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      Beloved in the Lord, may the Blessings of our Good God be with us all today 
and always. May His Blessing help us to walk in the Light and learn to live the 
kind of life that is made possible for us by the Incarnation, Life, Death and 
Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. Walking in the Light, let us, also, look 
forward to that day of even greater Light which is assured us in the Second 
Coming of Christ. With some fear and trembling, surely, but more so, with a 
joyous expectation, let us, from our inmost hearts, welcome that Great Day.  
Maranatha! May the Lord come soon.

      The particular teaching of today’s Gospel emphasizes the Great Truth that if 
we do not actively love and care for our fellow human beings, and, by extension, 
exercise a responsible stewardship over the Creation itself, our claim to be 
Christians will not hold up in court. As St. Paul writes, if we have all spiritual gifts 
and powers but have not charity, we are, to put it bluntly, worthless.

      Nothing could make this more clear than this message delivered by Jesus in 
response to His Disciples’ questions – Tell us about the Age to Come. Like last 
week’s Parable of the Prodigal Son, this “parable” of  the Last Judgement comes at 
the end of a lengthy discourse, which in St. Matthew’s account includes such 
teachings as the Five Wise and Five Foolish Virgins, the Parable of the Talents and 
the Good Steward. But this image of the King saying, “in so much as you did it (or 
did not do it) to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to Me” is like a 
great jewel set as the centerpiece of the whole work.

      The Church places this jewel before us here as part of our preparation for the 
Great Fast. We are strongly reminded that as St. John Chrysostom writes, “Prayer 
and fasting without good works is like a shop that sails from port to port with no 
cargo”. We are in the final stages of planning our Lenten journey. Let’s give some 
serious thought to the matter of almsgiving.
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      Although I hate to say it, you guys have generally been doing pretty good.    
When it comes to generosity, your support of the Church and willingness to 
respond to the special needs of others has been great. Keep it up, by all means.     
Add to it, if you can. To give generously has the added benefit of loosing the hold 
that avarice so easily gains upon our hearts.

      Last year I shared with you the custom of taking a percentage of our weekly 
budget (you do have a budget, I hope) and setting it aside for charitable giving. 
This is in addition to whatever regular charitable giving we plan for year to year.  
Some of us give yearly donations to causes that we want to help support. Popadia 
and I, particularly, like to support monasteries, as well as such organizations as the 
IOCC. This weekly “tithe” is in addition to that and helps create a little “slush 
fund” dedicated to helping others as we become aware of their needs. I liked the 
practise so much last Lent that I just kept doing it, after Lent, all year long. And I 
always find uses for the money that I would probably ignore if I hadn’t set it aside 
ahead of time for just this purpose. Now, with Lent coming, I’m going to try and 
double it. What fun.

      Of course, there are also times in almost everybody’s life when just getting by 
takes everything you’ve got. This can, actually, be as spiritually dangerous for us 
as being wealthy. We must try not to be black holes of neediness which is more a 
mental condition than a physical one. Self pity, envy of those more fortunate, anger 
and desperation attack the poor to rob them even of their dignity and self-respect.   
I have known people who were very materially poor yet were happier than some 
wealthy people and who gave more of themselves to others than many who were 
financially better off. 

      In our Gospel today we should note carefully that equally important as the 
giving of alms, feeding the hungry and clothing the naked is the giving of human 
comfort to the sick and the suffering. A kind word and a helping hand is something 
we can all give. Unfortunately, we are, all too often, like the rich man with 
Lazarus. We are so preoccupied with our own affairs, even our own troubles, that 
we simply do not notice the needs of others. Lent is a time to open the doors of our 
hearts to other people. We, also, sometimes try to fulfill Christ’s criteria with 
money only and avoid human contact.
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      I had hoped to be able to spend some time this morning talking about the 
Orthodox teaching about the Second Coming of Christ, the Last Judgement and 
heaven and hell. It is a fascinating subject, especially since the Orthodox teaching 
is completely different from all of the popular conceptions about these things that 
have their roots in very non- Orthodox theology. For example, there is the common 
idea that heaven and hell are different places, a la Dante’s Inferno. Orthodoxy 
teaches that they are the same place, experienced differently. Rather like two 
people waking up on the same day, one with joyful anticipation and the other with 
bitterness and negativity. Same day, different experiences.

      There is, also, the idea of a God who punishes. In Orthodoxy there is no such 
thing. People punish themselves, create their own hells. They experience darkness 
by closing their eyes and turning their heads away from the Light. 

      These are only two of the many differences between conventional American 
ideas and Orthodox Christian ideas. Yet, even just these two examples should 
make a huge difference in how a person approaches their religious life. 
Repentance, then, has less to do with being sorry and punishing ourselves for being 
bad and more to do with accepting a course of therapy; therapy that hopes to 
produce a change in us as distinct as that which exists between a sick person 
suffering and without strength and the same person in the glow of good health.

      I, also, believe that a wider knowledge of Orthodox Christian teaching on these 
matters would go far towards rehabilitating Christianity’s credibility in society in 
general. Perhaps we can have a more extensive study of these things at another 
time. Our main job right now, though, is to prepare. We have talked about prayer, 
fasting and, now, almsgiving. Next week is the capper – Forgiveness Sunday and 
the beginning of Lent.

      

       


