
22nd Sunday after Pentecost 11/1/2015

Confession part 3

Brothers and Sisters in Christ – what a rich banquet of blessings the Church 
sets before us this morning! Wonderful Saints – St Sushaniki, the martyred Queen 
of Georgia, St Luke the physician, St John the wonderworker of Kronstadt and St 
John of Rila, the national Saint of the Bulgars. For Fr Peter, Pda Mary and myself 
this day holds a special place in our memories. Some years ago we were blessed 
to be present at Rila Monastery in Bulgaria to celebrate this feast with Patriarch 
Maxim, (of blessed memory), Metropolitan Joseph and thousands of fellow 
pilgrims who had gathered in honor of St John. The relics of this great ascetic 
warrior are incorrupt and were present for the veneration and blessing of the 
people.

Holy relics, and the blessing they impart to the faithful are very much a part 
of “Sacrament” or “Mystery” of the Church. They, like the icons, blessed oil and 
water, Church architecture, the mysteries of Baptism, Chrismation, Holy 
Communion and the other physically spiritual elements of the Church act as 
windows into the Kingdom of God. Two way windows offer us a glimpse of 
heaven and are also a physical means which God imparts spiritual blessings, by 
which God ‘visits’ us. This is not superstition, idolatry or pious mumbo-jumbo. 
Jesus Himself “became flesh” for this same purpose, to re-establish a living, 
physical communion of the divine with the temporal.

This leads well into the next installment of my sermons on Confession and 
report about Metropolitan Kallistos’ recent discussion of this subject with our 
local clergy. One of the first things His Eminence stressed was a reminder that we 
Orthodox believe the human person to be a physically spiritual being. We do not 
believe, like the Gnostics and so many American “Christians” that the soul and the 
body are separate, that the soul is the “real you” and the physical world including 
the body is something to be transcended. Historic Christianity teaches the unity of 
body and soul with the physical world being transformed and made new through 
communion with Christ.



One of the best examples of the Gnostic spirit in American religion 
generally is the widespread opinion that when people die they either go to 
heaven to “be with Jesus” or and this only if they have been very, very bad, to 
some unpleasant “hell”. This is not Christianity. Historical Christianity has always 
asserted the necessity of bodily resurrection – then the Judgment. Without the 
body we are not and cannot be fully ourselves.

Metropolitan Kallistos made a point of stressing this teaching in his recent 
meeting with local clergy. The person, in Orthodox tradition, is an undivided 
unity- I am my body and my body is me. He said that we do not have a body but 
are body. The parting of the soul from the body is not some kind of liberation of 
the soul but rather a tragic interruption of our personal existence. It is 
resurrection of the body that puts death to death. Christians may understandably 
fear the process of dying, but not death itself. If we do our spiritual work in this 
life, we can expect to “rest in peace” awaiting the great day of resurrection.

Today’s Gospel lesson reveals an essential element of what that spiritual 
work is about, the cultivation of a good and noble heart. Elsewhere in the Gospels 
Jesus tells us clearly that it is the condition of man’s heart that lies at the root of 
all his problems. The Great Physician is diagnosing the chronic spiritual illness of 
all human beings. His first work after His own resurrection is to establish a 
wonderful, beautiful hospital dedicated to the healing of a human hearts – the 
Church.

But it is in the nature of the illness, pride, vanity and self-love that those 
who are sick refuse to acknowledge it to others or themselves. Denial is not just a 
river in Egypt. Yet, just as in a hospital for physical diseases, healing cannot take 
place without the consent and co-operation of the patient.

Here is what St John the Theologian says about this in his Epistle to the 
Churches – and he is writing to people who are already in the hospital – the 
Church. “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not 
in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and 
cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say we have not sinned we make Him a 
liar and His Word is not in us.”



The question sometimes arises; what about private confession? Of course 
we all make such “private” confession daily in our personal prayers. St John if 
referring to the practice of public Confession in the early Church which later 
became Confession with the Priest as the witness for the Community. The Church 
has always known what even the psychologists recognize today – confession 
before another person has greater therapeutic power than so-called private 
confession. It is also in the nature of our illness to avoid letting other people know 
about our sins. Much of our energy goes into hiding them from others and even 
ourselves. Public confession is a powerful antidote to pride, vanity and self-love.

Another question also comes up; how often do I have to make Confession? 
Some Churches have made rules about this. Some leave the matter to each 
person’s conscience. Metropolitan Kallistos pointed out that the Church has set 
times for deeper self-examination and repentance when Confession would 
certainly fit, especially the longer Greek style Confessions. But we can use the 
shorter Slavic style as needed. Once again, it is in the nature of our spiritual illness 
to avoid Confession as much as possible, so we should watch out for that and not 
just go to Confession when we feel like it. Here is a place where personal spiritual 
counsel can be very helpful.

We are coming up on one of our greater fasting times – the 40 day fast 
before Christmas. I would certainly urge everyone arrange a time for Confession 
during this fast. Confession is one of our most potent spiritual medicines. Let’s 
make an effort to utilize it more often. God will bless such an effort.

Amen


