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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

My beloved Orthodox Christians:

I remember something a friend said to me many years ago, while he was studying for
the priesthood in a modernist "Orthodox" jurisdiction. His exact words to me were: "I
was atracted to Christianity because it makes no demands on an individual." Since |
myself belonged to the same jurisdiction as he at the time, | found myself agreeing
wholeheartedly with what he said.

Imagine my shock when | began to study Orthodox Christianity a little more
serioudy a a later date. The Lord's Beatitudes aone, not to mention other scriptural
passages, should have been enough to dispel any such foolish notions on my part. The
writings and lives of the Saints, much to my dismay, only served to fortify what the Holy
Scriptures had to say about this matter.

One would have thought that the symbol of our faith - the Qoss - might have
alerted my young friend and me to understand the true nature of our Orthodox Christian
Faith. After al, the Cross, originally, was a means of executing people, not the symbol of
victory and life it later became. It was certainly not the symbol of the easy-going, fun
filled religion my friend and | envisioned.

Perhaps my friend and | were looking at Christianity from the wrong end. Perhaps
we were looking at the prize that would come - but only at the end of a long line of
struggles. Perhaps we were looking at the crown, and had overlooked or ignored the
many griefs and temptations and disappointments and tears that would be needed to
obtain that crown.

We were very young and foolish. Would we have been able to understand what Saint
Isaac the Syrian saysin his Ascetical Homilies? The Saint writes:

Without entering into temptations, no man will ever gain the
wisdom of the Spirit... If the soul does not taste Christ's
sufferings conscioudly, she will never have communion with
Him.

(Homily Five)

Little did my friend and | realize that Christ would be calling us to a life-long war -
awar that knows no truce in this life. It was and is a war against ourselves. It was and is
the worst kind of war - a civil war, a war pitting brother against brother, the carnal man
against the spiritual man within us. Only the death of the one could bring victory and
triumph to the other. It is a war in which the winner takes all - either in the form of
eternal life or eternal condemnation.



Could the minds of inexperienced teenagers or the spiritually immature fathom these
things? Except in rare occasions, probably not. And that, precisely, is why the Holy
Scriptures and the Holy Fathers use the images of races, or the Olympic Games, or
wrestling to help us understand the nature of this war.

For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against
principalities, against powers, against the rulers of darkness of
this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places.
(St. Paul the Apostle)

He that thinks that he is till distant from the goa will never
cease running...for the runner reckons up not how many circuits
he has finished, but how many are left... "Stretching forward,"
says Saint Paul. Before we arrive, we strive to obtain... Asfar as
one who runs differs from him who lies supine, so far does Paul
differ from the rest of us. He died daily, he was tested daily... He
wished not to take, but to snatch the prize. He Who gives the
prize stands on high; the prizeislaid up on high...
Look upward, where the prize is; the sight of the prize increases
the determination of our will. The hope of taking it alows us not
to perceive the toils; it makes the distance appear short. And what
is this prize? No palm branch; but what? The Kingdom of
Heaven, everlasting rest, glory together with Christ, the
inheritance, brotherhood, ten thousand good things, which it is
impossible to name. It is impossible to describe the beauty of that
prize; he who has it aone knows it, and he who is about to
receive it. It is not of gold, it is not set with jewels, it is far more
precious. Gold is mire, in comparison with that prize, precious
stones are mere bricks in comparisonwith its beauty.

(St. John Chrysostom)

These, my beloved Orthodox Christians, are the resolute and encouraging words of
our spiritua trainers. These are the words of those who want us to gain the prize of
everlasting life. These are the words of our spiritual leaders who want us to win the inner
civil war that rages within us between the carnal man and the new man who has been
reborn in the spirit. These are the words that we bring to mind at the beginning of this
specia period of spiritual training - the Holy and Great Fast - so that we may be
counted worthy of the glorious Resurrection, in our Lord Jesus Christ, now and ever, and
unto the ages of ages. Amen.
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