Museum, with the skeleton of the famous „Lucy‟, found 1974, dating 
back 3.5 million years, said to be the link between chimpanzees and mankind – her brain the 
size of a chimp‟s, but already walking on two feet, the mark of mankind. The Museum also 
includes many other fascinating items of royal dress, a great royal throne – and a ceremonial 
sword made by Wilkinsons of London. 

The Ethiopian Church is not in communion with us of course – it is part of the „Oriental‟ 
Orthodox family rather than our „Byzantine‟ or „Eastern‟ Orthodox family, but it is still very 



close to us in many respects. It does however have a closer relation to the Jewish roots of our 
Christianity in a number of ways. Bishop Basil and I visited three services: First, late one 
weekday afternoon we were interested to see how crowds listened quietly and attentively to a 
priest‟s long sermon, sitting in the open air in the church courtyard. Second, there were quite a 
lot of people at a weekday Mattins – some in the church itself, some in the immediate 
courtyard around listening to the ubiquitous loudspeakers, some in the wider courtyard round 
that (the Ethiopians accept discipline quite readily, it seems – large numbers are actually 
excommunicate for one reason or another, and each group is nearer or further from the 
central activity at the Altar). Third, we attended the last couple of hours of the Holy Liturgy on 
the Sunday morning, in one of their octagonal churches. We managed to get in front of the 
holy doors, very close to the scene of action. People generously made way for us, and 
provided their tall sticks for us to lean on. People seem to wear white clothing or large prayer 
scarves if they are communicate. Everyone sat for a short sermon. We noted that though they 
cross themselves entering and leaving church etc (and kiss the walls of the church, much as 
we kiss icons), yet during the service they do not cross themselves much; that they join in the 
singing with great relish; that the children are beautifully behaved; that they communicate of 
the Body and Blood separately (the Priest putting the Body in their mouths and the Deacon 
communicating the Blood on a spoon); and that, as often with us, the little ones communicate 
but few of the adults do. There was much else for us to observe of course. 

That last morning we got back quickly from church to the hotel, for we had to be packed and 
off at 10 am, when the taxi laid on by the Metropolis took us to the airport. Apart from 
inevitable stomach upsets, we had had a good week in this land of ancient Christian 
civilisation, of great contrasts, and of comparative prosperity for, it seems, most people 
(though we did see some dire poverty, and there was a lot of begging). It is a country needing 
and deserving much tourism, a wonderful country, with a largely noble and beautiful people 
who were smiling and charming, an excellent climate in the highlands at least; and a Church 
that is exotic but, according to many Orthodox teachers, faithful to Christ and Orthodox 
teaching. We saw nothing of the fabulous wild-life or the countryside outside Addis, nothing of 
the wonderful still-in-use rock churches in the north, but what we saw did open our eyes to a 
splendid country and a remarkable ancient Christian nation. It was a week long to remember 
and ponder. 

 

The Greatest Gift 

The greatest gift of the Holy Spirit is love as the holy apostle St. Paul reveals in his first letter to the 

Christians at Corinth (I Cor. 13) In this beautiful panegyric, the apostle outlines exactly how we may 

know we are moving in Christ footsteps towards heaven under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit towards 

God the Father. Our greatest gift to others is when we employ this holy gift of God; our greatest failing 

is when this gift is turned in on itself and replaced with egocentricism or self-love. 

No virtue, no prayer, no amount of fasting or asceticism has any value unless it is offered with love. 

"Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God; and everyone who loves is born of God and 

knows God." 1 John 4:7 

Giving of ourselves to God and to one another mirrors God's great love for us. 

We can have faith which produces miracles, but if these are not performed with love they are nothing: 

"You believe there is one God. You do well. Even the demons believe and tremble." 



James 2:19 

The demons believe but they do not love God and His Creation. St. Maximus the Confessor c. A.D. 

580-662 quotes Jeremiah :" " Do not say you are the Temple of the Lord,"(Jer.7:4); nor should you say 

that faith alone in Our Lord Jesus Christ can save you, for this is impossible unless you acquire love for 

Him through your works."(The Philokalia Vol. II p.5 

" When the Holy Spirit comes to dwell in man, He produces true love in his heart. True love in the 

heart is like a pure fire or warmth that sets a person aglow; it is the root which produces within him 

all good works. For a person animated by true love, there is nothing difficult, terrifying or 

impossible; for him no laws or commandments are hard, and all are attainable." St. Innocent of 

Alaska. Sermons: The Gift of the Holy Spirit. 

God bestows the power of love in His kingdom to overcome the everyday irritations and 

disappointments as much as the major catastrophes that may beset us, for nothing can separate us from 

the love of God in Christ Jesus. (Romans.8: 39) 

"Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things." I Cor.13: 7 

The strength of love is enduring and positive; it enables us to cope with the burdens that others place 

upon us and the difficulties of living in the world. Despite the battles and hardships, strengthened by the 

love of Christ we remain more than conquerors. 

Love is greater than miracles and mighty works because with love you can perform even greater 

miracles for God; not simply for an individual but drawing many without public demonstration by the 

example of your love to God. Love unites the world, builds bridges between peoples of different 

cultures and becomes the greatest miracle of all. Love like God is infinite in nature. It is indeed fitting 

that the verb to love in Greek "agapo " begins with an Alpha and ends with an Omega the first and last 

letters of the Greek alphabet. 

Mankind was created because of Love and for love; we must be filled with love if we are to live 

correctly and at ease and in harmony with our Creator and one another. The greatest dis-ease is the lack 

of love that separates us from each other, distorts and warps our sensitivities towards indifference and 

that eventually slowly mortifies our spirit. Nothing in this world but God's love can fill our hearts or 

satisfy our desires because nothing else is big enough. The thirst that mankind has cannot be quenched 

with the material goods of this world for we do not belong to the world. We are pilgrims in this world 

and citizens of heaven and only the Love that came down to man from heaven can quench the thirst of 

our desires. 

From womb to tomb love is the essential life force, which is reflected in the procreation of children and 

in the remembrance for the departed. Love is the characteristic of the spiritual life as portrayed by the 

Church Fathers and especially of the ascetics and desert hermits. They urge us to love unconditionally, 

without limits or restrictions. St. Isaac the Syrian understands love as the merciful heart. You love 

with an ardent, warm and merciful heart when you love all creation, all mankind, birds, animal, 

demons." Christ himself in His Sermon on the Mount tells us to love our enemies, to bless those who 

curse us, to do good to those who hate us and to pray for those who persecute and use us. (Matt 5:44) 

These are not simply alternative options they are divine imperatives! 

We give opportunity to the evil one when we respond to unkind words and actions with spitefulness but 

when we respond with love then the argument, the feud, the war cannot be maintained. In a real sense 

Love is unanswerable-it is the final word as well as being the first Word. 

The Desert Father Abba Poeman reflecting on Christ's own words said: " There is no greater love 

than a man lays down his life for his neighbour. When you hear someone complaining and you 



struggle with yourself and do not answer him back with complaints; when you are hurt and bear it 

patiently, not looking for revenge; then you are laying down your life for your neighbour." 

It is the nature of Love to pour itself everywhere, according to Gregory the Theologian. Love shines its 

light upon both the evil and the good. (Matt.5: 45) As the sun warms the body of a man so the soul of a 

man is warmed by love. However, we must never imagine that Christian love is the soft, sloppy 

sentimentalism of romantic novels or weakness that allows all things. Rather, Christian love is resilient 

and tough, measured and considered in the light of Christ. The warmth of love is accompanied by the 

light of love; compassion is attended by wisdom. 

"Behold I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves. Therefore be wise as serpents and harmless 

as doves."(Matt.10: 16) 

To avoid unnecessary harm Christian love must be exercised with discernment and gentleness. 

We are to accept this most Holy Gift of love and to use it. However, it cannot be a mere passive 

acceptance on our part, it has to be striven for with an earnest desire. St. John Chrysostom urges us to 

pursue, chase and strain after the love of God and to make every effort to retain her. In this we give the 

ultimate Glory to the Father through the Son and in the power of the Holy Spirit. Here on earth it is 

through reflection- a mirror but then face to face, since we are all icons of God made in His image. Our 

life is complete when we shine with the uncreated light of God in the love of the Blessed and Undivided 

Trinity. 

Fr. Jonathan Hemmings 

The Heart of the matter 

Abba Pambo of the Desert Father said," If you have a heart you can be saved." 

God's generosity to all is seen in the Parable of the Labourers in the Vineyard.Mt.20: 1-16.It extends to 

those who turn to Him at their last hour as much as those who have been called to serve Him from their 

youth. St. John Chrysostom uses this parable as the basis of his exhortations in his Paschal Sermon. The 

refrain that is found throughout the Homily is that of today. We live out the gospel in the present 

moment. 

Today, mankind is tired and discouraged by the problems and pressures that torments him. Stress is a 

major factor in the mental depression that contemporary man experiences in his life. 

There is a need for rest and refreshment that is often confused with the wish " to be happy. "The 

problem is that man is searching for contentment in the wrong place and in the wrong way. There is the 

frantic search for immediate satisfaction through the filling of spare time, exemplified in the elevation 

of shopping from a necessity to a neurotic compulsive pastime. There is the desire for short-term 

pleasure seeking through partying and the indulgence in the thrill of the theme park. This for a while 

takes man's mind off his worries and everyday problems but such quick fix solutions only paper over 

the cracks in his life and make the void more painful and acute. Some wish to escape reality through 

alcohol and drugs, some pass lonely hours on the Internet or T.V. whilst others seek a " spiritual" cure 

through new age and the occult. Such a course exposes those suffering from a malaise of the soul to 

greater danger. Experimentation is a feature of man's curiosity and restlessness; such enquiry often 

ignores moral boundaries in the quest for social progress, personal advancement and power. 

Adam's fall from grace was brought about by his desire to scale the heights of heaven and to own God's 

knowledge and authority. 



"And the serpent said unto the woman, You shall not surely die: For God knows the day you eat 

thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, and you shall be as gods, knowing good and evil." 

Gen.3:4,5 

The story of Dr. Faust is about a man who was brilliant and knew everything but knowing earthly 

things he grew bored and wanted to know about the secrets of the Universe. So one day he summoned 

up a spirit who might teach him stranger things. Soon the demon Mephistopheles appeared and learned 

that the doctor had always wanted to travel back in time to speak with famous people. Mephistopheles 

made an agreement that in exchange for this the doctor traded his soul with the devil. If ever Faust 

should find joy an experience, which satisfied him, then at that moment he would die and his soul would 

be taken to hell. In time Faust after having had many adventures became very sorry. He never found 

complete satisfaction until one day he found himself talking with an old man with a white beard and he 

began to feel joy .He asked the man to stay but at that very moment Faust died and Mephistopheles 

went to claim his soul. However, just then, an angel of great power and beauty snatched away Faust's 

soul and carried it to heaven. 

As the holy apostle St.Peter says in his epistle …"love will cover a multitude of sins."1 Peter 4:8 

especially the pure love that hopes all things. 

The cure of the heart is indeed the knowledge of God, but a knowledge that is not snatched at or 

grabbed but received and understood and that abides in a fervent relationship with God. When this 

communion is attained there is salvation. It is in the heart rather than in the intellect that God imparts 

His knowledge. When God asked the young King Solomon what he wanted, he replied: "a listening 

heart." " This knowledge is the gift of God to the pure in heart: 

"Blessed are the pure in heart for they shall see God." Matt 5:9 

  

The heart, which is pure to receive this knowledge must be broken and restored through repentance. 

The sign of this repentance are our tears. As St Symeon the New Theologian points out "Tears are a 

sign of life. As babies cry when they come from their mother's womb, so it is with spiritual birth." 

When the soul is not consumed by the things of this world but emptied of pride and vainglory then 

knowledge fills us with devotion and love for God and for others. The Father's gift of the Holy Spirit is 

offered to us today and at our last hour. 

"And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that 

you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God." Romans 12:2 

  

From the Desert Fathers 

There was an old man living in the desert who served God for many years and he said, "Lord, let me 

know if I have pleased you." He saw an angel who said to him, " You have not yet become like the 

gardener in such and such a place." The old man marvelled and said " I will go off to the city to see 

both him and what it is that he does that surpasses all my work and toil of all these years….." 

So he went to the city and asked the gardener about his way of life. When they were getting ready to eat 

that evening, the old man heard people in the street singing songs, for the cell of the gardener was in a 

public place. Therefore the old man said to him." Brother, wanting as you do to live according to God, 

how do you remain in this place and not be troubled when you hear them singing these songs?" 



The man said, " I tell you, Abba, I have never been troubled or scandalized. "When he heard this the old 

man said," What, then, do you think in your heart when you hear these things? And he replied, " That 

they are all going into the Kingdom." When he heard this, the old man marvelled and said, "This is the 

practice which surpasses my labour of all these years." 

Fr. Jonathan Hemmings 

 

The Trinity of Love 

An address given in Emmanuel College, Cambridge on May 25th 2003 

by Rev Michael Harper 

Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father is in me… and I will ask the Father and 

He will give you another Advocate to be with you for ever, this is the Spirit of Truth…..… I 

ask that they all may be one, as you Father are in me and I am in you, may they also be in 

us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 

  

John 14:11, 16, 17:21 NRSV 

Earlier this year I was invited as a guest to the Enthronement of Dr Rowan Williams as the 

new Archbishop of Canterbury. The previous week I had had a letter published in the Daily 

Telegraph in which I had responded to an article about the new Archbishop which had 

referred to his admiration for St Augustine of Hippo, and I had expressed my dissent from 

some aspects of Augustine’s teaching. On my way to Canterbury I was accosted by a 

stranger who asked me if I was Dr Rowan Williams, as I suppose there are some facial 

similarities. Arriving in Canterbury and walking through the cloisters of the Cathedral I saw 

the figure of the Archbishop walking towards me, so, since I had met him before, I went up 

to him and told him about my encounter with the stranger. "Fine" said the Archbishop, "you 

can now take my place." Then with a twinkle in his eye he added, "and when you preach I 

know you won’t preach on St Augustine." 

  

Well, here I am in Emmanuel College Chapel, if not preaching on St Augustine, at least 

choosing his words for the title of my address, "The Trinity of Love", for they are taken 

from his famous treatise on the Trinity. 

  

The term "Trinity" does not appear anywhere in the New Testament, but there are number of 

occasions in which the Trinity is made manifest. There is the Annunciation for example, 

when Mary conceives Christ in her womb. Then there is the Baptism of Christ in the Jordan, 

celebrated in the East as the Feast of Theophany. Here we recall the voice of the Father, 

speaking to the Son, and the Holy Spirit coming as a dove on the Son of God. Many also see 

the Transfiguration as a Trinitarian experience; with again the voice of the Father and the 

presence of the Holy Spirit, this time symbolised by the cloud on the mountain. But it is in 



the verses I have just quoted, and the chapters from which they come that the deepest 

understanding of the Trinity can be perceived. In his Readings in St John’s Gospel William 

Temple describes chapters 14-17 as "perhaps the most sacred passage in the four gospels". 

In these chapters we are drawn into the intimacies of the relationship between the Father, 

the Son and the Holy Spirit. This relationship was to take the Church over 300 years to 

begin to understand, and we shall never be able to comprehend it fully. St Basil the Great 

once wrote, "let things ineffable be honoured with silence", and that certainly applies to 

many aspects of the Trinity. The theologian Vladimir Lossky once described the dogma of 

the Trinity as "a cross for human ways of thought". He went on, "no philosophical 

speculation has ever succeeded in rising to the mystery of the Holy Trinity." 

  

However, we need also to resist the temptation of ignoring the Trinity, which is an attitude 

which is all too common today. In 1989 the Study Commission of the British Council of 

Churches issued its report on the Trinity with the appropriate title, The Forgotten Trinity. 

One is reminded also of the title of Tom Smail’s book The Forgotten Father. A 

contemporary example of this can be found in the famous and successful Anglican Alpha 

course, which a recent survey revealed is known to over 17 million people in this country 

alone. The course begins with the question "who is Jesus", and only mentions the Trinity 

much later under the heading "prayer". 

  

The approach to the Trinity has been different in the western and the eastern Churches. 

However, it is important that we do not see this difference necessarily as theological error. 

But rather as a difference in emphasis. In the western Church, through Augustine and the 

scholastics, the emphasis shifted from the Persons of the Trinity (hypostasis) to the 

Substance (ousia), which, as John Zizioulas points out in his famous book Being as 

Communion, has meant that in the Church’s textbooks on dogmatics, the Trinity gets placed 

after the chapter on the One God. By contrast the Greek Fathers saw it the other way round. 

They began with the hypostasis of the Father, rather than the unique ousia of God. By 

beginning with the Persons, the emphasis has been on the inter-personal relationships of the 

Trinity as expressions of love. This also has important repercussions when we see the 

Divine Image in our humanity, and the trinitarian aspect of that image in human life. 

  

Our subject this evening is The Trinity of Love, words taken from St Augustine’s famous 

Treatise De Trinitate. We shall look at this subject under two aspects, knowing God as love 

and knowing ourselves as love. 

  

Knowing God as love 

  

St Augustine develops his thesis by seeing the Father as the Lover (amans), the Son as the 

beloved (quod amatur), while the Spirit is the love which passes between the lover and the 



beloved, uniting them each to the other. But as Bishop Kallistos has pointed out, the 

weakness of this analogy is that it can so easily lead to the depersonalising of the Spirit. 

This was to become a weakness in both Roman Catholic and Protestant theology from the 

Reformation onwards. It has also been something which the Eastern Church has largely 

avoided. But we must not allow such contrasts to be pushed too far. A western writer in the 

12th Century, Richard of St Victor, corrects this emphasis, when he describes the affection 

of the two persons as being "fused into one affection by the flame of love for a third". Here 

Richard of St Victor is in agreement with many of the Eastern Church Fathers, of which St 

Basil is a good example. He wrote once, "the unity of God lies in the communion (koinonia) 

of the Godhead". 

  

To describe this mutual love between the Persons of the Trinity, St John of Damascus 

employs another Greek term, perichoresis, for which the Latin equivalent is circumincessio. 

I suppose one could translate this word as "going round in circles", but without the modern 

connotation of "getting nowhere fast." St John of Damascus writes of "the three Persons and 

one surge of love". Bishop Kallistos, in this context, describes the interaction of the Persons 

as "coinhering in one another, each dwelling in the other two through an unceasing 

movement of mutual love ‘the round dance of the Trinity’". Some have said that the 

difference between the western and the eastern understanding of the Trinity, is that the west 

sees the relationship in terms of a triangle, whereas the east sees it as a straight line. Perhaps 

it would be better and more true to describe the eastern understanding of the Trinity as a 

circle. 

  

One of the simplest ways of understanding the circle analogy is to look at the famous icon 

of the Trinity by the Russian Andrei Rublev, where the figures are sitting in a circle. It is, I 

suppose, the most famous icon of all, a favourite in the West as well as the East. The figures 

depicted are those of the angels meeting with Abraham at the oak of Mamre, since in the 

Orthodox tradition the Father and the Spirit are never depicted as human persons. 

Nevertheless, it was undoubtedly painted as a symbolical representation of the Trinity. The 

accent is on peaceful communion. Each is facing the other and they seem to be engaged in 

dialogue. The life of God is seen as mutual love. 

  

But the note of sacrifice is also present, and indeed the central perception of the figures. 

They sit around a table and the hands of all three point at the chalice. Inside it is the head of 

an animal, presumably symbolising the ram caught in the thicket, which Abraham sacrificed 

in place of his son Isaac. The subject of the Trinitarian dialogue is clearly about that 

sacrifice. Here we see the importance of not separating the Persons of the Trinity, but seeing 

that they work and function together. In connection with the Cross, Metropolitan Philaret of 

Moscow has described this unity of the personal love of the Trinity as, "the love of the 

Father crucifying, the love of the Son crucified, the love of the Spirit triumphing by the 

power of the Cross" Bishop Kallistos writes, "in total solidarity with the world, God the 

Trinity takes responsibility for all the consequences of the act of creation." Father Lev Gillet 

wrote "there was a cross in the heart of God before there was one planted in Jerusalem." As 

we move to the theme of creation, we note that the acts of creation are also immersed in this 



Trinity of Love. Some of the Fathers have speculated that this love is so great that God 

would have become Incarnate even if man had never fallen, and sin had never become a 

human reality. 

  

Knowing myself as love 

  

Here we move on to that act of creation for which the Trinity accepts responsibility. In 

Genesis 1:26 we read that God says, "let us make man in our image, after our likeness". We 

do not know what the original intention of the Hebrew writer was, but from the 2nd Century 

onwards Christians have been quick to see in this first person plural a reference to the 

Trinity. 

  

Here we need to return to the text in St John’s Gospel where the link is clearly established 

between the love of the Trinity and ourselves. St John describes how the Persons of the 

Trinity draw us into their life; to return to the Rublev icon, we are invited to join the meal 

around the table and receive the benefits of God’s sacrifice. "As you Father are in me, and I 

am in you" we are told, "may they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have 

sent me". 

  

The idea of a trinitarian anthropology is often associated with St Gregory of Nyssa. In a 

small tract, which was dismissed by most of his contemporaries as wild theological 

speculation, he attacked the "erroneous custom" by which Man is spoken of in the plural and 

God in the singular. He taught that in both cases personal plurality is quite consistent with 

unity of essence. A more modern example of this understanding can be found in the writings 

of Father Paul Florensky, who was executed in 1937 in a Soviet Gulag. He used to say that 

the fundamental difference between a Christian view of society and one, like Communism, 

based on the best intentioned social morality, is that while, according to the latter, people 

are merely alike, for the former they are in some senses "consubstantial" like the Persons of 

the Trinity. . 

  

Carl Jung once wrote that the Trinity "is a revelation not only of God but at the same time of 

man", or in the words of Charles Wesley’s hymn, "we are Transcripts of the Trinity." To St 

John’s affirmation "God is love", William Blake added, "man is love". We need to 

rediscover the truth that the nearer we draw to God, the more human we become. On the 

other hand, if we have been created in the image of the Trinity, and we repudiate the 

relationship of mutual love between humans, then we become subhuman, what CS Lewis in 

his book Perelanda terms "unman". Or as it has been put more trenchantly by Lossky, 

"between the Trinity and hell there lies no other choice". 

  



There is a story Dostoevsky in his book The Brothers Karamazov about an old woman and 

an onion. The old woman was in hell, but because she had done one good deed an angel let 

down an onion to rescue her. As she was being pulled up others clung to her to be rescued 

also. But when she says, "it is my onion not yours", the onion snapped in two and she fell 

back into the lake of fire. In the same book the starets Zosima says, "we are responsible for 

everyone and everything". 

  

Olivier Clément writes about history, that "it is in the end the destiny of humanity with God, 

and that our God is the God not of the dead but of the living". The same writer also develops 

the thesis that all human societies, the family, the village, the town, the college, the 

university, the factory, the shop and so on, are intended to be an icon of the Trinity. Just as 

we can begin to understand God’s nature as we consider the Trinity, so we can begin to 

understand the mystery of human personhood by contemplating the Trinity. The prayer of 

Christ in John 17:21 puts it simply and succinctly, "I ask that they all may be one, as you 

Father are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that 

you have sent me." As we have seen, the Church deliberately distinguished between the 

distinctiveness of the Persons of the Trinity, the hupostasis, and the shared nature of God, 

their identity or ousia. Olivier Clement writes, "by this antinomy they defined the very 

mystery of love". He goes on, "so the Trinity signifies that love is not merely the fulfilment 

of personal existence, but its origin." So the real distinction is not between body and soul, or 

body and spirit, but between the nature and the person. Descartes said, "I think, therefore I 

am" (cogito, ergo sum). We should say, "I love, therefore I am". 

  

Coming back to St John’s Gospel, William Temple comments on this drawing of our 

humanity into the love of the Trinity, "that fellowship of love is the end for which we were 

created and for which our nature, as God fashioned it, is designed. By his Incarnation the 

Lord Jesus not only cancels the consequences of sin and eliminates sin itself, but carries 

forward the purpose of God in the creation of man to its fulfilment." When Christ prays that 

"they may be one as we are one", we could paraphrase it "that they may become fully 

human". And Irenaeus in the 2nd Century wrote that "the glory of God is a human being 

fully alive". 

  

Since I started with the story of my encounter with Dr Rowan Williams, let me end with a 

reference to his recent book Ponder These Things, Praying with Icons of the Virgin. 

Referring to the Rublev icon of the Trinity, he writes, "our eyes are drawn to the central 

figure of Christ, only to be drawn by his posture and gesture towards the left hand figure of 

the Father. The way to Jesus and with Jesus is the way into his self-forgetting engagement 

with the human world, not simply a contemplating of him as a Divine Person". He goes on 

to compare this with the icon of the Mother of God, and refers to the Treatise of Augustine 

on the Trinity. "There is an Augustinian implication to be uncovered here, one which the 

icon makes perfectly plain; for what we see is, of course, a circular motion." 

  



This "circular motion", to use the Archbishop’s phrase, is there in the Trinity, and it is there 

in the drama of human life. The words of Christ in John 14-17 express perfectly that circular 

motion – within the Godhead, and drawing us all into that Divine fellowship. Here we 

discover God, and here we discover ourselves. As Olivier Clément puts it, "the person is a 

mystery intelligible only by the contemplation of the Trinity". 

  

What better way to end than with the proclamation which comes in the Eastern Orthodox 

Liturgy of St John Chrysostom, "let us love one another that with one mind we may confess 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit, the Trinity consubstantial and undivided."  

Unity in the Holy Spirit 

by Fr. Jonathan 

"And it shall come to pass in the last days, says God, That I will pour out My Spirit on all flesh." Joel 

2:28 

In our small parish of the Holy and Life Giving Cross in Lancaster meeting in an upper room that 

serves as our chapel we have Orthodox Christians form Greece Cyprus, Bulgaria, Germany, Byelo-

Russia, Russia, Kazekistan and England. It is a microcosm of the Orthodox world and a little Pentecost. 

I remember being at the Holy Liturgy in the Church of the Dormition of God, Pisculesti in Romania last 

year. I was serving the Divine Mysteries with Father Bogdan and hearing the Romanian language sound 

like English. The power of Pentecost is the explosion of God's Love that fills us with joy in worship and 

prayer. 

That which is unfamiliar becomes known and that which is strange becomes close and familiar through 

the bond of fellowship in the Holy Spirit. 

"Where there is great humility there comes the Holy Spirit; when the grace of the worshipful Spirit 

comes, the man under His influence is filled with all purity. Then he sees God and God too looks on 

him." 

St. Simeon the New Theologian 

The tongues of fire at Pentecost, illuminate, purify and warm the heart of those that receive God in 

humility. The action of kneeling for the prayers at Great Vespers symbolises our reception and 

attendance on the Comforter. Pentecost is truly a reversal of the Tower of Babel when man in his 

ignorance, sin and coldness of heart wanted to grasp at God's power. Instead, what we see at Pentecost 

is an outpouring of God's power upon us. In the place of confusion of language we have the language of 

love. 

Acts 2:7,8" Then they were all amazed and marvelled, saying to one another, "Look are not all these 

who speak Galileans? And how is it that we hear each in our own language in which we were born." 

St. John Chrysostom in his fourth homily on the Acts of the Apostles invites us to note how "they (the 

apostles) were all filled with the Holy Spirit. They did not merely receive the grace of the Holy Spirit, 

they were filled. This overwhelming sense of God's generosity is echoed in Christ's own words 

recorded in John's Gospel: 

"He who believes in me, as the scripture has said, out of his heart will flow rivers of living water. "John 

7:38 



There is a two- way movement in this divine dialogue. St. John Chrysostom writes: 

"Observe, how when one is continuing in prayer, when one is in charity, then it is that the Holy Spirit 

draws near." 

Homily IV Acts of the Apostles. 

In His " farewell discourses," Our Lord prays to the Father for unity amongst His disciples.(John 17:11) 

This is quickly followed by a demand to the Father "Sanctify them by Your Truth. Your word is Truth." 

St. John Chrysostom interprets this verse thus: 

" Make them holy through the gift of the Holy Spirit and by correct doctrine." 

Our unity in Christ depends upon these twin pillars of the Holy Spirit's charisms and our obedience to 

apostolic teaching. 

What in past times was reserved for prophets, sages, kings and judges is now to be poured out upon all 

flesh. 

Pentecost is not only a birthday celebration of the Church it is the beginning of the New Age of 

prophecy and revelation. Fishermen and tax-collectors, gentiles and jews, slaves and freemen, men and 

women were to receive a new direction, a fresh purpose and commission to fulfil their God-given tasks, 

to live and witness for Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

In the Holy Liturgy, the priest calls down the Holy Spirit: 

"We ask Thee, we pray Thee and supplicate Thee send down Thy Holy Spirit upon us and upon these 

gifts here spread forth." 

Father Lev Gillet remarks upon the order of this request. 

"The priest does not ask that the Spirit come first upon the gifts but that He comes upon us." This 

fulfilment of the prophecy of Joel means that the Spirit descends into our hearts to prepare our bodies as 

living temples for Christ. The purpose of the Holy Liturgy therefore is to lead us into the Pentecostal 

life, life in the Holy Spirit. 

Every Liturgy therefore is another Pentecost. Even before the Divine services the faithful invite the 

presence of the Holy Spirit. 

O Heavenly King, the Comforter, the Spirit of Truth who art everywhere present and fillest all 

things, the Treasury of good things and the Giver of life, come and abide in us, cleanse us from 

every stain and save our souls, O good One. 

We offer all of our being and our whole life unto Christ Our God, not in part, but wholly and fully in 

the divine work set before us. At the Liturgy also the priest requests the communion of the Holy Spirit 

together with the grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God the Father. The union of the Holy 

Spirit with our immortal souls knit together in peace is for the purification of our souls, the forgiveness 

of sins and for growth into the likeness of Christ unto life everlasting. 

In this bond of peace and through the gifts of the All Holy Spirit as the body of Christ we build one 

another up into the fullness of faith, speaking many languages but with one voice, using our own tongue 

but interpreted by Love. 

Father Jonathan 



The Flesh and God - The Transfiguration 

by Fr. Jonathan Hemmings 

The Transfiguration, which we celebrate on August 6
th

, is the appearing of Our Lord in glory. It is 

recorded in three of the gospels in Mat 17:1-13; Mk 9:2-13 and Lk 9: 28-36 and alluded to in 2 Peter 

1:16-18. 

In this Theophany witnessed by Saint Peter, Saint James and St. John, Our Lord appears with Moses, 

the great Law Giver and Elijah, the faithful prophet of God. These representatives of the Old Covenant 

by their presence silently testify to the Messiahship of Christ, proclaim His Divinity and foreshadow 

His future glory. The identity of the two patriarchal figures is recognised by the apostles. These 

righteous forefathers from ancient times appear with "The One who Is" who is the Ancient of Days. 

The Church fathers St. Cyril of Jerusalem, St. John of Damascus and others site the location of this 

revelation on Mount Tabor in Galilee. Still, each year the orthodox faithful climb this mountain in order 

to reach the summit for dawn where they witness a strange blue light that encircles the holy mountain. 

The light is similar to that which lights the Paschal Candle at Easter in the Church of the Holy 

Sepulchre in Jerusalem. 

The God-Man reveals His Divine Nature to just three of His disciples. Our Lord does not publicly 

proclaim His glory to all the called, but to the chosen in order to teach his followers to cherish the 

hidden grace, the divine mystery, the favour of faith and the moment of God's choosing. Christ resisted 

the temptation to display his miraculous powers at the beginning of his ministry when Satan tempted 

Him to jump from the pinnacle of the Temple. Here, in quiet retreat and seclusion, on a remote 

mountain our Lord's Divinity is revealed with brilliant brightness. 

We do well to reflect on the sheer wonder of this experience that caused the disciples to shield their 

eyes from the awesome wonder of the Transfiguration. We cannot look upon the created sun without 

damaging our eyes; yet for a few brief moments the three apostles were granted a glimpse of the 

uncreated light of the Son of God. 

That this event follows shortly after St. Peter's confession " You are the Christ!" is no coincidence, 

rather it is the providential affirmation of his faith. The words of the Father: " This is my beloved son…" 

is both a rebuke of Peter's suggestion in wanting to capture the moment by offering to "build three 

booths" and a confirmation of his confession. The injunction to "listen to Him" has a strong present 

imperative in the original Greek and carries the meaning of " continue listening". This advice is as 

much for us as for St. Peter and the other two disciples. Christ is the Word of God in the flesh and 

listening lives at the centre of prayer. To pray without ceasing (1 Thess.5:17) and to listen continuously 

are both consciously willed actions and attributes of the followers of Christ that draw them nearer to 

God. 

It is significant that our monasteries are often found in the most inaccessible places, high up on 

mountains. In the world we too must metaphorically ascend higher. It requires a focus on what lies 

ahead, a rejection of every temptation and passing thought, a real effort, a self -emptying, patience and 

persistence. 

St. Hesychios the Priest "On watchfulness and holiness" writes: 

"…the delighted intellect delights in the light of the Lord, when ,free from concepts, it enters into the 

dawn of spiritual knowledge. By continually denying itself, it advances from the wisdom necessary 

for the practice of the virtues to an ineffable vision in which it contemplates holy things." 



The radiance of Christ in His uncreated glory is a saving revelation for the faithful. To kneel before 

Christ's divinity and to stand beside His humanity distinguishes the Christian from other false sects and 

heresies. St. Peter writes in his epistle of the truthfulness of this experience on the mountain: 

2 Peter 1:16-18 

"For we did not follow cunningly devised fables when we made known to you the power and calling 

of Our Lord Jesus Christ, but were eyewitnesses of His majesty…..when we were with Him on the 

holy mountain." 

In a similar way, St. Diadochos of Photiki writing for us who also wish for a glimpse of the uncreated 

light in our own lives through spiritual exercise, offers the following advice: 

"It is right always to wait, with a faith energised by love, for the illumination which will enable us to 

speak. For nothing is so destitute as a mind philosophising about God when it is without Him." 

Yes, we want to see Christ, even though as St. Paul says "For now we see through a mirror dimly but 

then face to face" I Cor. 13:12. The important thing is not merely to see God in Jesus but to hear Him 

and obey Him in accordance with the voice and will of God the Father. 

This wondrous event took place on the holy mountain of Tabor and there are strong allusions to the 

other holy mountain of the Old Testament, Mt. Sinai. There, also in the midst of the Shekinah (the 

glory) of God manifest in smoke and cloud the divine law of God was given to Moses and through him 

to the people of Israel. Here, God Himself, the Light of the World is made manifest. The two natures of 

Christ are revealed and the divine shines through the flesh. 

In our holy hagiography this is depicted by the touches of light that shine from the faces of Christ and 

His Saints. 

There is the beautiful story of St. Seraphim of Sarov who, when he was living in the Northern Thebaid 

of Russia, was sought out by pilgrims. One such pilgrim found the saint living in the forest and on 

greeting the holy man of God expressed, 

" I cannot look at you father for you shine with such light!" 

"But my son" the saint replied, "you are shining too!" 

Here too is grace, truth and glory! 

In St. John's words, who was also a witness of the transfiguration: 

"and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and 

truth."John1:14 

Jesus was changed (metamorphosis) whilst at prayer to teach us that our souls also receive the blessing 

of divine assurance and the enlightenment of the holy wisdom when we wait on Him in prayer and that 

we too can be changed: 

"Blessed are the pure in heart for they shall see God" 

The Apostle Paul also recognises the importance of the Transfiguration for the end hope for our own 

glorification in God's kingdom when he writes: 

" I tell you a mystery, we shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed."1Cor 15:51 



As witnesses and servants of Christ when we place ourselves in His Divine presence we acquire the 

Holy Spirit. His purifying fire does not consume or destroy just as it did not with the burning bush on 

Mt. Sinai. The flame of the Holy Spirit cleanses, heals, restores and transforms our weak humanity 

setting our hearts on fire with love for God and renders us more spiritual and heavenly until we too are 

transfigured into the likeness of Christ. 

Father Jonathan  

 

The Sign of Faith: The Exaltation of the Holy and Life Giving Cross 

The Universal Exaltation of the Holy and Life Giving Cross on September 14
th

.is celebrated in both the 

East and West. On this day we recall the veneration of the great relics of Christ's cross in Jerusalem 

after Emperor Heraclius had recovered them from the Persians in A.D.614. The early writers always 

speak of the portions of the cross in the plural-" the pieces of the wood of the cross". The relics were 

lifted up for the people to venerate and many who were sick were cured. 

The Feast is also closely connected with the dedication of St. Constantine's churches at the Holy 

Sepulchre and Calvary in A.D.335 and with a vision accorded to St. Cyril of Jerusalem in A.D.351 

There is a story about the Emperor who determined to carry the recovered Holy Cross with great pomp 

upon his shoulders into the city only to find that he could not go forward. The patriarch Zachary who 

was accompanying him suggested that the Emperor lay aside his purple, crown and shoes, so that he 

may reflect the humility of Christ. He did so, and the procession and veneration took place. 

We too have to take up our cross and follow Him. There are many lovers of the heavenly kingdom but 

few bearers of the cross. It is the person of Christ that makes the Cross so potent, so victorious. The 

Cross is more than a badge of allegiance and more than a symbol of our faith-it is the sign of our 

salvation; that we have been rescued from sin, death and the evil one. 

The Apostle St. Paul in his letter to the Galatians 6:14 boasts in the power of the cross and in his letter 

to the Colossians 2:14 makes clear that it was on the cross that Christ cancelled out our sins. Here on a 

Roman instrument of death the power of God is realised and raised as the standard of God's Love for all 

humanity.1 Corinthians 1:18.It is then not surprising to find that the Church has used the sign in 

blessing and forgiveness down the ages of God's grace. Tertullian A.D.145-220wrote: 

"In all your travels and movements, in all your coming in and going out, in putting on our shoes, at 

the bath, at the table, in lighting our candles, in lying down, in sitting down, whatever employment 

occupies us, we mark our forehead with the sign of the Cross." 

The sign of the Cross is not reserved only for liturgical use in Church it is a constant reminder of what 

we are and to whom we belong. Making the sign of the cross is a powerful affirmation of our faith 

where actions speak louder than words. In all we do we use the sign of the cross; to reverence the name 

of the Blessed and Holy Trinity, to protect ourselves from danger, to dispel the darts of the evil one and 

to bless ourselves and others in the service of Our Lord. St. Cyril of Jerusalem A.D.315-386 also saw 

this universal application of the sign of the Cross: 

"Let us not be ashamed to confess the Crucified. Let the cross, as our seal, be boldly made with our 

fingers upon our brow and on all occasions: over the bread we eat, over the cup we drink, in our 

comings and goings, before sleep, on lying down and rising up, when we are on our way and when 

we are still. It is a powerful safeguard. It is without price, for the sake of the poor, without toil, 

because of the sick. For it is grace from God, a badge of the faithful and a terror to the 

devils…….for when they see the cross, they are reminded of the Crucified. They fear Him who 



smashed the heads of the dragons (Psalm 73:13). Despise not the seal as a free gift, but for this 

reason honour your Lord even more." 

The sign of the Cross is our testimony that the Holy Spirit has taken up His abode in us and that we are 

His temple. We put crosses on our churches, our houses, we put them on our necks and on our 

gravestones-it surely follows that we put the cross on ourselves. When we are questioned why we 

Orthodox make the sign of the Cross, we should have a ready answer. 

The two index fingers and the thumb of the right hand are joined together to show that we believe in 

God the Holy Trinity, three Persons in One God, God the Father the Creator, God the Son Our Saviour, 

God the Holy Spirit the Sanctifier who lives in us. The remaining two fingers represent the two natures 

of Christ that He is both God and man. These two fingers are brought down into the palm of the hand to 

show that Jesus "came down from heaven" for our salvation. This simple but effective action reminds 

us not only of the price God has paid to save us from our sins but is an expression of the great 

commandment:- "You shall love the Lord your God with all your mind, with all your heart, with all 

your soul and with all your strength." 

When we touch our forehead we confess our love for God with our whole mind. When we touch our 

chest we confess Christ with our heart and soul. When we touch our shoulders we are confessing Christ 

with all our strength. We make the movement from our right shoulder to the left since the Father is the 

Godhead (the head) and the Son sits at the right hand of the Father in glory. Indeed, we always make 

the sign of the cross in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. True prayer 

involves the whole person-not just our intellect, not just our emotions and not just our ritual 

movements. The prayer of the Cross is essentially a synthesis of the whole of our being. As the priest 

says in the Holy Liturgy, "We dedicate all our life unto Christ Our God." 

St John Chrysostom said: 

"When therefore you sign yourself, think of the purpose of the Cross and quench any anger and all 

other passions. Consider the price that has been paid for you. 

Like a lamb that is marked to show to whom it belongs, we too are branded with the mark of our Master 

and Shepherd to show our owner and the One we follow. Let us then be bold in boasting whose servants 

we are through our actions and in our lives. 

Fr. Jonathan 

 

Windows into Heaven 
by Fr. Jonathan Hemmings 

Heaven or more accurately "the heavens" from the Hebrew shamayim is the dwelling place of God. St 

Paul bears out the plurality of these eternal dimensions when in 2 Corinthians 12:2 he says: 

" I know a Christian man who fourteen years ago (whether in the body or out of it I do not know-God 

knows) was caught up as far as the third heaven." 

Nicodemus the Hagiorite sees this as an initiation into the tree of life in the middle of Paradise (Genesis 

2) and an understanding of the ineffable mysteries hidden from us. 

To John the Theologian is revealed a similar truth in the Apocalypse: 

"To him who overcomes I will give to eat from the tree of life." Rev.2:7 



Christ Himself, when speaking of his imminent departure in John's Gospel and the way to the father 

says: 

"In My Father's house are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a 

place for you." Jn.14:2 

In Holy Scripture, heaven is often called Paradise, where God is surrounded by the just, from the 

Persian word for a tree planted garden. Our Lord on the cross turns to the penitent thief to assure him in 

his moment of crisis: 

"Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise. "Lk 23:43 

Paradise of which Our Lord speaks is the Kingdom of God, since the thief asked him: 

"Remember me Lord, when you come into your kingdom." 

Paradise is eternal life in communion and unity with the Triune God. 

St.Isaac the Syrian in his Ascetical Homilies speaks of Paradise as the love of God 

"wherein is the enjoyment of all blessedness." 

However, it is wrong to think of Hell as the absence of God, both the righteous and sinners will see God 

in the future life but while the righteous will have communion with the love of God the sinners will 

experience His caustic energy. 

God, in his infinite wisdom and love for mankind gives us windows into paradise in the life of Our 

Saviour, His All-holy Mother and His saints and through their Icons. Icons are not merely 

representations of the prototype they are grace- bearing blessings to the faithful, since they are not 

merely works of art but they are works of prayer. St. Nicholas Planas, whenever he was unsure of any 

venture would go to the Icon of the Theotokos and ask her whether he should undertake the task. If she 

smiled on him he took this as a yes, if she was stern in her appearance he would not go ahead with the 

proposed work. This simple act demonstrates the power of the icon for those who have faith, obedience 

and humility. 

On a recent visit to Romania I met two young Iconographers. Their work for God was impressive but 

what impressed me more was the visible effect their work had on them. The discipline of fasting, prayer 

and careful preparation even in the young for writing Icons had bestowed a peace and inner stillness to 

their lives. In writing icons of the saints, they had become inspired and entered into a special 

communion where they study and paint the holy ones and the holy ones look back at them. In our creed 

we confess our belief in "the communion of saints". This blessed communion in our Holy Orthodox 

faith means that the dimension of paradise is an ever-present reality where eternity enters into our 

present moment. 

His Beatitude Teoctist of Romania in "The Icon in the Child's Soul" writes: 

"So, man does not live at random, but is made to become a recipient of holiness, of virtue, of beauty and 

to enjoy the light of the Resurrection of Christ. But, the same as nature suffers if neglected by man, so 

does our being who disfigures and darkens itself, if let fall prey to sin. That is why, in Orthodoxy, the 

icon is the most telling proof of man's transfiguration through faith and good deeds, according to the 

example of the saints." 

The love of beauty and goodness "filokalia" lies at the heart of those who would open the windows of 

heaven in order to breathe the clean, fresh, eternal breath of God and to see others in God's Light. So, 

we see the effect of the saints on those monks, nuns and laity who write Icons. 



Rev. Prof. Dr. Constantin Galeriu writes in his article on children icon painters "Close to the Early 

Clearness": 

"We contemplate in these icons the icon in their soul as in a mirror; it is their image according to the 

"Image of God" that we see in these innocent painters. The heart of the child reveals beauty, innocence, 

ardent questions and receptivity." 

Christ said: 

"The lamp of the body is the eye. If therefore your eye is good, your whole body will be full of 

light."Matt6:22. 

So the mind (nous) is the spiritual eye of the soul that illuminates the inner man (and child). Cultivating 

the innocence of the child in us with purity, discernment and enthusiasm for our faith is fundamental for 

our spiritual growth. 

The Icon then conveys the utterly heavenly and draws us nearer to God even though it is composed 

simply of lines and colours in two dimensions. It should be pointed out to those who are non- Orthodox 

that Orthodox Christians do not worship (latreia) icons they venerate (proskenesis) the prototype that 

the image represents because we know and love the saints in the light of Christ's resurrection. Even 

though we have these windows and glimpses into heaven we cannot imagine or realise the immense 

fullness of the Beatific vision of heaven in its complete eternal glory whilst on earth. 

C.S. Lewis an atheist convert to Christianity, Fellow of Magdalene College Oxford and later Professor 

of Medieval and Renaissance Literature at Cambridge paints a striking metaphor to illustrate the 

comparison of life on earth and life in heaven in his theory of" Transposition" in "Screwtape Proposes a 

Toast". He asks us to picture a woman who has been thrown into a dungeon where she bears a son who 

grows up having seen nothing more than the dungeon walls, the straw on the floor and the little patch of 

sky seen through the grating high up in the ceiling. This unfortunate woman happens to be an artist and 

the guards allowed her the concession of a drawing pad and pencils to ease her incarceration. This 

woman never loses the hope of deliverance and so she sets about teaching her son about the world 

outside which she had known but he had never seen. She does this largely by drawing pictures. She 

draws rivers, fields, mountains, cities, seas and the boy does his best to understand and believe that the 

world outside is more interesting and far more glorious than the dungeon. One day, however, whilst 

trying to explain something to her son, the mother realises that the boy had lived under a 

misconception. 

"But"she gasps,"you didn’t think that the real world was full of lines drawn in lead pencil?" 

"What" says the boy "no pencil-marks there?" Instantly his whole notion of the outer world is confused 

for he had imagined the world with lines. The boy has no idea of that which dispenses with lines such 

as light dancing on water or the breeze rustling the trees. Those coloured three-dimensional realities 

with which we are so familiar, but are not circumscribed by lines, define their own shape with a 

multiplicity and delicacy no drawing could ever achieve. 

In reality, the world outside lacks lines because it is incomparably more visible. 

So it is with our conception of heaven. We do not know what we shall be but we may be sure that we 

shall be more not less than we were on earth. C. S. Lewis commented that even though the lines were 

only a drawing yet in another sense that which is drawn aspires to perfection. If the shadows are 

properly drawn the paper will in some mystical way convey blazing sunshine, the coldness of winter or 

a roaring fire. 

Christ our Saviour came to teach us about the kingdom of heaven often using the most material similes-

a mustard seed, leaven or treasure in a field. 



How much more in the communion of prayer with the Creator does the spiritual reality of the icon 

invest the material reality with a new dimension; a dimension of the landscape of heaven in line and 

colour. 

The Absence, Patience and Judgement of God 

by Fr. Michael Harper 

An address given in St John’s College Chapel, Cambridge on November 23rd 2003 

St Luke 20:9-19 

The parable we are to look at this evening describes a landowner who plants a vineyard, and then leaves 

it to others to tend the vines and harvest the grapes. When he sends his servants to collect the rent or its 

equivalent, they are abused and return empty handed. Then he sends his son, who is thrown out of the 

vineyard and murdered. So the landowner returns and destroys the tenants and gives the land to others. 

If the Dean had asked me to choose a parable, this one would not have been high up the list. It can 

hardly be described as a "top of the pops" parable. If we were to take a poll, my guess is that parables 

like the Prodigal Son and the Good Samaritan would be both the most popular, as well as the best 

known. But in the 1
st
 Century it was different. This parable is the only one which is mentioned in the 

three Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, and all roughly in the same context, though with some 

differences in the text. And there is yet another testimony. In 1945 some Egyptian farmers looking for 

fertiliser in the ruins of the cemetery at Nag Hammadi in upper Egypt discovered a jar containing 

papyri amongst which was the Gospel of Thomas. In this Gospel can be found this same parable in a 

slightly shortened form. 

In passing it might be worth reflecting on why this parable , regarded as so important in the 1
st
 century 

should be treated so differently in the 21
st
 Century. The reason may be that it raises difficult issues, 

rather than presenting easy answers. It refers to the apparent absence of God, rather than His presence, a 

topic much preferred in our generation. Even more important, it deals with the judgement rather than 

the salvation of God. Helmut Thielicke points out in his book The waiting Father that all the parables of 

Jesus dealing with nature breathe peace, safety and order, but "wherever man occupies the centre there 

is always an element of dramatic tension, conflict, doom, and downfall", of which this parable is an apt 

example. God is not seen as the kind Shepherd, the good Samaritan or the forgiving Father, but as our 

Judge, and the judgement of man is not today exactly flavour of the month. 

This parable shines light for us on three aspects of God – His apparent absence, his patience and his 

judgement. 

The "absence" of God 

We are told that the owner of the vineyard "went to another country for a long time". This was a 

frequent practice in the Middle East in those days. Landowners did not like to get their hands dirty. In 

Christ’s day, as the theologian Jeremias points out, a large section of this part of the Middle East was in 

the hands of foreigners. 

So here we see an emphasis on absence, rather than presence. The Greek word in the text is apodemia. 

We can even, as C H Dodd points out, see God here as an alien. This parable is an interesting contrast 

to the parable of the Prodigal Son. In that Parable it is the son who goes into the far country, whereas in 

this one it is the Father who absents himself "for a long time". 

I have said the apparent absence of God because theologically it is impossible to imagine God as ever 

absent. God is always present, everywhere and at all times. But it certainly is possible to suggest an 



apparent absence, or an absence which springs from human failure. H B Swete, a former Professor of 

Divinity here in Cambridge, in his book on the Parables, writes of this absence that "it represents the 

distance which actually existed between the religious leaders of Israel and the God of Israel, a distance 

which seemed to them to be the result of His withdrawal into the furthest heaven, but which was in truth 

due to their own withdrawal from him. The absence which was really theirs, seemed to them to be 

God’s; they thought Him far off from them because they were in fact far off from Him." 

If we are thinking of this "absence" or "presence" in terms of human experience, we need to be careful. 

The seeming absence may be what some have called "the dark night of the soul", something to be 

endured prayerfully, yet resolutely, knowing that in time night will turn to day. But it may also be as 

Professor Swete describes it – an absence because of our failures – our prayerlessness, our unbelief or 

our rebellion. 

The Patience of God 

The second image we get from this parable is of a patient landowner. He does not retaliate at the first 

whiff of rebellion. Having sent one servant, he sends another and yet another, and only then sends his 

beloved son. We need to be careful not to look at parables factually, but in many details as figurative 

accounts. God is by no means limited in his patience to three servants. In the accounts in the Old 

Testament He was constantly sending leaders and prophets to draw His people back to Himself. The 

parable merely underlines the patience of the landowner in the face of constant rebuffs. 

Helmut Thielicke asks the question, where would one ever find a person so long-suffering, especially in 

the Middle Eastern context? He sees the purpose of the parable as illustrating what he calls God’s 

"incomprehensible" concern for man, "the lengths God will go to keep on man’s track and maintain 

contact with him despite his stubbornness and his blind delusion. We may behave as madly and 

pigheadedly as we will, and yet God’s faithfulness is greater than our folly. We may play dead like a 

dog and treat God as if he did not exist, we may be blasé and ignore him, but God still sticks to us and 

will not let us out of his sight." 

The same writer describes this parable as "the secret of the gospel in human terms". The gospel is the 

message of the divine initiative; it is the venturing of a new beginning, a fresh start in the midst of 

human chaos and degradation. God takes the initiative. He sends his servants over and over again. But 

supremely He sends his Son. It is the message of the faithfulness and patience of God – pressing past 

our feeble excuses and human posturings to the divine answer in His Son Jesus Christ. 

We are really here talking of forgiveness – God’s readiness to forgive, which is grounded and 

implemented in His initiatives. But it is intended to be part of the human scene also. In both the Lord’s 

Prayer, and other teaching, Christ linked the two together. In fact He made it clear that the divine 

forgiveness was contingent on the human acts of forgiveness. The war against terrorism will never 

succeed by force alone. Forgiveness needs to be part of the answer also. The way of forgiveness is 

God’s road map for us all. 

The Judgement of God 

Clearly this parable was spoken by Christ against the Jewish leaders of his day. They were deeply 

offended by the thought that the vineyard of Israel is to be given to others. "Heaven forbid" they cry – 

an exclamation which – other than in Paul’s writings, is only to be found here. Christ then speaks of the 

judgement coming upon them, and of the stone which is going to crush them. 

This is one of the texts which some would like to remove from the New Testament because of its anti-

Semitic overtones. But such an accusation is only justified if applied only to Jews. It should be applied 

to the whole of humanity. H B Swete discusses this in his book on the Parables. He writes, "no people, 

no nation or Church, has any permanent right to the Vineyard of God. It is in possession of the vineyard 



for only so long as it renders the fruits to the owner. When this ceases to be done the Vineyard will pass 

to other farmers" 

When we study a passage like this we sometimes miss important nuances because of the vagaries of 

modern translations, and the difficulties of understanding the culture from which the words have come. 

In verse 13 of this passage, when the landowner describes the sending of His Son the modern RSV, 

translates it "what shall I do? I will send my beloved son; perhaps they will respect him". In all Syriac 

and Arabic 

versions it is translated "it may be they will feel shame before men". 

The importance of the concept of shame in the East is partially indicated in that there are special words 

for "shame" and "sense of shame". 

In passing I would stress the urgent importance in the current conflict in the Middle East of a sensitive 

understanding of the clash of cultures between the East and the West. 

Two key books on the Parables of Luke have been written by Kenneth Bailey, and are called Poet and 

Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes. The author has lived for over twenty years in the Middle East, and 

so understands the cultural implications of texts like this. 

Kenneth Bailey writes this about the culture out of which this Parable originally came. "Middle Eastern 

Culture is a shame-pride culture, that is a particular pattern of social behaviour which is encouraged by 

appeals to shame." In the Middle East the parent does not tell the child "that is wrong Johnny" – with an 

appeal to a standard of right and wrong; but "that is shameful Johnny" with an appeal to feelings of 

shame or of pride. One of the sharpest criticisms in the Middle East is mia jikhtashi, which literally 

means "he does not feel shame." 

One finds the same sentiments in the Prophet Jeremiah. He prophesies that "the wise men shall be put to 

shame" (Jer 8:9), and of the false prophets and priests he asks the question "were they ashamed when 

they committed abominations? No, they were not at all ashamed; they did not know how to blush" (Jer 

8:12). 

This adds enormously to the importance and relevance of this Parable to our day, because we live in a 

society which is increasingly losing its sense of shame, or in the words of Jeremiah, "does not know 

how to blush". In 1999 the well known journalist and TV personality John Humphrys wrote a book 

called Devil’s Advocate. One chapter of the book was devoted to this same subject – shame. He exposes 

the absence of shame in our national life. He wrote, "self-justification is usually the message: you are 

the victim or you are making a claim of absolute right to pursue your own selfish interest. That’s why it 

always seems so shameless, because it literally is. Self-justification is the antithesis of shame, and self-

justification before millions is shamelessness with knobs on". 

But self-justification is not only a form of shamelessness, it is also a rejection of the judgement of God, 

which is the crowning message of this Parable. We live in a society suffering from a kind of 

schizophrenia. On the one hand there can be strong condemnation of any form of criticism or 

judgement, while on the other there is a national disease of judging others, of which members of the 

Royal Family are obvious victims at the present time. 

In our society there can be a strict code of morality asserted in certain areas, often neglected in the past. 

One could quote racism, sexism and anti-semitism as examples. But people’s sense of shame falls far 

short in other areas, of which the most important and serious is the rejection of Christ, the One who, 

like the son in this Parable, was sent by the Father to bring us back to God. 



But the bad news that this Parable ends with – the judgement and the punishment of those who have 

rejected the advances of the landowner - needs to be seen in a fresh light. The late Metropolitan 

Anthony Bloom draws our attention to this in a meditation he once wrote on this Parable. 

He says quite starkly, "we proclaim judgement as good news". He goes on to quote various verses such 

as "lift up your heads for your deliverance is nigh" (Luke 21:28). He also quotes from the prayer of a 

young man, "I love you, Lord; if your victory means my destruction, let me perish, but may your 

victory come!" 

Another young man, a student in Korea, whom I have known since he was a child, e mailed me recently 

about his new delight in Requiems. 

He comments on the Mozart Requiem, "it is really admirable, grand, pleasant, thrilling. . . especially 

when it comes to the Dies Irae, the wrath of God and Tuba Mirum part. I love the soloist’s warm voice. 

When the baritone sings Tuba Mirum it is a bit awkward that he is singing the very last judgement, but 

the melody is so calm and warm." So Mozart did not seem to see the judgement of God as all "gloom 

and doom". 

Yes, the judgement is good news. It is something we can and should welcome. It will be the complete 

vindication of Christ. It will be the final overthrow of all his enemies, of which the last is death itself. It 

will be the end of pain, sickness, poverty and all forms of inequality and injustice. There will be a new 

heaven and a new earth. 

And God, who may seem to some of us as absent and uncaring, will close the gap of time and space, 

and be present with us in all his glory and love. Surely for that we can all cry, "Amen, come Lord 

Jesus". 

 

What happened to the New Testament Church? 

by Fr. Chrysostom MacDonnell 

An Orthodox view of Church History 

A few years ago I met an Anglican clergyman who was married to a Greek Orthodox lady. They once 

went to Greece for a holiday and visited her home village. Naturally, she introduced her Anglican 

husband to the local Papas (the Greek Orthodox parish priest,) who spoke a little English. At the time 

there was a little old Greek lady standing beside them who asked the Greek priest who this visitor was. 

"He’s an Anglican Christian," the priest responded in Greek. 

"What’s an Anglican?" the old lady inquired. 

"They’re Protestants," replied the priest. "You know, like Roman Catholics." 

The Greek word for ‘protestant’ - Diamarturoi - actually has the sense of a confession, a separate form 

of Christianity, as opposed to Christianity itself, which naturally for the Orthodox means Orthodoxy. 

Translated into English, however, the story has an ironic feel, given our history. For many in the west, 

Orthodoxy is virtually invisible, yet Eastern Christianity is the form of Christianity which has the 

second largest body of united believers. From the Orthodox perspective - we must be honest at the 

outset - the Christian world is a very different place to that perceived in western Christianity. And not 

the least important here is the view of our Christian history. 



It is a vast generalisation, but it is, nonetheless, therefore generally true, that the western mind: 

energetic, exploratory, analytical, systematic, rational and empirical, has made a Christianity of its own. 

One can trace a clear historical line in western theology from St. Augustine, through the scholasticism 

of Thomas Aquinas, to the crisis of the Reformation and the fragmentation into either a monarchical 

concept of papacy on the one hand, and the idea of every man his own pope on the other. In other 

words: the disintegration and loss for most people of the mystical sense of the ecclesia, the body of 

Christ, in any real form save that of an institution. This opposition of the Catholic and Protestant camps, 

in all its shades and nuances, juxtaposes the monolithic institution against the individual conscience. In 

its turn it throws up, or perhaps, lets loose Rousseau, the Rights of Man, the Death of God and the rise 

of Nazism. Interestingly, as the old institutional forms of Christianity decay in the west, metaphysical 

and supernatural beliefs are not dying off, much to the chagrin of secular humanists. Rather, we see a 

complex web of belief systems, often quite privatised, and readily bought from the supermarket of New 

Age paraphernalia. 

A very different history is to be found in Eastern Christianity. On 16
th

 July 1054 Cardinal Bishop 

Humbert of Silva Candida, the papal Legate, walked into the Great Church of Hagia Sophia at 

Constantinople and slapped a papal bull of excommunication down on the alter during the Divine 

Liturgy. A Subdeacon tried to hand it back, but it was thrown down and landed in the gutter. It was 

retrieved and passed on to the Orthodox Patriarch, Michael Cerularius. By return, as it were, an 

equivalent was issued to the Pope, and the breach between these two sisters was settled. 

On the face of it, some might consider the arguments between these two sparring partners as somewhat 

ethereal, even quaint: The famous Filioque Clause in the Creed, admitted by the Romans at a time 

when their scholarly understanding and control of the ancient faith had not been quite what it used to 

be; the wearing – or not – of beards by the clergy; whether those who joined the priesthood could be 

married men – or not; whether the traditional leavened or the recently introduced unleavened bread 

should be used for holy communion… Whatever the case, underneath all this there was a substantive 

issue: that of the power and authority of the papacy in Rome. Did the Pope have universal jurisdiction 

over all baptised people? And was the Patriarch of Constantinople wrong to assume the title of 

Ecumenical Patriarch – Universal, really? Or was it, as he claimed, just the appropriate title for the head 

bishop of the ecumenical, that is, the universal city, the second Rome: Constantinople? 

The fact is, for all the posturing, the actual breakdown of communion, certainly at a parochial level, was 

a long time in coming. In fact, it was only the sacking of Constantinople by the Crusaders in1204 which 

finally set the seal. Yet here again, the ripples of that history are still with us. To the western mind the 

idea of the crusader, at least until political correctness and revisionism took over, was a magnificent and 

heroic term. Even President Bush could employ the idea in his War on Terrorism. That is, until his 

advisors pointed out that Muslims weren’t too hot on the concept either. 

When the Emperor Alexis of Byzantium had asked for a bit of western military help to defend his 

domain during a little local difficulty, what he got was quite beyond his imagination. The first Crusade, 

launched in 1099 destabilised a whole region and fixed a sad enmity not only between the west and the 

world of Islam, but the Orthodox world as well. 

This division between the Catholic west and the Orthodox east was, however, not a sudden 

development. Truth to tell, they had been drifting apart probably since the gradual collapse of the 

empire in the west in the fifth and sixth centuries. The fact is now, that we are faced with two kinds of 

Christianity. We do well to face it, but from the Orthodox perspective there is still Orthodoxy and there 

is the rest; there are the Orthodox and there are the Diamarturoi in all there multifarious forms. The 

issues that divide the most Orange Protestant from the most Ultrmontaine Catholic deal in a language 

and with matters theological which have, with respect, no relevance to the Orthodox who, at times, see 

these two western protagonists as but two sides of the same coin and literally, of another denomination 

of currency. 



The title of this address is ‘What happened to the New Testament Church?’ It would be disingenuous to 

skirt around this issue. One has to be candid and say that, in Orthodox thinking, there is no difference 

between the Apostles gathered on that Day of Pentecost, fifty days after the Resurrection of our Lord 

and any parish gathering with their Orthodox priest to celebrate Divine Liturgy. 

In illustration of this I should like to digress for a while and examine, at this point, the Orthodox 

attitude to the scriptures. This is important as it highlights a real difference between eastern and western 

approaches. Starting with our old friend in western Theology, Thomas Aquinas, the scriptures begin to 

be seen as a form of revelation; that God reveals himself to the reader, in some form, through the book. 

This idea, of course, is readily taken up, following the development of printing and the greater 

availability of books, in the Protestant Reformation. Sola Scriptora becomes the cry; the Bible as the 

one source of theological authority in the Protestant scheme of things, once set loose from the papal 

Magisterium. 

Looking on the Orthodox side, we see a very different approach: 

Revelation is not through a book, but in a person, Jesus Christ: God made man. The book is the record 

of the revelation, not the revelation itself. This is a subtle but important distinction. 

The Bible is the Church’s book; after all, it was bishops of the undivided Church who established the 

canon. If you accept the authority of the book you must, ipso facto, accept the authority of the bishops 

who compiled it. [Tell that to any unsuspecting Jehovah’s Witnesses next time they call at your door!] 

The Bible is an integral part of Holy Tradition: that which was handed on by the Apostles and 

continued under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The Scriptures, alongside the collegiality of bishops, 

the sacraments, the holy canons, the ecumenical councils, the witness of the martyrs: they are all part of 

an organic whole. 

The Old Testament has been fulfilled in the New and has completed its purpose. No prophecy 

(excepting the idea of final judgement) is still awaiting its completion – some Protestant groups fall into 

the error of seeking signs of future events in the pages of the Old Testament. 

The Bible was written in Greek, yes even the Old Testament. The official text of the Orthodox churches 

is the Greek New Testament and the Septuagint Old Testament, a translation made from the Hebrew in 

the 2nd Century BC. The Hebrew text used for example in Protestant Bibles, lacks eleven books and is 

made from the Masoretic text; a version of the Hebrew Bible arrived at after doctrinal disputes among 

Jews in the Ninth Century AD. Also, the Septuagint is quoted in the New Testament itself. 

Only the Church, following the tradition of the Fathers, can interpret the Scriptures according to their 

intended meaning. It is this patristic approach to Theology which has always had pride of place in 

Orthodox thought. 

It should begin to become clear by now that any attempt to separate the Bible from the Church, as if it 

had floated down from heaven, freshly inscribed on vellum in letters of gold, is doomed to failure. It is 

not that one can read the New Testament as a kind of do-it-yourself church construction manual. 

Rather, in the pages of the book you find the story of a Church that already exists. 

We are examining the Eastern Church’s perspective on ecclesiastical history. I want, however, to shift 

the focus to the western church. In none of what I have said should I wish to suggests that the New 

Testament Church was only to be found, later on, within the bounds of the old Eastern Empire. The 

particular contention and belief of Orthodox Christians in this country is, that, up until 1066, Britain 

was an Orthodox land. This is not a mere romanticisation of history. The church here, under the Roman 

Patriarchate and using the western rite for its services would, on the surface, appears very different to 

the Byzantine Church. Yet in their consciousness, their spirituality, their way of theologising, the Celtic 

and Anglo-Saxon churches were the inheritors of the same Apostolic Tradition as flourished in the east. 



It is only with the brutalising effects of the Norman Conquest, carrying with it the blessing of a newly 

invigorated Papacy, that the religious life of these islands begin the change. 

It is interesting to note that, following 1066, young and ambitious Englishmen found a way of 

advancing through the world by leaving their home and finding service in the Verangian Guard of the 

Byzantine Empire. Here, they felt spiritually at home. There was, up to the fall of Constantinople in 

1453, an English church in the city, serving the western rite in Latin for the descendants of these 

people, fully in communion with the Ecumenical Patriarchate. Within its wall this little church even 

possessed an icon of St. Augustine of Canterbury. 

Since those times, however, Britain has been the inheritor of a very different spiritual history and of 

very different paradigms in respect of the Christian vision. Mediaeval scholasticism, Protestant 

Reformation, monarchical Acts of Settlement, Recusantism, Civil War, Presbyterianism, 

Nonconformity, Evangelical and Anglo-Catholic revivals, Modernism, Post-Modernism: they have all 

played their part in a rich and often confusing religious tapestry, not to mention the results of the 2001 

National Census! 

The question might now be posed, what is this eastern paradigm and version of the New Testament 

Church doing here in our land, apart, that is, from operating as an ethnic chaplaincy, ministering to 

about 300,000 Greeks, Russians and other assorted visitors from Eastern Europe and the Middle East? 

Are we not just adding to the confused voice, trying to sound the Christian gospel in an increasingly 

neo-pagan or materialistic and secular nation? 

The answer to this I find within myself. I am from the West Country; my ancestors were Bristolian and 

English and I am a quarter Dutch on my mother’s side. They don’t come much more Anglo and Saxon 

than that. The name MacDonnell is because my father, originally called Woodman, was adopted into 

family of Northern Irish origin, related to the Earl’s of Antrim, who themselves came originally as 

settlers from Scotland in earlier times: part of the Anglican settlement of the region, though one of my 

ancestors on this adopted side of the family tree, ‘Sorley Boy’ MacDonnell, caused a lot of grief to 

Elizabeth I – but he obtained a pardon. 

I have, therefore, a sense that, in becoming Orthodox after an Anglican upbringing, I not only bring my 

ancestors with me into that communion of saints; I feel, also, that I am rejoining them, reconnecting 

with the faith of my fathers: a faith beyond the disputes that have racked western Christianity; the faith 

written about in the New Testament, which I had discovered afresh. 

This is not about one ecclesial culture staging a hostile take over bid for another, currently losing 

market share in the market place of isms and ideologies. And a telling point: we do not even speak of 

conversion to Orthodoxy, but rather of becoming Orthodox. What will become of Western Christianity 

cannot be predicted; I am certainly not going to criticise. Who are we to judge another man’s servant? 

Orthodox Christians do not proselytise, embarrass passers-by in the shopping centres or go knocking on 

doors. Our witness is quiet, by example and by personal contacts through friends and families. If we 

Orthodox remain for the time being, to borrow the Pauline phrase: known yet unknown, it is to undo 

that very unfamiliarity that we should promote and publicise these ideas.. 

Our congregation belongs to the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch and All the East. Our 

Patriarch, His Beatitude Ignatius IV, lives in Damascus, Syria. We like to think of ourselves as the 

second oldest church – after Jerusalem. It is the Church founded by Ss. Peter and Paul; the Church 

where the followers of the Way were first called Christians (Acts11:26). The Orthodox Church, 

although dispersed throughout the world under many divergent and ethnic jurisdictions, is still one 

communion and fellowship, seeing itself as holding the same doctrine of the faith and grounded in the 

teachings of the Apostles. The Greek Orthodox churches, whether of Constantinople, Alexandria, 

Antioch, Moscow or even here in Britain, consider themselves to be the one, holy, catholic and 

apostolic Church of Christ, written about in the New Testament and expounded by the Fathers. In 

essence and teaching unchanged, we have witnessed to the true faith ever since we were first given the 



dispensation of salvation by our one head, Christ our God. It is not for us, though, to pass judgement on 

the status of other communions. 

This deposit of faith was once the heritage we held in common with the Western Church as well, but the 

breach in communion between east and west is still a very real one. Divided by our Christian histories 

and holding on to different paradigms of what Christianity is, ecumenism itself is very often regarded 

with very great suspicion by the Orthodox east and, by some, as a modern heresy. We have to be honest 

and face that point. Strange though it may seem to western, post-modern eyes, the east can still smell 

the smouldering of the sack of Constantinople in 1204 at the hands of Crusaders, and the abandonment 

of the Byzantines to their fate under the Ottoman Turks in 1453. No wonder that a cry of ‘here we go 

again’ was heard when NATO bombed Serbia, no matter how just the cause against a detested regime. 

It is then, above all, in the recovery of the spiritual meaning of our history in these islands that we shall 

rediscover the vision to heal some of these divisions, and to help restore, in Britain, the faith once held 

by our Celtic and Anglo-Saxon forefathers before the Norman Conquest.. 

At a time when most of Britain has lost contact with the Christian faith and has ostensibly lapsed into 

non-belief, materialism or even neo-paganism, (the 2001 Census not withstanding) our purpose in being 

here, and in being what we are, is very obvious. Renewed contact with Orthodoxy in England goes back 

a long way, even to the seventeenth century. Today, though, Orthodox Christianity is a growing 

phenomenon when other forms of Christianity are in terminal decline. The seeds of any authentic 

renewal must be in the rediscovery of what we set out to be in the first place. If nothing else, this series 

of four articles, apart from teaching a little more about us, the Orthodox, may spur you on to a fuller 

rediscovery of your own tradition. And if it be a worthy tradition, its disciplines will bring you closer to 

Christ. And if we grow closer to Christ we shall grow closer to one another, as if we were standing on 

the rim of a great wheel and were walking along the spokes towards the centre. 

As Eliot writes in Little Gidding: 

‘…And the end of all our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time.’ 

It might well be that we shall recover that same faith once held by your ancestors and help to restore 

what has long been broken down in this land… 

2. In the Image and Likeness 

The Role of Asceticism in the Orthodox Christian Life 

At one time the west and the east shared, largely, a common view of the role of ascetic practice. Even 

after the Reformation, The Church of England retained in her Prayer Book a clear list of days of fasting 

and abstinence, even if Queen Elizabeth I only added Wednesday to the existing Friday as a day for fish 

rather than flesh meat in order to help an ailing fishing industry! For all sorts of reasons, however, this 

inheritance has fallen by the way and is rarely considered within Anglicanism for all intents and 

purposes. Similarly, the Roman Catholic Church has only two days, now, in its calendar which are 

obligatory days of fasting and abstinence. I do not intend, of course, by citing these two examples, to 

suggest some idea of spiritual decline in the western churches; still less to draw odious comparisons 

with Orthodoxy. Nevertheless, it seems clear to me that their spiritualities have moved in different 

directions for reasons I do not have space to explore here. I wish, rather, to examine the approach of the 

Eastern Church to this question of ascetic spirituality and to show how its raison d’etre is firmly rooted 

in both the Orthodox approach towards Theology, or, more exactly, anthropology: her understanding of 



the human condition; and, secondly, the Orthodox understanding of Salvation: of how we are restored 

to lasting communion with our Creator. 

There is a danger inherent in any ascetic practice, any form of self-denial in order to achieve a higher, 

more spiritual goal that we might lapse into Puritanism on the one hand: an instinctive horror of 

anything natural; or, on the other, into dualistic gnosticism: a world view that sees the spiritual sphere 

as wholly opposed and unrelated to the material world. 

It will not surprise you, perhaps, that I wish to suggest that Orthodox Christianity as, indeed the 

Apostolic Christianity of the primitive period of the Church, knows nothing of this dichotomy. Sure, 

there have been strands of Gnosticism and Puritanism nibbling at the edges of Orthodoxy – that may be 

found in any form of Christianity, but they are aberrations or, more properly, temptations. They are 

both, paradoxically, of course, types of worldliness, if you consider them carefully; forms of obsession 

and reaction against the human condition in this world. Neither engages with the world in order to save 

and transfigure it. They merely run away in opposite directions: one into a spiritual fantasy which sees 

this life as an illusion; the other seeks protection within repressive walls of Jericho. For both, the world 

is essentially an evil place from which you either flee or take shelter. 

The title of this article is of course a reference to Genesis1:26. The biblical story and proclamation 

portrays the archetypal Man as a perfection, He, and his counterpart and completion, woman, are 

hypostases, that is, persons, sharing therein a moral value rooted in the triple-personhood of the 

Godhead. Adam, in his primal creation, exists in his spiritual body and is part of the good creation, 

made ex nihilo: out of nothing. And he exists, moreover, in paradise. Yet in his creation he is given 

freedom of will to be himself. But Man’s self-will is not an accident; it is not inevitable: it is a tragedy. 

It is from the fall of man that this gross body that we know, and this world as we know it, results. The 

liturgy of St. Basil, the eucharistic service normally served on the Sundays of Great Lent in Orthodox 

churches, proclaims in the Anaphora (eucharistic prayer): 

"But when he (man) disobeyed thee, the true God, who had created him, and was led astray by the guile 

of the serpent and rendered subject to death through his own transgressions, thou didst banish him, in 

thy righteous judgements, O God, from paradise into this world…" 

There is no fundamentalism in the Orthodox understanding of scripture. The book of Genesis is not a 

primitive attempt at Palaeontology; it is a theological understanding of the relationship between God 

and mankind. Man was created in paradise, from which he was banished; he was not made in this world 

that we experience. The world, as we know it, has been changed by our sin. Man, the person, the 

conscious being, the only creature both part of, yet alongside this world, who can, by his reason, make 

sense of the beauty of creation, enters this world afresh with each birth, yet bringing with his own 

nature, an alienation, for our fall has disfigured the world, so that it has become this realm of nature, 

‘red in tooth and claw’ and subject to death, which is not the intention of God. Death was not the 

intention of God, though now, at least, it sets a limit on the evil men may do upon the earth and under 

the sun. The beauty and cycles of life that we witness around us now come at a price: change, death and 

decay, evolution and circumstance, the laws of physics and chaos theory bring to the human person an 

experience of life which, at its heart, bears an estrangement from what we are meant to be. It is this very 

dissatisfaction that is the very symptom of our primal felix culpa – the ‘happy fault’ that brought so 

great a Redeemer. 

It is important here, though, to realise that, from the Orthodox perspective, the fall of man, as a biblical 

concept, is not a tumultuous plummeting into the depths of degradation; this is not the utter depravity of 

man found in Calvin. This idea is rooted in Augustine of Hippo, the prime mover of Western Theology, 

who perceived something called ‘Original Sin’ being passed on through the natural reproductive 

process; something with which we all become tainted in the course of nature. Eastern Theology, on the 

other hand, sees the Fall as a stumbling, an error, even if bearing tragic results. Yet this state is 

something that we now possess through being human by nature (essence), rather than a kind of guilt 

passed on in the course of nature, i.e. by the sexual act of our own progenitors. 



How, therefore, is man restored, becomes the theological problem that we face. In the Fall, man has not 

lost, in Orthodox thinking, the image of God; it has, rather, been covered up by the present human 

condition in this world. We have, however, certainly lost the second part of the biblical description: the 

likeness of God. It is precisely because we would become like God, knowing good and evil, that we lost 

paradise, lest we spoil that too. Banished, as St. Basil says, into this world, the aim of our life is to work 

out our own salvation in fear and trembling, rediscovering the image, that is the icon of God within 

ourselves and one another and to restore the primal likeness of God. We are to be like God, not just as 

the persons – the individual consciousnesses that we are, but also to acquire by grace the nature, the 

essence of God. As St. Peter says: (II Peter 1:3-4) 

"His divine power has given us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of 

Him who called us by glory and virtue, by which have been given to us exceedingly great and precious 

promises, that through these you may be partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption 

that is in the world through lust." 

This brings us to the very heart of the Orthodox understanding of what it means to be human and what 

our calling is, in the mind of the philanthropic God. The purpose of our life is not merely the beatific 

vision of God, but to become God: deification, theosis. As St. Athanasius says: 

"He (Christ) assumed a human body, that, having renewed it as its creator, he might deify it in 

himself…" (Contra Arianos) 

And again: 

"The Word was made man in order that we might be made divine." (De Incarnatione) 

The west has been very reticent in saying this. It is almost as if there has been a retreat here from the 

original vision. There has been, at the very least, a lowering of the sights. Is it rooted, yet again, in that 

love affair with Augustine of Hippo and his theology of guilt? Even liturgically, there is a hesitance to 

call Christ God. Western liturgies refer, rather, to ‘Christ our Lord’ whereas, in the eastern liturgies, 

there is a frequent and unambiguous reference to ‘Christ our God.’ Why the circumlocution? Is there a 

lingering Manichean horror at the thought of the divine nature sharing in the utter depravity of man’s 

fleshly life? (Once again, you might wish to blame Augustine…) 

It is for this reason that the Fathers of the Church during the first four centuries had to battle so 

vehemently to preserve what they perceived as the apostolic vision in considering the nature, or rather, 

the natures of Christ. If we are to be fully saved the Redeemer had to become fully like us: of one 

essence with us in his humanity, but at the same time, had to be fully divine: of one essence with the 

Father, that he might restore our union with God, totally. Anything less, such as the heretical Arian idea 

of Christ being a creation of the Father, (not one eternally begotten before time,) would not do. How 

could such a creature enable us to share the divine nature, as in the quotation from St. Peter cited 

above? 

How then, does Orthodoxy deal with the human person, baptised and restored to a relationship to God, 

yet still bound by time in this world and yet subject to that natural death that comes to all? In other 

words, passing over the restoration and cleansing of the image of God, brought about by the 

regeneration of Baptism, how precisely do we achieve this likeness to God. 

The corporate, sacramental role of the mysteries we shall deal with in the very last article in this series. 

But I want to talk now of more personal spirituality, grounded in monastic experience, that has been the 

foundation of Orthodox asceticism. Here, I shall deal with what exactly is Orthodox ascetic practice; 

secondly, what problems in the human condition does it deal with; and thirdly, what are its intended 

effects? 



Orthodox spirituality from the outset, rejects Palagianism – the idea that we must strive to save 

ourselves by our own efforts alone. Similarly, it rejects the opposite extreme, particularly articulated in 

the ideas of Calvin, that we are utterly dependent upon grace alone for salvation. The relationship is 

rather that of a co-operation between divine grace and human effort. We call this Synergy (Sunergeia), 

as St. Paul says: "We are fellow-workers (Sunergoi) with God [I Cor.3:9] So, it seems, God stands at 

our door, knocking, but does not beat his way in! He waits for us to open, although initiation and 

vocation come firstly from him. So, from the start, Orthodox spirituality demands great effort and a 

commitment to a practice that many might find daunting. Yet, we know that human efforts always fall 

short of the glory of God and all good works require divine grace to bring them to their consummation 

and perfection. 

I do not wish to treat of any specific forms of prayer and almsgiving at this point. In one sense these are 

obvious components of any spirituality and, in particular, of Lenten practice, in all Christian traditions. 

There is though, regarding prayer, much that may be said about postures and gestures which, in 

themselves, are symbolic in a very dynamic sense and add, to the recitation of words and thoughts, a 

fully sacramental character. Prayer, in other words, can and must be physical as well as mental and 

spiritual. 

Firstly, the Orthodox stand! Yet so did the western Christians before the invention of pews around the 

Reformation and only the weak ‘went to the wall…’ Yes, there are times in the services when people 

will sit and we are not talking here about making impossible demands on the elderly and infirm. But to 

stand is to be risen with Christ. In fact, traditionally in my own Patriarchate of Antioch, it is forbidden 

to kneel on a Sunday under normal circumstances, as also during the forty days of Pascha, that is 

Easter. Kneeling is used, but rarely, as in the Kneeling Prayer at Pentecost, at the Prayer of Absolution 

in Confession in the Russian tradition and at Ordination. But standing is the normal position for prayer 

and has entered into the spirituality of Orthodox Christians. 

Secondly, there is the penitential gesture: the Metanoia, performed on coming into church, when 

venerating an icon or in various prayers, such as the Trisagion, the Thrice Holy. It is a bow from the 

waist, properly made with the palm of the right hand turned to face forward and touching the floor. The 

sign of the cross is made first, in the Orthodox manner, though in my own Antiochian tradition we 

make the sign of the cross as we rise. Again, though, there is no compulsion and such actions are made 

at others times according to the inclination of the worshipper. One of the key factors of Orthodox 

worship is that, although it is rooted in a social milieu and is a corporate act, yet the believers exhibit a 

relaxed informality within the traditional ritual. They will cross themselves frequently, particularly if 

wishing to identify with a certain petition in a Litany for example, or if commemorating before God 

someone for whom they promised to pray. The absence of pews adds greatly to the freedom of 

movement for any who enter an Orthodox Church building, or temple, as it is quite properly called. 

The third noticeable gesture is that of the full prostration, where the sign of the cross is made and the 

worshipper falls to their knees, then touches the forehead to the ground. This is a marked feature of 

Great Lent and has a particular place in the Prayer of St. Ephraim. This beautiful act of devotion, 

frequently recited in Lenten prayers and services, involves a prostration after each of the three petitions 

of the prayer. Twelve metaneias (see above) are then performed, followed by a repeat of the prayer with 

one prostration at the end. 

The one ascetic practice which is, perhaps, the most difficult feature of Orthodox spirituality (and 

probably, the one most talked about amongst the orthodox themselves,) is that of fasting. It is 

interesting to hear western Christian commentators talking about the origin of certain western traditions 

and, particularly, in mentioning certain practices, to hear them talking in the past tense: Shrove Tuesday 

was when people used to…; during Lent people used to… Well, Eastern Christians still do… Orthodox 

Christians observe Lent with a vigour that might horrify many of our western brethren. 

From the start here it must be stressed that any rules were made for full-time ascetics and monks; those 

who had retired from the world and it is fair to say that lay people and even clergy, obliged to earn their 



livings, will adapt the ideal to suit their individual circumstances when necessary under the guidance of 

their spiritual father. Nevertheless, the idea of the fast is a living reality among us, connected, as it is, 

with our most basic needs and confronting, as it does, one of our most stultifying human passions. 

All Orthodox spirituality is in part directed as a spiritual warfare, combating the passions: that is, those 

all too human driving forces which drag the soul back into a world of false comfort and ephemera. The 

early monastic fathers defined these passions which, if yielded to, lead towards the deadly sins: pride, 

gluttony, envy, lust, anger etc. This scientific approach to the battle against sin and its careful 

psychological analysis, so skilfully expounded in that gem of orthodox monastic spirituality, The 

Philokalia, pins the blame firmly on the still virulent danger, encountered by Adam in the paradisial 

state; that of Prelest (Rus.) or Planh (Gr.), meaning beguilement resulting in wandering astray. The 

adamic sin itself was that of breaking the commandment not to eat something: the fruit of the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil. The fast, therefore, kept during Great Lent is designed, in one sense, to 

take us back to the paradise of Eden where Adam and Eve eat a simple, vegan diet before the Fall. The 

slaying of animals for meat followed upon the expulsion. 

In simplified terms, the rule for Great Lent lays down a vegan diet, no animal flesh, not even fish is 

eaten. This means no milk, eggs, cheese or other dairy products. In practice, though, shellfish are eaten, 

whilst fish only on the feast of the Annunciation and the Sunday of Palms before Holy and Great Week. 

Similarly, wine and other kinds of alcohol are not drunk, nor is olive oil used, though other vegetable 

oils are, in practice. However, on Saturdays and Sundays and certain feast days, olive oil and alcohol 

are permitted. 

The flesh meat fast begins eight weeks before Pascha (Easter), followed by a week called Cheesefare. 

The fast proper begins on the Monday and lasts then, forty days, to be followed by Holy and Great 

Week. Fasting on Holy and Great Friday (Good Friday) is particularly severe with a tradition of eating 

nothing till the stars appear. For some with the strength, especially in monasteries, during Great Lent, 

food might be taken only once a day. 

As well as Great Lent there is a six week fast before Christmas; a two week fast before the Feast of the 

Dormition of the Virgin Mary (15
th

 August) and a short fast before the feast of the Apostles S.S. Peter 

and Paul (29
th

 June). The Beheading of St. John the Baptist (29
th

 August) and the Exaltation of the Holy 

Cross (14
th

 September), similarly, are days of fasting. Most Wednesdays and Fridays are also regarded 

as regular days for the observance of a vegan diet. To this list, however, I should add that in my own 

Antiochian tradition there is no fasting during the forty days after Pascha. Finally, before Holy 

Communion, Orthodox should observe an absolute fast. In normal practice thus eucharistic fast would 

begin at midnight if one were receiving communion the following morning. 

What are we to make of all this? I must end by way of explanation that no one can keep these rules to 

perfection, which is just as well. It be observed, quite properly, that anyone who did would be so full of 

spiritual pride that they would undo in their souls any virtue derived from the fast! The point is, 

Orthodox spirituality sets for us an impossible goal at which to aim. We aim and we miss, but we do 

try; we are meant to strive. What is lacking in our own efforts is completed by God’s grace, and step by 

step, year by year, we chip away at that false self, whilst the image of Christ is sculpted within through 

the ascetic struggle. Instead of setting a few simple regulations that all must keep, and indeed succeed 

and be satisfied with that, the wisdom of the Eastern Church has guided us to aim impossibly high so 

that, although we fail, we are drawn upward beyond the comfortable which challenges no one. 

It is the Orthodox contention following, for example, the teaching of St. Serafim of Sarov that the 

purpose of the Christian life is to acquire the Holy Spirit. He is gained by keeping Christ’s 

commandments, in loving one another and by ascetic struggle: the daily battle against the self. 

‘The way of God is a daily cross,’ said St. Isaac the Syrian. ‘No one has ascended into heaven through 

an easy life.’           Fr. Chrysostom MacDonell 



A Suspect Genealogy - A Meditation for the Eve of the Nativity 

by Reader Peter Sizer 

(Based on a sermon for the Sunday of Genealogy. READINGS: - Hebrews 11.9-10, 32-40; Matthew 1.1-25.) 

When I was young, just like every other schoolboy of course I used to look forward to Christmas. But just before 
that there was always an event that was not so welcome. On the eve of the Christmas holidays we received the 
first school report of the academic year! 

In those days headmasters could be as sarcastic, even as cruel as they liked. My headmaster considered himself 
responsible for moulding the characters of his pupils as well as educating them. So he included remarks about 
character in his reports. 

I still remember my first report at secondary school, issued at the end of my first term in the first form. “This boy‟s 
eccentricities often trouble us.” Perhaps I haven‟t changed since! 

A retired headmaster recently published a book of choice comments from school reports. (I don‟t think they are 
all comments from reports he wrote himself). Two of them especially amused me. 

“This boy appears to have an I.Q. about equal to room temperature.” 

And the other one: - 

“This pupil always seems lost in thought. No doubt this is because it is very much alien country.” 

Well, have you thought what sort of character reports could have been written about some of the people who 
appear in the long lists in today‟s readings? The people listed in the passage from the letter to the Hebrews are 
all right. The prophets and other holy men listed there are all people of faith. They were holy and brave, often 
enduring great suffering. 

But the list of Jesus‟ ancestors that forms the man part of today‟s Gospel reading contains some very odd people 
indeed. (We commemorate Jesus‟ ancestors today, because, besides being the Sunday before the Nativity, it is 
also the Sunday of Genealogy). Many of them were holy and brave, but others were very different. King David, 
for instance, was an adulterer and a murderer (though he improved later in life). Some of the kings of Judah, 
such as Manasseh, were much worse. They were worse tyrants than modern dictators like Hitler or Stalin. 

In short, Jesus‟ ancestors included not just the good, but the good, the bad and the indifferent. That is as it 
should be, for he came to save the good, the bad and the indifferent. He did not become man just to save the 
good. 

God sent his only Son into the world for the benefit of all mankind. We should remember that. Jesus is not just for 
Christians - certainly not just for Orthodox Christians. He is also for Moslems, Hindus, Buddhists and even for 
agnostics and atheists. He came to save us all. 

“For”, as St John quotes Jesus as saying in his Gospel, “God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten 
Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life”. (John 3.16). 

The remainder of today‟s Gospel reading consists of St Matthew‟s account of Jesus‟ birth at Bethlehem. The 
message of Jesus‟ genealogy is something to bear in mind as we prepare to celebrate the events more 
graphically described by St Luke. How the Son of God was born in a cave and placed in a manger by a virgin 
mother, Mary most pure. 

Peter Sizer 


