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The scriptures and hymns of this last Sunday before Lent direct our attention to 
three primary themes. The first is that of the “Expulsion of Adam & Eve from the 
Paradise of Bliss”. We should notice and remember that not only does mankind 
lose communion with God in Blessedness but he, also, loses his own “former 
beauty”, as one of our hymns puts it. We are disfigured as well as exiled. The sign, 
or evidence of that disfigurement is division, opposition, separation and hatred 
between persons. This condition is immediately present in our first parents, even 
before they are cast out.

Before God, Adam blames his wife for the whole thing. What a rat. And how do 
you think Mrs. Adam felt about that? Do you suppose she just stood there wringing 
her hands and blubbering that it was all her fault? This situation has all the 
elements necessary for deeply held grudges and a life time of simmering domestic 
quarrels.

      In the Fall of Adam and Eve we can see clearly that not only did humanity lose 
communion with God, we, also, lost it between each other. The history of mankind 
since The Fall has been an unending succession of conflicts between persons, 
individually and collectively. 

We might do well to reflect on Conan the Barbarian’s answer to the question, 
“What is happiness?”. He says, “Happiness is to drive your defeated enemies 
before you and to hear the lamentation of their women.” Great line; and so 
descriptive of, as one wise man put it, “Creatures like us who actually find hatred 
such a pleasure that to give it up is like giving up beer or tobacco.”
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This problem is not a political, social or economic problem. It is the problem of a 
disfigured humanity; a humanity wounded and scarred by the lies of the evil one.  
Wounded with a wound that, although not immediately fatal to man’s soul,if left 
untreated, will become so. This problem is no way resolved by our moving to a 
better or different environment. Primitive notions of heaven or hell do not address 
the real problem, which is inus. 

This is why Abbot George of Gregoriou monastery on the Holy Mountain can 
write, “A God that does not transfigure us (that is, heal our very human nature) is 
of no interest to us, whether such a God exists or not.” Happily, our God can
transfigure us and will do so if we will accept His ministration to us and undertake 
the course of therapy that He prescribes. Our part of the therapy is relatively small 
but absolutely necessary, nonetheless.

      The Gospel lesson for today sets before us two of the therapeutic exercises that 
our most wise physician prescribes for our healing and transfiguration.               
The first is, once again, fasting.

      I recently read a wonderful book about a couple of British officers who 
undertook a daring raid to kidnap a German general on the island of Crete during 
W.W. II. They were aided by several bands of Cretan guerilla resistance fighters.  
The officer writing the book commented on how glad they were when Easter came 
and their Cretan friends began to supply them with cheese, eggs and meat.             
It took a few minutes for this to hit home for me. The resistance fighters, really 
tough guys, by the way, living, working and fighting in an extremely harsh 
mountain environment, were all keeping the Lenten Fast. Ever since reading about 
this I have found it much more difficult to be quite so easy on myself about fasting. 
Naturally, I wanted to share this difficulty with you. Jesus’ message about fasting 
is really quite simple. Don’t make a big deal about fasting. Just do it.

      The third theme of today’s contemplation is forgiveness. Again, Jesus is direct 
and unambiguous. “If you forgive men their sins against you, God will forgive you 
your sins against Him.” This may well be the hardest nut in the whole Christian 
program. All of us, of course, like to think that forgiveness is a very good thing, 
especially when we are the ones who need to be forgiven. 
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We are, also, often very generous in forgiving others their various faults as long as 
those faults don’t inconvenience us or cause us any personal harm. That changes 
rather quickly when someone really hurts or offends us or a loved one.Real 
forgiveness of real or, even, imagined injury, is real hard and it doesn’t happen by 
itself, given enough time.

Remember Adam and Mrs. Adam? I can just see it now. Fifty years after the Fall 
and Adam is starting to feel his age. Things haven’t gone too well. Life outside of 
Paradise is hard. One of his sons has been murdered by his brother, who is now a 
pariah in the world.

      Eve has been putting on a lot of weight and is always complaining about 
something. She spends most of her time watching game shows on TV. He’s 
miserable and itisallherfault. Her’s and God’s fault, too. After all, He is the one 
who came up with the idea to create her in the first place. Thanks alot, God.  
Adam’s eyes linger on the AR-15 Bushmaster rifle in the corner.

      But Mrs. Adam is way ahead of him. She always has been. She’s hidden the 
bullets. He’s not going to get off that easy. She remembers the day in Paradise 
when Adam turned against her. Her revenge is by no means satisfied. She looks 
forward to many more years of drizzling her disappointment upon his effort to find 
happiness. 

      Do you think I am exaggerating things here? Perhaps, but not so much.                
I hope that you can all see the point. Unforgiven wrongs, real or imaginary, do not 
just go away. They fester in our hearts and if we don’t do something about it, all 
the love, mercy and forgiveness of people or, even of God, will do us very little 
good. We will remained trapped in the hell of our own making.    

      If in a moment of humble self-honesty we can admit the truth,then, with God’s 
help, we can begin genuine repentance. And God will help us. He has already done 
so, coming to us in the Person of Jesus Christ to teach us the way of repentance as 
the way of liberation from our captivity. 
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What is this teaching? As Fr. Thomas Hopko writes in “The Lenten Spring”, “Love 
between sinners is, essentially, expressed in forgiveness. There is no other way. It 
cannot be otherwise. Forgiveness is the singular expression of love in this fallen 
world. We must love and forgive each other. The Lenten season exists for this 
purpose: to express the love of God for one another through mutual forgiveness. 
This is the teaching of Jesus Himself.”

Thus we will begin Lent with the Service of Forgiveness Vespers this evening. But 
this is only the beginning. For forty, often difficult, days, we will try to follow the 
Way of Christ, hoping with good expectation that by doing so at least some of the 
bitterness, sorrow, anger and outright hatred will be cleansed from our hearts. 

Perhaps, then, God will grant us during the solemn and then, joyful beauties of 
Holy Week and Pascha, a glimpse of the Paradise that was lost so long ago.    

      In the icon of Holy Saturday we see Christ lifting Adam and Eve out of hell. 
He is holding each of them by their hands – the universal symbol of helpfulness. 
What we do not see or hear is the moment before this. The moment of the 
outstretched hand and the whispered words, ‘Will you come out? Will you give up 
the Sheol of gloom and bitterness? Will you forgive each other? For He does not 
drag them out. They must come willingly.

That Hand is held out to us, also, brothers and sisters. For our journey out of hell is 
not just that of one great leap. Rather, it is like climbing a great stair.          Year by 
year of this life and at each riser we need to hear that voice anew, calling us to 
abandon yet more of our baggage; of self pity, wounded pride, outraged vanity and 
thwarted self will and all the petty or great hatreds that we have permitted to nestle 
in our hearts. And always that Voice speaks of one thing to us – Will you forgive?

      If your answer is, “Yes”,then, with God’s Help, receive the Strength of Christ 
today in Holy Communion and join us this evening for the Forgiveness Vespers. 
Amen.


