
In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  
Christ is in our midst!

Today we celebrate not only the 5th Sunday of Lent, which is dedicated to 
St. Mary of Egypt, but also the Annunciation which is the point at which 
the Theotokos willing accepts to miraculously conceive our Lord.

It is probably a bit easier for us to identify with Mary of Egypt even 
though both her life before and after her conversion where what one might 
consider rather extreme. Every year the 5th Sunday of Lent is dedicated to 
her, she has her own feast day celebration on April 1st, and during the 5th

week of Lent the Church celebrates her life by reading her story and 
singing the entire Great Canon of Repentance of St. Andrew of Crete,
which we also sing during the first week of Lent in 4 parts.  Before going 
any further, I want to ask everyone to shut their eyes so that I can ask who 
is not familiar with the story of St. Mary of Egypt.  I have a brief synopsis 
but do not want to be redundant if everyone is very familiar with her life.  
So, shut your eyes and please raise your hands if you are NOT very 
familiar with the life of St. Mary of Egypt.  

Well, it appears that there are at least several people who are not aware of 
the details of her life and who did not make the service this week, so I will 
continue with the synopsis of her life.  For those who know, please be 
patient.  St. Mary was born somewhere in Egypt and at the age of 12 ran 
away from home to Alexandria so she could basically party to her heart’s 
content.  In Alexandria she lived on the streets and as she acknowledged
gave herself to all kinds of depravity, dissolute and wild living; excessive 
drinking, rampant promiscuity, etc.  She lived this way for 17 years.  One 
day while seeing a crowd of people gathering at the docks and group of 
attractive young men among them, she offered her body as payment if 
they would pay her fare to where they were going.  It so happens that they 
were going to the feast of the Life Giving Cross in Jerusalem.  When she 
followed the crowd, arrived at the church and attempted to enter in order 
to venerate the cross, there was an invisible force that would not allow her 



past the threshold into the church proper.  Because there were so many 
people, she first thought she could not enter because of her weakness as a 
woman fighting against the crowd.  So, she tried a second and then a third 
time but met with the same unseen resistance.  Then exhausted, she 
retreated and while standing on the porch underneath an icon of the Holy 
Theotokos, it began to dawn on her that she was being prevented from 
entering the church because of her impure life. This touched her heart 
deeply and she lamented, wept bitterly and vowed before the icon of the 
Theotokos that she would amend her ways if allowed to enter and venerate 
the Precious, Life Giving Cross.  So, hopeful, St. Mary attempted again 
and this time she was indeed allowed to enter, venerate the cross, and
receive its blessing.  Upon leaving the church she went back to the icon to 
seek how she would fulfil her vow and a voice spoke clearly to her saying, 
‘if you cross the Jordan, you will find glorious rest.’  Continuing, she 
spent that day walking towards the Jordan by asking for directions, bought 
3 loaves of bread with money spontaneously donated to her by a stranger, 
spent the night on the ground outside the church of St. John the Forerunner 
and received the Holy mysteries in the morning before crossing the Jordan 
into the desert via a small boat.

For the next 47 years she lived in the desert as a hermit in isolation, 
repenting over her sins and former way of life.  During those 47 years, St. 
Mary describes how she was attacked by remembrances of her former life, 
the food, drink, satanic songs, etc. and that only by wholly giving herself 
to prayer and often prostrating on the ground for hours would the peace 
and Grace of the Holy Spirit return to her. By God’s providence a year 
before her departure from this life a holy priest monk, St. Zosimas, was 
led to her in order to hear and compile her story as well as to give her 
Holy Communion one last time.  When St. Zosimas met St. Mary, her life 
had been transformed and she displayed many extraordinary and 
miraculous charismas.  She was deeply clairvoyant which was shown in 
many ways; knowing St. Zosimas by name, his monastery, their practices; 
she could read the hearts of people like a book and would regularly 
verbalize the thoughts and doubts of St. Zosimas; she would quote both 



the old and new Testament yet not being able to read had learned them 
completely by the Holy Spirit; when she prayed St. Zosimas witnessed her 
body rise off the ground toward heaven; she accurately predicted future 
events in great detail and precision; after several years her three loaves of 
bread ran out and she ate only wild herbs and then only on occasion; at 
one point she made the sign of the cross and walked on the river Jordan as 
if on dry land, etc.  Her life was a miraculous transformation.

As I mentioned at the beginning, this is only a synopsis and it is well 
worth reading the entire account which can be found in many places, at the 
end of the Service book for the Great Canon or even on-line.

Now it would be too easy for us to discount the story of St. Mary thinking 
that both aspects of her life, the depravity and her holiness are far outside 
the scope of our experience.  However there are many lessons that we can 
learn and comforts that can take from the example of her life. 

One is that we see the gentleness and kindness of our Lord and His 
Mother.  Throughout her 17 years of dissolute living, St. Mary was 
permitted to continue in her way of life.  When finally she was required to 
face herself and her way of life, the manner in which she was awakened 
was done in a most kind and gentle manner.  She was simply not allowed 
to enter the Church to venerate the Cross.  And it began to dawn on her 
that her life of depravity was the cause.  As St. Isaac the Syrian reminds us 
‘If you wish to heal the infirm, know that the sick are in greater need of 
loving care than of rebuke.’ It is worth asking ourselves, when we need to 
bring correction or meet out consequences to someone, how is our spirit?  
Is it gentle, kind and tender or is it demanding, harsh or cruel.

Second, it is noteworthy that St. Mary was prevented from entering the 
church because of her way of life and this prohibition actually was the 
starting point for her metanoia.  In today’s society it is very common today 
that if a person is disallowed to participate in an activity, for any number 
of reasons or beliefs, it is often considered an act of prejudice and bigotry 



against the person or organization which prohibits.  Somehow the belief 
has become common that everyone should be allowed to do everything 
just for the asking. More and more governmental powers are dictating 
beliefs, customs, and practices and requiring everyone, without exception, 
to conform.  We see even today a case before the Supreme Court where 
several business and religious groups have gathered together to challenge 
the Affordable Care Act because it requires ALL employers to offer 
employees not only contraception but abortion through their medical 
plans.  By this new law, there are NO exceptions allowed.  We are a 
society in a dangerous and precarious position of forgetting right from 
wrong, good from bad, proper from improper, beautiful from ugly, all for 
the sake of personal freedom of expression. 

Third, after the eyes of her heart were opened and St. Mary deeply 
repented, it was only the beginning of her metanoia; her transformation on 
mind and heart.  For many years she was attacked by the wild beasts of her 
former passions, remembrances of the pleasures of food, drink, embraces, 
and satanic songs.  She often needed to prostrate herself on the ground and 
pray for deliverance and remained in that prostrated state until a calm and
sweet light descended and chased away the disturbing thoughts.  I do not 
know how to put this in a diplomatic manner so I will say it bluntly and 
ask for your forgiveness.  Anyone who thinks that they can regularly 
watch excessively violent, provocative and coarse movies and TV or read 
books of a similar nature, consistently listen to wild, loud, pulsating music 
with ritous themes, constantly play all kinds of violent and destructive 
video games, indulge in excess drinking of alcohol or taking mind altering 
drugs and think that it has no lasting impact on their psyche, heart, or soul 
is like a sheep being blindly led to the slaughter by dark forces.  The 
images, espoused philosophies, catchy lyrics and melodies, and substances
are like seeds planted in our minds, hearts, and bodies and do not readily 
leave just because we want to be different.  Approaching this same 
principle from the positive side, if you consistently surround yourself, as 
much as possible, with goodness, beauty, kindness, uplifting music and 
entertainments, they will also gradually seep in and become your own. 



This is one of the reasons why Fr. Philip and I are always exhorting, and 
will continue to exhort, please come to the SERVICES.  Here you have 
transcendent theology expressed in poetry and pageantry by holy men and 
women in exalted states, all put to plain but elegant music.  Even if your 
attention wavers frequently, one is still in the atmosphere of prayer and the 
themes of services light on your ears. After attending services for years, I 
can attest that eventually these services become a foundation block of your 
being and little by little displace other less desirable longings and ways of 
thinking, not necessarily because of one’s holiness, but just because one
made the effort to show up.  I cannot emphasize this point too much.  

Fourth, regardless of the state in which ones exists now and how deeply 
one has sold their soul to the world, the flesh and the devil, it is not too 
late to repent and amend ones’ ways.  But it may take years of effort to 
uproot bad habits to which the body and mind have become accustomed.  
Like learning or improving any skill or job, we start small, develop, and 
perfect.  Do not be discouraged, do not give up, but continue in the 
struggle.  St. Mary’s life is a testament to her fortitude and the Grace that 
can be garnered with struggle, patience, and above all prayer.

Now, let’s switch gears and briefly consider the other, and even more 
important example we have before us today; another Mary, the Theotokos.  
As probably many of you may know ‘Theotokos’ is a Greek word made of 
two words: Theo meaning God and tokos – meaning bring forth as in 
birth.  Translated then as one phase it is ‘bringing forth of God’ or ‘God-
bearer’, or probably the least accurate ‘Mother of God’.  Here we have a 
most profound example of purity, humility, meekness, and obedience.  As 
a girl the Theotokos was raised in the temple from an early age and 
desired to remain serving in the Temple but because of the Jewish law she
was required to leave the temple and marry when she reached the age of 
womanhood.  In council with the priests and especially Zacharias, St. John 
the Baptist’s father and high priest at that time, she was espoused to 
Joseph an elderly widower who offered to care and protect her and allow 
her to maintain her pure and prayerful life under his care.  Before their



marriage, the Archangel Gabriel visited Mary, as described in today’s 
Gospel reading, exclaiming that she had found much favor with God and 
that she been chosen, if she was willing, to be the woman who would 
bring the transcendent God into this transient world to save mankind.  In 
her humility she willingly accepted what was a great honor and gift yet 
would also carry with it great trials, sacrifices, and sorrows.  The Greeks 
call this Feast “Evangelismos’ which means the “Good news” as Mary’s
acceptance began a crucial step in Christ’s plan of salvation to heal the rift 
between God and mankind and reopen the gates of Paradise which had 
been barred after the fall of Adam and Eve. Consider if you will for a 
moment that Mary was willing to accept this overshadowing and 
miraculous conception of our Lord even though she had no idea where it 
would lead though she knew it might have ramifications that could mean 
ostracization from her family and community, a live of poverty and 
depravation as an outcast, and possibly death by stoning since she would 
bear a child out of wedlock.  So her acceptance was no light commitment.  
Further, though we talk and preach much about ‘communion’ and ‘union’ 
with God, everyone knew from Moses that ‘no one sees the face of God 
and lives’ and that God is awesome and powerful and has created and 
continues to uphold His creation.  And as one wise man once asked, “How 
long can you stand the presence of God before turning to the world for 
release”? Yet, the Theotokos was willing to embrace a life where God 
would be as deeply, intimately, and completely united to her, 
inescapabably, as one can imagine.  God, incarnate through the Theotokos, 
would not only be born of her but she would have personal responsibility 
to nurture, raise, educate, and train Him.  There were certainly no 
textbooks, manuals, training, or classes that could give her advice or help 
her prepare. She bore this gift and weight for us. 

Many holy saints have written beautiful and poetic sermons about the 
Great Feast and what it means to our salvation including one in particular
by St. Gregory the Wonderworker which I would encourage you to look 
up on line and read.  I think in conclusions some of the best expressions 
for her great gift are part of the service we sung last night.  Here are some 



excerpts from Vespers where the Theotokos expresses to the Archangel 
Gabriel “ Let it be unto me according to thy word: and I shall bear Him 
that is without flesh, who shall borrow flesh from me, that through this 
mingling He may lead man up unto his ancient glory, for He alone has 
power so to do.”    And from Lauds “in times of old Adam was once 
deceived, he sought to become God, but received not his desire.  Now God 
becomes man, that He may make Adam God.  Let creation rejoice, let 
nature exalt...O Thou who in Thy merciful compassion was made man, 
our God, glory to Thee.”

So let us too appreciate and rejoice in this wonderful ‘Good news’ of the 
acceptance of the Theotokos to conceive our Lord and the beautiful and 
hopeful conversion of St. Mary of Egypt.

Amen
  


