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      I would like to draw your attention to a particular image in today’s Gospel.      
It is the image of St. Peter, who, in realizing that Jesus is much more than just a 
rabbi, falls on his face and utters the words, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful 
man”. This image can serve as an icon of what happens to many people when they 
encounter Divinity up close and personal. This is what the fear of God looks like.

      This “Fear of God”, which the scriptures call, “the beginning of wisdom”, is 
unlike many of our other fears. It is not a fear of some evil, real or imagined, 
overtaking us. It is more like the fear of a person who has spent a long time in a 
darkened room and then, suddenly, steps out into the brightness of full sunlight. 
Too much light can be painful and even cause blindness, as St. Paul discovered on 
the road to Damascus. The last thing in the world that the Hebrews wanted was to 
“see” God. “You go talk to Him”, they told Moses. They knew very well that to 
see God was to risk annihilation.

      Yet, in it’s most positive sense , fear of God is more like what we call ‘awe’, as 
in ‘awesome’. For those who are inspired rather than terrorized by the 
apprehension of Divinity, it is a reverent wonder. This wonder is accompanied by 
the simultaneous realization of our own impurity and unworthiness. What is, in 
fact, annihilated, in the experience of God, is pride. Initially, this is a great shock.   
It upsets the whole applecart of who and what we think we are. This is the 
beginning of wisdom.

      For us, as with St. Peter, this experience is to some extent mediated. The 
Scriptures say, “Who shall see God and live?” It’s rather like electricity that way. 
Part of my training in the tree care business had to do with working around 
electrical power lines. To make electricity useful to us in our homes, it is 
repeatedly stepped  down  or ‘transformed’.  One of our training videos quite 
dramatically demonstrated what happens when an untransformed high power line 
comes in contact with a simple house service line. Smoke begins to appear at all 



2

the edges of the house, then it blows up. For St. Peter, Christ’s Divinity was 
mediated by the physical Person of Jesus. Later, he would catch a glimpse of this 
same Divinity on the Mount of Transfiguration. That, too, was almost more than he 
could handle. It is interesting to note that Christ does not do what Peter asks. He 
does not depart. Rather, He calls him into even greater intimacy with Himself.

      Not everyone, however, responds to the experience of Divinity the same way 
as does St. Peter. The Scriptures are filled with accounts of those who reject these 
opportunities to be humbled by God. Rathen than accept the Wisdom and 
Illumination of Christ, they cling to their pride and become enemies of God.          
Of course, some people do not think of themselves that way at all. Some are even 
very religious.  

      But let us return to St. Peter and his somewhat more inspiring encounter with 
Christ. As I said before, this can be a good and helpful model for us of what we 
should expect to experience in our own lives as Christians;and not just once, but 
repeatedly. All of our spiritual fathers teach that genuine Communion with God 
will always have this same result – a deepening of our humility and a 
diminishment of our pride. Please remember that for Orthodoxy, repentance is not 
a one time occurence. Rather it is a way of life. Many times there is an initial 
experience of repentance when we first turn towards God and away from our sins. 
But the process of repentance has only begun with this.

      This process of repentance, which absolutely must begin in this life, continues 
even beyond this life. Metropolitan Hierotheos has written that, “the completion of 
repentance of those souls who had already entered the stage of repentance (that is, 
us, in the Church) but did not manage to complete it, is also understood as the 
‘intermediate’ state.” That is the state of souls who have departed this life and 
await the Second Coming of Christ, the Last Judgement and the New Heaven and 
Earth. As I said before, repentance must begin in this life. When the Church says 
there is no repentance in the intermediate state of souls this is what is meant.    

      Foolish are those who, craftily, think that they can wait until after death to 
decide about this; if they think about it at all. This is, also, why the Orthodox have 
always viewed unexpected and unprepared-for death as a great tragedy.
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      It is in this world that we must choose to follow Christ or ignore Him. For 
those of us in the world, not monastics, our way of doing this is centered on the 
Divine Services of the Church and upon charitable giving to our neighbor. One of 
the keys, however, to keeping both of these activities fruitful and dynamic is what 
we call, ‘the mystery of repentance’, commonly known as Confession. We will 
look more closely at this in the weeks to come.

      May God Bless us all, that we, too, may see ourselves in the Light of Christ’s 
Divinity, and, humbled by this experience, grow in our ability to faithfully follow 
Him. Amen.


