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      There are four specific exercises that Orthodox Christians undertake during 
Great Lent. As with a balanced diet for health, so each of these four labors must 
find a place in our program to deepen repentance.

      Please remember that, according to the Fathers, true repentance is a spiritual 
gift. It is a gift that God very much wants to give us but is, also, one which He will 
not force upon us. We must labor to acquire it. It is not natural to our fallen 
condition.

      Please, also remember that repentance is not just “negative”, in the sense of our 
seeing the true condition of our sinful hearts, but, also, “positive” in the sense that, 
at the same time, we see the infinite Mercy and Lovingkindness of God. As this 
awareness grows in us, we discover for ourselves why the Fathers called 
repentance the “joy making sorrow”.

      Who can name the four principals activities which form the basis of our Lenten 
efforts? They are, 1. Fasting, 2. Prayer  3. Almsgiving and 4. Forgiveness. These 
are like the four tires of our cars. If one goes flat or is missing, we just aren’t going 
to get anywhere. 

      Over the last weeks we have talked a bit about fasting (The Pharisee and the 
Publican) and about prayer (The Prodigal Son), especially, about communal 
prayer, the Song of the Church. This week we will look at almsgiving.

    Today, most people think of almsgiving in terms of giving money to the poor 
through some charitable organization, like IOCC or the Rescue Mission, that 
promises to distribute our ‘alms’ more effectively than we can ourselves. Certainly 
such giving is admirable and brings much needed help to many. Yet in a certain 
way it misses the main point of what today’s Gospel reading is emphasizing.      
For all of its effectiveness, such giving can and does remain largely impersonal, 
often despite great efforts by charity organizations to personalize their programs.
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      So, it is, also, with the tendency to identify Christian charity with political and 
social, as well as economic concerns. All of this, to be sure, can be inspired by 
Christian ideals. Christians are expected to care about and support, according to 
their abilities, efforts to improve the living conditions of their fellow beings.       
We are not to be indifferent to the state of our culture and society. But Christian 
love, as such, is something different than this.

      I think that one of the best ways to recognize the difference is that Christian 
love is personal. It is not merely an abstract humanitarian concern for ‘mankind’ 
but genuine care for this particular man or woman that God has brought into direct 
contact with me, here, today, now. That person may be a complete stranger 
encountered on a street corner, at a thruway rest stop or at a local grocery store. Or 
he or she may be a family member, close friend, co-worker or a member of our 
Church community.

      One of the greatest of all mysteries is this Mystery of God’s Love for us.      
The Christian, experiencing the Love of God for himself, may be initially puzzled. 
Why, he might ask, would God love me? I may love me, but even in my vanity I 
can admit that no one else should necessarily do so. There seems to be something 
about myself that I do not really understand. Why would anyone ever be willing to 
die for me? Really, I don’t think I’m worth it, or, that you are, either.

      As this puzzlement grows, the heart, so long closed upon itself, begins to break. 
Then, thought passes out into regions of awareness where pain and delight flow 
together and tears are the very wine of blessedness. There, the first dawnings of 
understanding may begin to appear. Yet, still, we see only through a glass, darkly.  
I suspect that I am getting way too deep here.

      What Christ is showing us in this parable of the Last Judgement is not simply a 
preference on God’s part for people who do ‘good deeds’. Here more of the 
mystery of love is revealed. For Christ identifies Himself with all people, to the 
extent that He tells us ‘when you do a kindness to another person you do it, also, 
unto Me’. We should tremble when we recognize that the opposite is, also, true.
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       It is important that we recognize here at the beginning of the Fast that all of 
our spiritual exercises and labors must, in the end, produce in us, not just a greater 
love for God but, also, a greater and more sincere love for others. Next week we 
will focus on the vital role that forgiveness of others plays in this.

      But as I said earlier, our focus this week is almsgiving. This is often the 
forgotten component of the Fast and is sometimes difficult for people to get a 
handle on. What should we be doing to exercise ourselves in this way?

      The traditional custom was to take the money saved through not buying rich 
food during Lent and give that to the poor. What with all the modern ‘substitutes’ 
available today, however, that can be reduced quite a bit. Many of the soy meat 
substitutes cost as much or more than meat itself. 

      So I would recommend the following. Every week in Lent take at least 10% 
(some should do more) of your food budget and set it aside, cash. This money is, 
then, dedicated to helping others. 

      I think some of us will be surprised at what this simple practice will do for our 
awareness of other people’s needs. There are lots of kinds of ‘charity’ that we just 
don’t think of often. Not just monetary, but giving others our time and attention.  
Be watchful and you will not lack opportunities to practice almsgiving.

      Professor Lewis had a wise and very useful answer to the question of how 
much a Christian should regularly set aside for practical charity. His answer was, 
“more than you think you can afford”.

      The degree of charitableness indicated by our Lord’s teaching will not occur in 
us as a natural by-product of our profession of faith. Those who failed the test of 
charity, also, claimed to believe, ‘if we had known it was you, Lord, of course, we 
would have acted differently’. Charity is not a natural behavior of the fallen soul 
and blinded heart. To acquire it as a ‘second nature’ requires deliberate and 
disciplined effort. Leaving such a thing to chance or the mood of the moment is 
simply stupid and self deluded.

      Christians did not become the most generous and charitable people, as a group, 
in the history of the world by accident or occasional benign impulse. Christians 
must take seriously the Lord’s emphasis on active, practical love of neighbor.                     
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       If you have not yet established a deliberate program of charitable giving in 
your personal life and family, here is an opportunity to begin to do so. Lent, rather 
than Christmas, is the pre-eminent time for increased charitable giving. Do not 
neglect this vital dimension of the Great Fast.

      May the image of the Last Judgement inspire and direct a revival of the Spirit 
of Charity towards those persons, great and small, that God has place in our lives. 
May His Blessing be upon all of us who resolve to increase our almsgiving in 
gratitude for His Great Mercy towards us. Amen.

      


