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Have another date dear? 

 

I'm sorry but I can't wish you a Happy New Year for another 84 days!  Why?  Well somebody decided 

in 1752 in England that we would overturn the tradition of five centuries (before 13th century, New 

Year started at Christmas), and switch New Year from Lady Day (the Feast of the Annunciation, 25th 

March) to 1st January which, although it had and has religious significance (St. Basil, Circumcision), 

was certainly not the reason for the change - at least in England ... the reasons were commercial; 

Mammon rather than God.   

Of course in 1752 the UK also moved on to the Gregorian Calendar, 170 years later than on mainland 

Europe.  There were riots that year as labourers lost 11 days pay in a shortened working month.  In 

1900 an extra leap day was dropped to adjust the calendar.  This explains why the fiscal year ends on 

5th April (25th March, Julian Calendar) as it was on this day that the tax men collected taxes as they 

toured the Medieval Annunciation Spring Fairs - and so began our long love affair with the Inland 

Revenue!    

Oh, and don't get me started on Christmas!  "Oh, you Orthodox ... you have a different Christmas don't 

you?"  'Groan,' you think, 'short or long explanation'?  Do I even bother?  Oh well, long explanation it 

is.  Well, the Greek Church and tradition has the same calendar as the west.  So for us it's the same date 

for Christmas .... which, by the way we call "Nativity."  The Slav tradition and Jerusalem keep to the 

'old' Julian Calendar which is now 13 days behind the Gregorian Civil Calendar, (still awake? ... 

good!).  So, when it's 25th December in Moscow on the local Church Calendar it's actually 7th January 

on the civil (Gregorian) Calendar.  (At this point either or both of you are wishing that the topic had 

never been raised).  So even in Russia it's not REALLY 7th January.  OK?  Maybe not ... 

What about Easter?  Why does it keep floating about?  The UK government has been trying to "tidy 

things up" and cajole the churches into having a fixed date for decades.  So far, (thank God), the 

churches have not blinked first.  It's all to do with the phases of the moon dear and the vernal equinox ... 

oh, and for the Orthodox, "after Passover."  Hands off!  We need something left that will infuriate the 

bean counters at the Treasury.  For how long though?  The State has been eroding Christian holy-days 

in England since Henry "The Butcher" VIII decided that the peasants weren't productive enough and 

had too much time off.  The UK now has the lowest number of public holidays in Europe.  It's 

something to do with the Protestant Work Ethic ... but that rant will have to wait for another time. 

Happy New Year! 

Fr. Gregory 

 



Theophany 

 

Today Christ is baptised in the Jordan, the Spirit alights on Him in the form of a dove and the Voice of 

the Father from heaven is heard …. "This is my beloved Son with whom I am well pleased." 

The first thing that strikes us is how thoroughly Trinitarian the baptism of Christ actually is. The Great 

Commission to go to all nations, teach and baptise in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy 

Spirit finds its origin here. What is true for Christ by nature becomes true for us as we respond to the 

divine grace. A baptised Christian is, according to the teaching of the Holy Fathers, "a little Christ." He 

or she is imbued with power from on high, the Holy Spirit himself. Our whole life is a preparation for 

hearing at the Last Day the Voice of the Father applied to each one of us …. "this is my beloved son / 

daughter, with whom I am well pleased." 

However, this transformation of our lives is a goal and only imperfectly our present state. This life is a 

training ground so that the sons and daughters of God might learn to acquire the fullness of the Holy 

Spirit, and thus acquiring, recognise and respond to the Voice of the Father. That we might always 

remember this high calling of the Christian, the Church places before us each year the glorious Feast of 

the Theophany. It is, for us, a renewal of our baptism, a reconsecration to the calling and ministry that 

each one of us has been given by virtue of that baptism. Let us recall that, directly after His baptism, 

our Lord was driven into the desert to do battle with the devil. This will be our calling soon in Great 

Lent. We, with and in Christ, must be prepared for the work that is set before us. That is why our 

baptism is so crucial in our Christian lives. By baptism the Holy Trinity cleanses us by water and 

empowers us by the Holy Spirit. With such forgiveness and strength who can claim that he is not up to 

the task; that it is too heavy or incomprehensible to him. Is God to be found wanting in His provision 

for His children? Absolutely not. Is this not rather a weakness in our faith, in our conviction of what 

God can do through us? Let us then rededicate ourselves to the Blessed Trinity knowing that this 3-

personned God will amply provide all that we need to serve. 

The Feast of the Theophany is not only about our calling as Christians, however. It is a feast of God‘s 

renewal of Creation as well. St. Paul is keen to stress in his Epistle to the Romans that until Christ, the 

whole creation laboured in bondage to corruption and death, (Romans 8:21). When the Lord appeared 

though, the glorious liberty given to the children of God became a freedom from corruption and death 

bestowed upon all Creation; from the furthest star to the nearest flower. It is vitally important, therefore, 

to see the world as God sees it, to care for the world as God cares for it. We can do this because baptism 

has regenerated our spiritual sight. We can see by faith that this world is truly charged with the 

grandeur and glory of God. The Waters of Theophany have irrigated the whole Cosmos and it now 

blooms forth for all to see who can see. Baptism has not only made of us "little-Christs" or priests, each 

one of us; it has also given us a New Creation to seed and care for.  



The Christian Church then must have a different vision and standard for Mother Earth than the godless 

who rape and plunder her for easy gain. God will judge such for their denial of Adam‘s calling to tend 

and care for God‘s garden. It‘s interesting that the traditional site for Eden, Mesopotamia, the Fertile 

Crescent, sits astride the waters of the Tigris and Euphrates. The Bible ends with another and New 

Creation vision when the waters flowing from the Temple of the New Jerusalem will irrigate the whole 

world and the leaves of the trees by that mighty river will be for the healing of the nations, (Revelation 

22:1-2). This, then is the grand vision of the Feast of the Theophany:- salvation, not only for us but for 

the whole Universe! Glory to Him who has shown us the Light! Amen. 

Fr. Gregory 

 

Slavery Old and New 

 

by Fr. Deacon John-Mark 

We are celebrating today the anniversary of the passing of a bill by the English parliament to abolish 

slavery in this country on Lady Day, 25
th

 March 1807. The fight to reach that stage was a long one and it 

is possible that at least two aspects of the battle will tend to be overlooked by the media. The first of 

those is the fact that the mainspring for the movement came from the various Christian Churches and the 

second is that the first shots appeared to have been fired here in Manchester. 

The story begins back in 1787 when a young man called Thomas Clarkson felt he had been called by 

God to help end trading in human lives and he set out on a fact-finding mission to the two main slave-

trading ports of Bristol and Liverpool. He was shocked by what he found about the way the slaves were 

transported across the Atlantic and he promptly formed a committee for the Abolition of Slavery in May 

1787 with a group of people to organise a protest.  His supporters at first were mainly Christians from 

across the board - the Quakers were especially keen - but they were soon joined by many more - and 

what we would today call a "rally" was organised on 28th October that year in, strangely enough, "t'Owd 

Church" which is today Manchester Cathedral. As a result, a petition was signed to send to parliament 

by 11,000 people which was about one-fifth of the population of Manchester in those days. Today we 

are used to this sort of "mass movement", but in 1787 it was a novel idea and it worked. 

The choice of the venue was in a sense risky as, at that time, Manchester was a market town just starting 

its evolution into an industrial centre based on the ideal of "free trade" and was already busy processing 

cotton grown on the slave plantations of the West Indies and the southern USA. As a great industrial 

city, Manchester would never have come into being had it not been for the slaves who helped provide 



the fibres necessary for its main industry, so one might have expected there to be more opposition 

hereabouts to the notion of their abolition. 

Influential people were added to the protest and William Wilberforce, a staunch Anglican evangelical, 

was chosen to steer the bill through parliament and success came, surprisingly quickly really, on a 

significant day for freedom, the Feast of the Annunciation to the Blessed Virgin, 25
th 

March 1807. The 

Archangel ordered the Blessed Virgin "You shall call His Name Jesus" (Luke 1.31) a name which means 

"saviour" as He would save His people from their sins, and this, we believe, began the process by which 

we would be saved from the slavery of sin by Our Lord, Jesus Christ. 

It is reckoned that 15 million Africans had been sold into slavery but the passing of the Act was 

supposed to mark the end of slave trading and its enforcement in this country. What happened to those 

who were freed?  In 1787 - an important year by any standard - Freetown on the west coast of Africa 

was founded as a home for freed slaves, again with Christian backing, and in 1808 the surrounding 

country of Sierra Leone became a crown colony dedicated to ex-slaves from any part of the world and it 

is still a part of the British Commonwealth. 

Sadly we cannot claim that slavery has been eradicated. We are told that there are many foreign girls in 

our country who have been tricked into prostitution by vague promises of "a better life" and now find 

themselves living as virtual slaves, their passport having been taken off them. We remember all too 

clearly those Chinese cockle pickers who lost their lives in Morecambe Bay whilst also working for 

ruthless gang-masters. Hopefully our observance of this important bicentenary will help end all modern 

forms of slavery as effectively as our forebears did in 1807. 

Humility or Death of the Ego 

 

by Dwynwen East 

How very difficult it is to bury the ego and achieve humility! As social beings living in the world we 

draw a fine line between pride, self esteem and humility yet if we are hoping for deification then we 

must look upon the humility of Christ on the Cross and attempt to emulate Him. 

As we approach the season of Great Lent we are obliged to pray more fervently for the gift of humility. 

To help me to do this I have been looking again at the thoughts of St. Isaac on what it means to acquire 

humility. Two years ago I read the book "The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian." by Hilarion Alfeyev 

and I have found a recent second reading very valuable. 

St. Isaac says "Humility is the raiment of the Godhead." So what does this mean? By perceiving the 

greatness of God and our own nothingness we will begin to understand how humility is born of the fear 



of God and how spiritual joy is born of the fervent love of God. "In human weakness the strength of God 

is made perfect" (2 Corinthians 12:9) and "a heart that is broken and humbled God will not despise." 

(Psalm 51:17). 

Humility is only acquired by silent prayer in stillness of heart and peace of thought where sense and 

thoughts become inactive. How difficult this is to achieve in our busy world yet only in the ‗sound‘ of 

silence can one begin to ‗hear‘ the presence of God. The challenge is to attempt to attain what appears to 

be the unattainable. We are on a spiritual journey that is worth pursuing if we deeply desire to draw 

nearer to God. We shall meet great trials on the way but St. Isaac tells us that God grants great gifts only 

through trials. 

Common to all are the trials of despondency, confusion, pain (spiritual and physical), loss of hope in 

God, and much more yet these are given only insofar as we are able to measure up to them. Such 

temptations are sent to all but we are always free to receive the love of God and to reconcile ourselves to 

Him in the sacrament of confession when we transgress. 

Spiritual ups and downs are very much a part of life. We move from joy to gloom, from persistence in 

prayer to weariness but in continuing the journey our reward comes with a renewed sense of God‘s 

presence. All that is needed is patience and humility in prayer asking that His will may be done in us. 

"May it be unto me according to your word." (Luke 1:38). This is the only way, St. Isaac says, to 

succeed in our striving for humility, for it cannot be acquired by human power but only from God‘s 

mercy and grace. We move between sin and repentance all the time but consolation is there for the 

penitent if we ask for it and the hope of things to come will be added to us. "Seek you first the Kingdom 

of God and its righteousness and all things will be added unto you." (Matthew 6:33). 

St. Isaac encourages us to meditate on our existence. Think about from where we came, what we are, 

and what we will be. Pray for illumination that is the influence of divine grace over a person who 

delights in stillness of prayer. Isaac calls this "The light of the soul." In our Lenten service of the 

Presanctified Gifts we are blessed by the Priest who, holding the candle high proclaims:- "The light of 

Christ illumines all." 

Therefore, as we frequently pray the prayer of St. Ephraim over the coming weeks may we experience 

the delight of spiritual penetration into the Divine Being as it is revealed to us in humility and becomes 

the light of the world on the day of the resurrected Christ. 

"O Lord and Master of my life, give me not a spirit of sloth, vain curiosity, lust for power and idle talk. 

But give to me Thy servant a spirit of soberness, humility, patience and love. 

O Lord and King grant me to see my own faults and not to condemn my brother: 

For blessed art Thou to the ages of ages. Amen." 

 

Why So Few? 

by Fr. Gregory 



 

So few what?  People, I mean; so few people actually becoming Orthodox from a completely 

unchurched background?  Let's be honest here.  The growth of Orthodox Christianity in the last 30 

years in the west has come about largely through the movement of those who already consider 

themselves Christians, committed members of other churches in fact, who have discovered Orthodoxy 

to be the truth about Christ and His Church.   

Praise God for those people.  I am one of them myself.  This however, is not evangelism.  Evangelism 

is preaching and living out the gospel to those who know not Christ at all but who come to receive him 

as Lord and God in his body which is the Orthodox Church.  There are plenty of people in the west who 

would fit that category as a focus for our evangelisation.  In the UK at least such persons constitute the 

majority of the population, probably 80-90%.  The fact that at the last UK Census (2001) about 70% 

self-declared as Christian means little, for survey after survey shows that this is little more than a tribal 

response and not reflected in any reasonably sufficient understanding of what the Christian faith 

actually is and certainly not sustained by any involvement in any church let alone the Orthodox Church. 

Of course, other churches are asking "Why So Few?" all the time as well.  Let us eavesdrop on a 

conversation between two Christians (not Orthodox) also much exercised by this question.  In this 

conversation you will find many of the positions and counter arguments favoured by non-Orthodox 

Christians in the west.  It's a "invented" conversation of course but I present it so that we might, as 

Orthodox Christians, offer our own critique as to why many western cultures are so seemingly 

impervious to Christianity in general and Orthodox Christianity in particular.  Let's call our 

conversation partners John (J) and Mary (M).  John is a conservative independent evangelical of 

Calvinist hue; Mary a liberally inclined Roman Catholic. 

J:  "Christianity in the west is not in terminal decline at all.  There have rarely been any Christian 

societies in the past.  Those that might qualify as "Christian" have been those where the churches have 

been biblically based and Christians imbued with a lively and active faith.  These Christians have then 

gone on to influence their society for the good.  Counting heads is both pointless and misleading.  I am 

positive about the future because the liberal churches are now in terminal decline and making room for 

an authentic Christianity to re-emerge but which always constitute a faithful remnant of the elect but 

never a majority position." 

M: "As a liberal Christian I must say that our present troubles arise John because the Christian tradition 

you represent speaks of an "old world" even pre-modern view, itself a reaction to modernism.  Yours is 

a cul-de-sac spiritual route.  Most people in the west rejected this version of Christianity a long time 

ago and trying to revive it now will put us back even further.  No we have to embrace the best of what 

is good from whatever source if we are to be able to reach those who have no evident religious faith; to 

win that is their hearts and their minds." 

J: "That sounds very plausible and attractive Mary but would you have anyone in your approach to 

mission make any personal commitment to Christ whatsoever, encourage them to submit themselves to 



any authority?  Surely as a Roman Catholic you cannot so easily sidestep the papacy and the 

magisterium?" 

M: "As a Catholic John, I do not need to sidestep any authority in my church,  The Church has always 

moved exceedingly slowly in relation to contemporary trends but we maintain the long term view and 

can sit out any 'local difficulties.'" 

J:  "That makes you sound rather Protestant Mary if you don't mind me saying!  I thought I was the 

traditional "dissenter."  Be that as it may, surely you can see that the liberal tradition has had the greater 

part of a century to make an impact and this it has manifestly failed to do.  Our time has come.  When 

people understand what Christianity is the walls of unbelief will come tumbling down, you see." 

M:  "Well, I might agree with that John albeit I don't think that you have the answer with your pre-

modern antiquarianism.  Perhaps our ongoing ecumenical debate will eventually generate a consensus 

on a new message for a new age." 

J:  "Well, yes it might.  If we could only agree what that might be!" 

Although this is a very stereotyped conversational exercise it does characterise some common non-

Orthodox Christian themes shared by BOTH Mary and John which sound very strange to Orthodox 

ears; indeed to those who may identify them for what they are, these must be unequivocally rejected. 

1. Note that both Mary and John think that they can work out between them what ails the Church's 

mission in their own context.  They may share radically different analyses of the problems but 

their methodologies by which they address those problems are in fact identical and not at all 

shared by the Orthodox.  No Orthodox would ever claim personally authoritative insights 

generated by (and this is the point) simply their own subjective interpretations.  This fixes the 

analysis squarely in the present losing most if not all of its historical context.  Although we 

might expect John through his Biblicism and Mary through her (at least) nominal assent to the 

historical dimension of the Papacy and the Roman Catholic Church as an institution to be aware 

of sacred history, these historical dimensions are simply unexcavated givens and do not actually 

contribute anything to their debate.  For an Orthodox Christian however, the historical 

dimension does not even have to be excavated; it is a living and present reality in Holy 

Tradition.  Recast this conversation between two Orthodox Christians and it wouldn't be too far 

into the encounter before the living voice of the Fathers was affirmed.  This means that non-

Orthodox Christians are not using even the right tools for the job.  Both the analysis and the 

widely divergent and inconsistent prescriptions are just muddle-headed and wrong for that 

reason alone. 

2. Both John and Mary are using their heads and their tongues.  Their hearts are not engaged, 

neither are their bodies,  At no point in their conversation is any reference made to worship, to 

prayer, to repentance.  Theirs is a discursive reason that truly believes it can both penetrate the 

divine mystery and the human predicament, provided of course they could only agree.  The fact 

that they can not reflects the divergent paths that their two respective traditions have carved out 

over centuries.  Even if they could agree, they would not necessarily arrive at a truly authentic 

answer to the question: "Why So Few?"  So, instead. they have to agree to disagree.  It's better 

of course than killing each other and at least they share the same method ... much good that will 

do them.  I have used strong language here because from an Orthodox point of view, these 

approaches to the question are bordering on blasphemy, idolatry or both.  We just can't work it 

out from scratch using our unregenerate axiomatic deductive thinking.  Before we can use our 

heads we need to repent in order that our minds, clarified in our hearts by grace, might truly 

even begin to function as God intended them to do.  Carnality always leads to carnality.  Deify 

reason (or any human human faculty) and you crucify humanity.  Fall down stunned before the 

great Lover of Mankind and some progress might begin to be made. 



Was this just an 'straw man' exercise then?  No, not really.  I have tried to put some flesh on what 

otherwise might come over as simply one counter argument playing by exactly the same rules and 

appearing therefore to refute itself in the process.  Orthodox Christianity is never abstract or 

theoretical.  It's what you reader are doing right now as God tries to speak to you.  Do you go off and 

have an interesting debate about that or do you listen? 

The preceding characterisation of the differences between heterodox and Orthodox Christianity in the 

modern western context have helped us, I believe, address the question from an Orthodox stand point.  

Applying our own standards of observation and analysis the conclusion is sobering but also realistic.  

No mass conversions happen without repentance, without falling down before the majestic and loving 

mystery that is God and declaring all our silly chatter and superficial ideas to be utterly redundant and, 

of themselves, literally non-sensical.   

 

Frankly this is a step too far for many raised in a heterodox Christian consciousness that has strayed 

further and further away from Orthodoxy over succeeding centuries.  Conversions from this moribund, 

lifeless and desiccated post-Christianity both amongst believers and non-believers alike will not happen 

until the leaven of Orthodox Christianity within secular culture itself becomes activated by a deeper 

commitment to God.  Such a repentance from the Orthodox will itself not happen until Orthodox 

Christians resist both ethnic introspection and subtle assimilation to carnal ways of thinking, believing 

and acting.  Judgement starts with the household of God ... but actually with me.  There are no short 

cuts, no magic bullets, no easy solutions ... only becoming more Orthodox and sustaining an active 

patient hope for the generations of Orthodox believers yet to be born whom will build on our 

foundation in Christ and the faith of the apostles.  Ours is the long game but with a short route for each 

person to a deifying relationship with God as each crucial step on the way.  Until that becomes much 

more our focus we shall remain "few."  

 

St. John Climacus (of "The Ladder") on Prayer 

 



Prayer is by its very nature a dialogue and a union with God. Its effect is to hold the world 

together and to achieve a reconciliation with God. Prayer is the mother and daughter of tears. It 

is expiation of sin, a bridge over temptation, a barrier against affliction. It wipes out conflict, is 

the work of Angels and the nourishment of all bodiless beings. Prayer is the future gladness, an 

endless work, a wellspring of virtues, a source of grace, hidden progress, food for the soul, an 

illumination of the mind, an axe against despair, a proof of hope, sorrow done away with, the 

wealth of monks, the treasure of hesychasts, the reduction of anger, the mirror of progress, a 

demonstration of success, evidence of one's condition, the future revealed, and a sign of glory. 

For him who truly prays, prayer is the court, the judgment hall and the tribunal of the Lord 

before the judgment to come. 

Let us rise and listen to what the holy queen of the virtues cries with a loud voice and says to 

us: Come to me, all you who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my 

yoke upon you, and you shall find rest for your souls and healing for your wounds. For my 

yoke is easy and is sovereign remedy for great sins. 

Those of us about to stand before our King and God in order to speak with Him should not 

move into this without preparation, lest, seeing us from afar without weapons and clothing 

suitable for those who stand before the King, He should order his servants and slaves to bind 

us, to drive us out of His sight and to tear up our petitions and throw them in our face. 

When you are going to stand before the Lord. let the garment of your soul be woven throughout 

with the thread of wrongs suffered but forgotten. Otherwise, prayer will be of no benefit to you. 

Pray in all simplicity. For both the tax collector and the prodigal son were reconciled to God by 

a single phrase. 

The work of prayer is one and the same for all, but there are various and many different kinds 

of prayer. Some converse with God as with a friend and master, interceding with praise and 

petition, not for themselves but for others. Some strive for greater [spiritual] treasures and glory 

and for confidence in prayer. Others ask for complete deliverance from their adversary. Some 

beg to receive some kind of rank; others for complete forgiveness of debts. Some ask to be 

released from prison; others for remission from offences. 

Before all else, let us list sincere thanksgiving first on the scroll of our prayer. On the second 

line, we should put confession and heartfelt contrition of soul. Then let us present our petition 

to the King of all. This is the best way of prayer, as it was shown to one of the monks by an 

angel of the Lord... 

Do not be over-complicated in the words you use when praying, because the simple and 

unadorned lisping of the children has often won the heart of their Heavenly Father. 

Try not to talk excessively when you pray, lest your mind be distracted in searching for words. 

One word of the tax collector appeased God, and one cry of faith saved the thief. Talkative 

prayer often distracts the mind and leads to phantasy, whereas brevity makes for concentration. 

If during your prayer some word evokes delight or compunction within you, linger over it; for 

at that moment our guardian Angel is praying with us. However pure you may be, do not be 

forward in your dealings with God. Approach Him rather in all humility, and you will be given 

still more boldness. And even if you have climbed the whole ladder of the virtues, pray still for 

the forgiveness of sins. Heed Paul's cry regarding sinners 'of whom I am first' (1 Tim 1:15)... 

Until we have acquired genuine prayer, we are like people teaching children to begin to walk. 



Try to lift up, or rather, to enclose your thought within the words of your prayer, and if in its 

infant state it wearies and falls, lift it up again. Instability is natural to the mind, but God is 

powerful to establish all things... The beginning of prayer is the expulsion of distractions from 

the very start with a brief prayer; the middle stage is concentration on what is being said or 

thought; and its conclusion is rapture in the Lord... Faith gives wings to prayer, and without it 

no one can fly upward to heaven... 

After as long spell of prayer, do not say that nothing has been gained, for you have already 

achieved something. After all, what higher good is there than to cling to the Lord and to 

persevere in unceasing union with Him?... Prepare yourself for your set times of prayer by 

unceasing prayer in your soul, and you will soon make progress... Your prayer shows where 

you stand. Indeed, theologians say that prayer is one's mirror... 

Do not refuse a request to pray for the soul of another, even when you yourself lack the gift of 

prayer. For often the faith of the person making the request will evoke the saving contrition of 

the one who is offering the prayer. Do not become conceited when you have prayed for others 

and have been heard, for it is their faith which has been active and efficacious... Every virtuous 

act that we do, and this is particularly true of prayer, should be done with great sensitivity... 

Whatever is obtained as a result of long and persistent prayer will remain. When one has found 

the Lord, one no longer has to use words in prayer, for the Spirit will intercede for that person 

with 'sighs too deep for words' (Rom. 8:26). Do not form sensory images during prayer, for 

distraction will certainly follow. The confident expectation of gaining that for which one is 

begging will show up during prayer. Confidence is the absence of doubt. Confidence is sure 

proof of the uncertain. If prayer is your concern, then show yourself to be merciful... 

When fire comes to dwell in the heart it resurrects prayer; and after prayer has been revived 

and taken up into heaven, a descent of fire occurs in the upper chamber of the soul... Do not 

stop praying as long as, by God's grace, the fervour and the tears have not been exhausted, for 

it may happen that never again in your whole life will you have such a chance for forgiveness 

of your sins... Ask with tears, seek with obedience, knock with patience. For 'everyone who 

asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be 

opened' (Matt. 7:8)... The hour of prayer is no time for thinking over necessities, nor even 

spiritual things, because you may lose the better part (c.f. Luke 10:42). 

Hold on to the staff of prayer and you will not fall. And even a fall will not be fatal, since 

prayer is a devout coercion of God (c.f. Matt. 11:12)... 'I cried out with all my heart', says the 

Psalmist (Ps 118:145). He is referring to body, soul, and spirit; and where the last two are 

gathered, God is there in the midst of them (c.f. Matt. 18:20). We are not all the same, either in 

body or in soul. Some profit from singing the psalms quickly, others from doing so slowly... 

Always be brave, and God will teach you your prayer. 

You cannot learn to see just because someone tell you to do so. You require your own natural 

power of sight. In the same way, you cannot discover from the teachings of others the beauty of 

prayer. Prayer has its own teacher in God, Who 'teaches us knowledge' (Ps 93:10) and grants 

prayer to those who pray and blesses the years of the just.   Amen.   

("The Ladder of Divine Ascent" Step 28) 

 

The New Creation 



 

"Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things 

have become new." 

2 Corinthians 5:17 

For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which 

shall be revealed in us.  For the earnest expectation of the creation eagerly waits for the revealing of the 

sons of God.  For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of Him who subjected 

it in hope; because the creation itself also will be delivered from the bondage of corruption into the 

glorious liberty of the children of God. 

Romans 8:18-21 

The resurrection of our Lord and God and Saviour Jesus Christ has both a personal and a cosmic 

dimension and both these are interconnected as may be clearly seen from the quotations cited.  The 

paschal mystery is an earth shattering event ... literally.  The personal transformations of human lives 

made new in Christ catalyse liberating movements within the Cosmos itself, starting here on earth but 

ever rippling outward with the effective mission of the Church. 

Or that's the theory ... 

The reality on the ground today, particularly in post-Christian western societies, is that the renewing 

power of the resurrection is more or less muffled, stifled, dammed up by human sin and faithlessness.  

We may shrink from the implications but God does self limit what he can do within the created order 

within the constraints set by us ... usually.  I am not saying that he always self-limits in this way but 

Jesus' inability to heal on his own home territory is an important example of this principle, (Luke 4:16-

30). 

What a great responsibility we have, therefore, as Orthodox to live the resurrection as leaven within our 

families, neighbourhoods and societies.  It is not the Empty Tomb today which is the evidence for the 

resurrection but us, the people of God, created by and for Pascha, the New Creation. 

Fr. Gregory 

St. Ephrem the Syrian, Paschal Prayer 



The following prayer is attributed to St Ephrem the Syrian.  

 

I fall in adoration at your feet, Lord! 

I thank you, God of goodness; 

God of holiness, I invoke you, 

on my knees, in your sight.  

For me, an unworthy sinner, 

you have willed to undergo the death of the cross, 

setting me free from the bonds of evil.  

What shall I offer in return for your generosity?  

Glory to you, friend of men! 

Glory to you, most merciful! 

Glory to you, most patient! 

Glory to you who forgive sin! 

Glory to you who have come to save us! 

Glory to you who have been made man in the womb of a Virgin! 

Glory to you who have been bound! 

Glory to you who have been scourged! 

Glory to you who have been derided! 

Glory to you who have been nailed to the cross! 

Glory to you, laid in a sepulchre, but risen again! 

Glory to you who have preached the Gospel to men and have been believed! 

Glory to you who have ascended to heaven! 

Glory to you, seated at the right hand of the Father and who will return with him, in majesty, among 

the angels, to judge those who have disregarded your passion!  

The powers of heaven will be shaken; 

all the angels and archangels, the cherubim and seraphim 

will appear in fear and trembling before Your glory;  

the foundations of the earth will quake 

and all that has life will cry out before Your majesty.  

In that hour let your hand draw me beneath Your wings, 

and save me from the terrible fire, from the gnashing of teeth, 

from the outer darkness and from despair without end. 

That I may sing to Your glory:  

Glory to Him who through His merciful goodness has designed to redeem this sinner. 

 

Raised For Us 



 

One of the most significant differences between Orthodox and non-Orthodox Christian cultures concerns 

the resurrection.  Characteristically the west, which has not been Orthodox now for a millennium, 

focuses on the death of Christ as a reparation to God for the alienating consequences of the Fall of 

Adam.  In this account the resurrection can only function as a vindication of Christ‘s atoning sacrifice 

and a future pledge of immortality for the believer.  The resurrection has no existential, personal aspect 

for the believer in the present. 

This has profoundly affected western culture.  There are now simply no cultural manifestations of the 

resurrection left in tact after the corrosive generations of mounting scepticism and secularism have taken 

their toll.  So, chocolate eggs go on sale before Lent and TV program schedulers see nothing 

incongruous in showing Mel Gibson‘s ―The Passion of the Christ‖ (Channel  4) on Easter Day.  Too 

many Protestant Christians and almost everybody else haven‘t a clue that Easter lasts for 40 days and 

Jesus is popularly thought to be a dead hero rather than a living Saviour. 

The absence of any saving benefit in the resurrection has left many western churches with nothing useful 

or positive to say about the spiritual potential of humankind.  Instead, forensic atonement theory based 

solely on the cross has deformed the acquisition of practical holiness into a deadening and legalistic 

moralism bereft of any Christian beauty or truth.  In some traditions all that are left now are tiresome 

obsessions with ―issues‖ and the ideologically driven nagging and control freakery commonly mistaken 

for prophecy and discipleship.  If I was a spiritually open and interested enquirer after Christianity in the 

west right now, the mainline Christian denominations would be the very last place I would turn.  In fact 

this is borne out by the statistics with such churches emptying their memberships at an alarming rate.  

But are the Orthodox in the west doing any better? 

Well, inside or churches of course, the Paschal light of the Risen Christ burns brightly but you might be 

forgiven for thinking that Christ was raised for the Orthodox rather than for all humankind.  We have 

tended to make Jesus our ―possession‖ not deliberately or in a mean spirited way but by dismissing 

western Christian culture as incapable of being salvaged in anything other than the very long term.  It 



just seems too much of an imaginative jump for some to consider Orthodoxy eventually becoming just 

as embedded in the Christian west as in the Christian east. 

This is actually not so much a failure of imagination as a failure of faith and even perhaps a failure in our 

collective confidence in the power of the Orthodox faith (or rather God through the Orthodox faith) to 

change lives.  Which is more difficult to believe though - that Christ has been raised from his three day 

burial in the tomb or that these dry bones of western Christianity can live again by the enlivening power 

of the Holy Spirit?  Surely the later is driven by the former?  Do we have ―good news‖ or don‘t we?  Is 

that good news for us or for all? Does God wish all men to be saved or just those that currently belong to 

our churches?  

Will the Orthodox again become an ―Easter people‖ (St. Augustine) with life for the world or will we 

just keep that to ourselves for ―safety‘s sake‖?  God forbid.  In the words of St. Paul, ―Woe to me if I do 

not preach the gospel.‖  What is that gospel?  Since Christ lives, all may live in Him.  It‘s quite a 

straightforward message really; we just need to make it known to all without insisting first that they 

attend an evening course in a foreign language. 

Fr. Gregory 

All the King's Horses and All the King's Men 

by Fr. Gregory 

 

Humpty Dumpty ... who done it? 

―Well, he sure weren‘t pushed!  Guess the old ellipsoid got a bit careless!‖ 

Notes from the police file ... 

PRIDE ... he was a top-of-the-wall kind of guy.  He needed to be there and he needed others to see how 

improbably he had achieved the great feat of his ascent. 



PERILOUS DISEQUILIBRIUM ... but then, it only took a wobble, no great thing to start with, but then 

a helpless fall to a scrambled fate. 

IRREVERSIBLE ENTROPY ... Humpty learned all too soon the lesson of increasing entropy, the 

tendency to disorder.  No earthly power could mend that logic. 

Humpty has things to teach us about maintaining the integrity of the Church and her faith.  If pride gets 

―in the works‖ as it were, people start thinking that they know better than their forebears; that they need 

to remake Christianity after their own image (desires, inclinations, opinions) or to appeal to the Zeitgeist, 

the spirit of the age.  Sometimes this involves removing key elements or adding new ones.   The result is 

that the whole enterprise is destabilised.   Instead of more people being drawn into the Kingdom of God 

through repentance and transformation, the ―Church‖ (for this is no church) shrinks both in extent and 

depth.  Instead of God being at the centre, man once again takes centre stage and all is shattered. 

A little later in this process of decline some people wake up to the real and dire situation in which they 

find themselves.  However, although they see Humpty broken at their feet they wrongly surmise that he 

is not broken beyond repair.  They make the serious error of not understanding entropy, of supposing 

that the shattering is reversible.  Re-forming Humpty is a noble but hopeless task.  Vainly do they 

attempt to mend the poor fellow by, for example:- 

(1)  Putting a belief back that had been formerly abandoned.  However, by now the interconnections and 

morphology of belief have changed.  The former faith has been reconfigured.  There are no spaces for 

the ―missing piece.‖  You can see this classically with the Orthodox understanding of the resurrection.  If 

the west was to return to that, its understanding of the cross would have to change.  Its understanding of 

the cross would have to change because its belief concerning God and Man remained unreformed.  Its 

understanding of God and Man would then have to change because the divine nature and the human 

predicament would otherwise remain seriously distorted ... and so on, and so on. Beliefs cannot be ―re-

tweaked‖ by human intervention and manipulation once compromised.  This also applies to just about 

every other aspect of Christian life and worship.  Once the Orthodox Christian ethos has been lost it 

cannot be conjured back from this starting point of fracture.  The king‘s horses and men have tried ... and 

failed, miserably. 

(2)  Copying what they remember of Humpty before his fall, in effect starting all over again with a ―new 

egg.‖  For how many years, centuries even, have disillusioned Christians left their churches to form their 

own new churches wherever, supposedly, all would be made well again?  And when this fails, (as fail it 

must), what then?  Where then?  Sadly, too often this meant the end of the line for these Christians, a 

damaged faith and no church or simply atheism as a new fundamentalism replacing former certainties.  

But must such an enterprise be doomed to fail?  Well, to be fair, not necessarily.  Consider though what 

needs to happen for it to succeed.  EVERY aspect of Orthodox Christianity would need to be re-

constituted from scratch.  This would require extreme humility from the church leadership.  If, for 

example, a prevailing idea had been that Mary should have no prominent place in Christian piety and 

worship and if the New Church research revealed that indeed she had always had an honoured place in 

the Christian assembly then that would have to change, without compromise, prevarication or 

qualification.  Who would have the grace to respond to that challenge?  Historically it has happened as in 

the recent case of the Campus Crusade for Christ groups in America that embarked on a long period of 

exploration and discovery that led them eventually into the Orthodox Church through the reception of 

their own transformed communities.  You can read an account of such a journey by Fr. Gregory Rogers 

in his article ―From Evangelical to Orthodox‖ .  Nonetheless such bloc conversions from churches 

outside Orthodox en masse are exceptional and rare.  It can be a hard lesson to learn that Humpty cannot 

humanly be put back together again. 

If these are the problems associated with the Humpty strategy for Church reform what may we 

characterise as the tried and tested way?  The answer will not satisfy some because it involves sacrificing 

a key part of the western heterodox Christian mentality, independence.  This can be very difficult for 

some people to do.  Consider the so-called Continuum or continuing Anglican churches.  These bodies, 

http://home.it.net.au/~jgrapsas/pages/Rogers.html


on both sides of the Atlantic comprise Christians who have grown weary and disillusioned with 

contemporary Anglicanism and who have often shown a long interest in either Orthodox or Roman 

Catholic Christianity.  However, so often when the crunch comes, (doubting the resurrection or some 

key aspect of Christian dogma, the priesting of women etc.), these Christians do not follow up their 

interest in Catholicism or Orthodoxy and especially if they are not promised some form of ―special 

treatment‖ that allows them to keep cherished aspects of Anglican spirituality and life.  Independence is 

a spirit far stronger in such cases than humility.  The irony of course is that it is precisely this spirit of 

independence that led their former ecclesiastical allegiance into rejected unwelcome paths in the first 

place.  Be that as it may, the Continuum remains a dead end ... being neither accountable to anyone else 

nor being in communion with anyone else. 

So to return to the key question, what is the tried and tested way?  Simply, to return home as quickly as 

possible; not temporising or shrinking behind a wall of cowardice, rationalising that godless anxiety in 

all the countless ways that make delay seem to the responsible thing to do.  If saving truth lies in such 

and such a direction, saving faith means that you delay not but rather trust God, pick up as far as you can 

all those for whom you are responsible and who wish to travel with you AND MOVE, now, today. 

There is a wall that Humpty has neither scaled nor will ever scale. 

There is a Humpty that is full of new life. 

Let neither the king‘s horses nor the king‘s men distract you from finding that ―egg‖ entire, whole and 

complete. 

Fr. Gregory 

 

The Trinity - Knowing God 

by Fr. Gregory 

 

I guess that thousands of volumes have been written and millions of sermons have 

been preached concerning the doctrine of the Trinity over the last 2000 years. Don‘t 



worry. I am not about to try and condense these into a grossly inadequate summary 

here. There is a much simpler starting point and it has to do with experience. 

 

In truth, the Orthodox Church has it right when she claims that the Trinity is a 

doxological reality in the Church; that is it concerns worship, and therefore, 

experience. It was an encounter with the living Christ that convinced a group of 

monotheist Jews that Christ was God along with the Father. It was the experience of 

being filled with the Spirit at Pentecost that convinced these disciples that God 

remained present with them in this Gift and that they should ascribe Godhead to the 

Holy Spirit also. Interestingly, when St. Basil the Great wrote much later on the 

Trinity he justified giving glory TO the Father, TO the Son and TO the Spirit he in 

part appealed to the received practice of worship. This is a source in Tradition for the 

Orthodox along with the Scriptures and the witness of our God-bearing fathers and 

mothers in the faith. 

 

Bearing this perspective in mind, when those claiming to be Christians deny the 

Trinity, one cannot help but conclude that they have not encountered the living Christ 

who saves; they have not been filled with the Pentecostal Spirit who imparts holiness. 

It isn‘t that they are being wilfully contentious or difficult, it‘s just that the experience 

of God-with-us, tripersonally, has not been present. Therefore, when confessing the 

Trinity, merely arguing about it one way or the other achieves little or nothing. The 

way to the Trinity is an invitation to know God personally. There is no other sure 

route. 

"Apparently Intelligent?" 

by Fr. Gregory 

 

On a number of occasions in recent days the media when reporting on the failed terrorists attacks in 

London and Glasgow referred to the alleged perpetrators as "intelligent", "apparently intelligent" and 

"well educated."  Now this was no mere description but in the context of the commentary an expression 

of surprise - as if intelligence or a good education and terrorist actions (in contrast to, say, planning) 

were incompatible. 

This seems to be a common error in liberal societies to assume that only the deranged, the intellectually 

feeble or the impressionable resort to premeditated violence.  How this view can be maintained in the 

light of the long history of human intelligent malevolence is the real surprise here.   



However, when we consider the prevailing assumption here that education and material enrichment 

promote civilised values, the contrast with a Christian analysis of the problem becomes startlingly 

clear.  In the Christian assessment of human bestiality it is the contrast between humility and arrogance, 

wisdom and knowledge, impassioned rage and repentant transformation that brings understanding.  One 

has to know how ordinary people, whether intelligent and well educated or not, can so easily be 

corrupted when the conditions are right ... and the conditions are "right" at this time.   

We face outworking of a long process in the post colonial period.  We have victors and victimhood, a 

clash of cultures and aspirations if not civilisations.  We have very intelligent extremely well educated 

trouble makers who want to destabilise the whole world in the pursuit of a global Islamic theocracy.  

This is not some little local problem.  This is a struggle for the soul of the planet ... and most can't see it, 

or refuse to see it. 

It goes without saying (or should) that this battle, therefore, is subtle, spiritual and deep.  It is not to be 

engaged only with natural vigilance and cunning but also with a guileless pursuit of justice, peace and 

freedom.  One wonders really whether our rulers realise this, whether they understand the true nature of 

the struggle here.  I really do hope so.  Much depends on it. 

Fr. Gregory 

 

Except ye repent… 

by Daniel Polson 

 

As we approach another anniversary of the London bombings, our hearts and thoughts go out to the 

families and friends of those who lost their lives in this appalling carnage committed by irrational men. 

As loved ones of the victims struggle to recover from their grief, the trials of the men charged with the 

atrocities prolong, hopefully to end with the conviction and just sentence of the perpetrators.  

This and other such incidents bring to mind the uncertainty of life in this world. God forbid, but we 

could be cut off so easily and suddenly without warning, as everywhere we are surrounded by vile and 

bloodthirsty men. There are also natural disasters that may and do occur. Just this week (as I write this), 

three or four people lost there lives for flooding in South Yorkshire and Sheffield — Lord have mercy! It 

is becoming ever increasingly necessary for us mortals to be ready against death.  

Someone asked an Ethiopian Orthodox Priest, "Why do we need to come to church, Abba?" He 

dispassionately replied, "To prepare for death". This may seem a rather odd or even downright morbid 

thing to say, but think about it. To whom is tomorrow promised? St. James, the apostle, insists: "… you 



know not what shall be on the morrow. For what is your life? It is yet a vapour, which appears for a little 

time, and then vanishes away. Therefore you ought to say, If the Lord will, we shall live, and do this, or 

that." (James 4:14, 15)  

Our Saviour, Christ, also taught us the parable of the rich man who tore down his barns and built new 

and larger ones there to "confer" all his "fruits and goods", so as to prepare for a life of luxury and ease. 

He was completely oblivious of the fact that his soul would be required of him by God that same night. 

His mistake was his priority in preparing for his body. The message of Jesus, here is that the man would 

have been much better off spending his time preparing for his soul by seeking the kingdom of God and 

His righteousness before all things. For said He, "So is he who lays up treasure for himself, and is not 

rich toward God." (Luke 12:16-21) 

Each week in the liturgy and at Vespers, Orthodox Christians, pray "that we may complete the remaining 

time of our life in peace and repentance" so that we may have, "a good defence before the dread 

judgement seat of Christ". Our daily and private prayers prescribed for us by Holy Mother Church 

encourage us to make similar requests of God and also to intercede for our relatives, friends and 

neighbours, like Job, who prayed to God continually on behalf of his sons "Lest peradventure," he said, 

"my sons have thought evil in their minds against God." (Job1:5)  

As Christians, we believe that the souls of the dead, such as the victims of the London terror and other 

tragedies, which were prepared with due repentance, shall indeed be saved. We shudder to think of the 

fate of those who may not have had an opportunity for repentance. We can only pray for them. Yet we 

dare not feel confident against them, for we too are guilty of many transgressions. Our Saviour, when 

told about those who had died by the falling of a tower on them, said to those who raised a question 

about this, "Do you suppose that they were sinners above all men? I tell you no, but unless you repent, 

you shall all likewise perish" (Luke 13: 4, 5). 

Let us therefore be extremely thankful for the occasion of recollection provided each week to, as 

cautioned by the Apostle Paul, work out our salvation "with fear and trembling" (Philippians 2:12). Let 

us, as we offer the sacrifice together, pray earnestly for our relatives and friends and those of us fallen 

into grave sins as well as for the souls of our dear departed ones. Let us ask our Blessed Lady to "guide 

us in the way of Christ‘s commandments" so that trusting in His mercy we may "not be afraid of terror 

by night; nor of the arrow flying by day; nor of the evil thing that walks in darkness; nor of calamity, and 

the evil spirit at noon–day" (Psalm 91: 5,6).  

Daniel Polson 

 

Not Waving but Drowning 



 
The recent exceptional flooding in the UK over a sustained period with water and sometimes electricity 

deprived to over 340,000 people has shown how crises can bring out both the best and the worst in 

people.  Acts of heroism in rescuing endangered people have contrasted mindless and dangerous 

vandalism and greed in the poisoning or hijacking of precious water supplies.  If this was a "real" 

emergency with widespread social disorder such sociopaths and looters would be shot on sight.  

Perhaps some brain dead monkeys haven't just quite realised yet what happens when survival becomes 

the name of the game.  It's only when we skirt disaster like this that the stress fractures and fault lines in 

our social fabric become clear.  Civilisation is a fragile disequilibrium at the best of times.  It only 

needs a nudge and it falls over quite easily; perhaps even more easily when water comes out of tap 

rather than the local brook and food from the supermarket rather than the back garden. 

The people of God over 4000 years have had their own "rude awakenings" so we should be alert to this 

issue by now.  Century after century civilisations have come and gone, repression and violence has 

waxed and waned.  A story is told of one of the fathers on Mount Athos who led a secluded eremitical 

life in his cell.  He rarely received visitors but questioned one day one of his spiritual sons:- "And which 

empire my child today rules the known world?"  That's an extreme example but the point is clear.  For 

Christians human tragedy and glory are known alike and are in many ways unremarkable.  We are 

prepared for both but unsettled by neither.  We stand ready to greet Christ in the needy and respond to 

him in distress.  Behold, the Bridegroom comes and we shall be ready ... will we not? 

Fr. Gregory 

As we approach the feast of the Transfiguration it is good to remind ourselves of what this means in 

the famous encounter of St. Seraphim of Sarov with his spiritual child, Nicholas Motovilov. 

Conversation of St. Seraphim with Nicholas Motovilov 



 

It was Thursday. The day was gloomy. The snow lay eight inches deep on the ground; and 

dry, crisp snowflakes were falling thickly from the sky when Father Seraphim began his 

conversation with me in a field adjoining his near hermitage, opposite the River Sarovka, 

at the foot of the hill which slopes down to the river bank. He sat me on the stump of a tree 

which he had just felled, and he himself squatted opposite me. 

"The Lord has revealed to me," said the great Elder, "that in your childhood you had a 

great desire to know the aim of our Christian life, and that you continually asked many 

great spiritual persons about it." 

I must say here that from the age of twelve this thought had constantly troubled me. I had, 

in fact, approached many clergy about it; but their answers had not satisfied me. This was 

not known to the Elder. 

"But no one," continued Father Seraphim, "has given you a precise answer. They have said 

to you: 'Go to Church, pray to God, do the commandments of God, do good—that is the 

aim of the Christian life.' Some were even indignant with you for being occupied with 

profane curiosity and said to you: 'Do not seek things that are beyond you.' But they did 

not speak as they should. And now poor Seraphim will explain to you in what this aim 

really consists. 

"Prayer, fasting, vigil and all other Christian activities, however good they may be in 

themselves, do not constitute the aim of our Christian life, although they serve as the 

indispensable means of reaching this end. The true aim of our Christian life consists in the 



acquisition of the Holy Spirit of God. As for fasts, and vigils, and prayer, and almsgiving, 

and every good deed done for Christ's sake, they are only means of acquiring the Holy 

Spirit of God. But mark, my son, only the good deed done for Christ's sake brings us the 

fruits of the Holy Spirit. All that is not done for Christ's sake, even though it be good, 

brings neither reward in the future life nor the grace of God in this. That is why our Lord 

Jesus Christ said: He who gathers not with Me scatters (Luke 11:23). Not that a good deed 

can be called anything but gathering, since even though it is not done for Christ's sake, yet 

it is good. Scripture says: In every nation he who fears God and works righteousness is 

acceptable to Him (Acts 10:35). [1] 

"As we see from the sacred narrative, the man who works righteousness is so pleasing to 

God that the Angel of the Lord appeared at the hour of prayer to Cornelius, the God-

fearing and righteous centurion, and said: 'Send to Joppa to Simon the Tanner; there shalt 

thou find Peter and he will tell thee the words of eternal life, whereby thou shalt be saved 

and all thy house.' Thus the Lord uses all His divine means to give such a man in return for 

his good works the opportunity not to lose his reward in the future life. But to this end we 

must begin here with a right faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, Who came into 

the world to save sinners and Who, through our acquiring for ourselves the grace of the 

Holy Spirit, brings into our hearts the Kingdom of God and opens the way for us to win 

the blessings of the future life. But the acceptability to God of good deeds not done for 

Christ's sake is limited to this: the Creator gives the means to make them living (cp Heb. 

6:1). It rests with man to make them living or not. That is why the Lord said to the Jews: If 

you had been blind, you would have no sin. But now you say, We see, and your sin remains 

on you (Jn. 9:41). If a man like Cornelius enjoys the favour of God for his deeds, though 

not done for Christ's sake, and then believes in His Son, such deeds will be imputed to him 

as done for Christ's sake merely for faith in Him. But in the opposite event a man has no 

right to complain that his good has been no use. It never is, except when it is done for 

Christ's sake, since good done for Him not only merits a crown of righteousness in the 

world to come, but also in this present life fills us with the grace of the Holy Spirit. 

Moreover, as it is said: God gives not the Spirit by measure. The Father loves the Son, and 

has given all things into His hand. (Jn. 3:34-35). 

"That's it, your Godliness [2]. In acquiring this Spirit of God consists the true aim of our 

Christian life, while prayer, vigil, fasting, almsgiving and other good works [3] done for 

Christ's sake are merely means for acquiring the Spirit of God." 

"What do you mean by acquiring?" I asked Father Seraphim. "Somehow I don't understand 

that." 

"Acquiring is the same as obtaining," he replied. "You understand, of course, what 

acquiring money means? Acquiring the Spirit of God is exactly the same. You know well 

enough what it means in a worldly sense, your Godliness, to acquire. The aim in life of 

ordinary worldly people is to acquire or make money, and for the nobility it is in addition 

to receive honours, distinctions and other rewards for their services to the government. 

The acquisition of God's Spirit is also capital, but grace-giving and eternal, and it is 

obtained in very similar ways, almost the same ways as monetary, social and temporal 

capital. 

"God the Word, the God-Man, our Lord Jesus Christ, compares our life with a market, and 

the work of our life on earth He calls trading, and says to us all: Trade till I come (Lk. 

19:13), redeeming the time, because the days are evil (Eph. 5:16). That is to say, make the 

most of your time for getting heavenly blessings through earthly goods. Earthly goods are 

good works done for Christ's sake and conferring on us the grace of the All-Holy Spirit. 



"In the parable of the wise and foolish virgins, when the foolish ones lacked oil, it was 

said: 'Go and buy in the market.' But when they had bought, the door of the bride-chamber 

was already shut and they could not get in. Some say that the lack of oil in the lamps of the 

foolish virgins means a lack of good deeds in their lifetime. Such an interpretation is not 

quite correct. Why should they be lacking in good deeds if they are called virgins, even 

though foolish ones? Virginity is the supreme virtue, an angelic state, and it could take the 

place of all other good works. 

"I think that what they were lacking was the grace of the All-Holy Spirit of God. These 

virgins practiced the virtues, but in their spiritual ignorance they supposed that the 

Christian life consisted merely in doing good works. By doing a good deed they thought 

they were doing the work of God, but they little cared whether they acquired thereby the 

grace of God's Spirit. Such ways of life based merely on doing good without carefully 

testing whether they bring the grace of the Spirit of God, are mentioned in the Patristic 

books: 'There is another way which is deemed good at the beginning, but it ends at the 

bottom of hell.' 

"Antony the Great in his letters to Monks says of such virgins: 'Many Monks and virgins 

have no idea of the different kinds of will which act in man, and they do not know that we 

are influenced by three wills: the first is God's all-perfect and all-saving will: the second is 

our own human will which, if not destructive, yet neither is it saving; and the third is the 

devil's will—wholly destructive.' And this third will of the enemy teaches man either not 

to do any good deeds, or to do them out of vanity, or to do them merely for virtue's sake 

and not for Christ's sake. The second, our own will, teaches us to do everything to flatter 

our passions, or else it teaches us like the enemy to do good for the sake of good and not 

care for the grace which is acquired by it. But the first, God's all-saving will, consists in 

doing good solely to acquire the Holy Spirit, as an eternal, inexhaustible treasure which 

cannot be rightly valued. The acquisition of the Holy Spirit is, so to say, the oil which the 

foolish virgins lacked. They were called foolish just because they had forgotten the 

necessary fruit of virtue, the grace of the Holy Spirit, without which no one is or can be 

saved, for: 'Every soul is quickened by the Holy Spirit and exalted by purity and 

mystically illumined by the Trinal Unity.' [4] 

"This is the oil in the lamps of the wise virgins which could burn long and brightly, and 

these virgins with their burning lamps were able to meet the Bridegroom, Who came at 

midnight, and could enter the bridechamber of joy with Him. But the foolish ones, though 

they went to market to buy some oil when they saw their lamps going out, were unable to 

return in time, for the door was already shut. The market is our life; the door of the 

bridechamber which was shut and which barred the way to the Bridegroom is human 

death; the wise and foolish virgins are Christian souls; the oil is not good deeds but the 

grace of the All-Holy Spirit of God which is obtained through them and which changes 

souls from one state to another—that is, from corruption to incorruption, from spiritual 

death to spiritual life, from darkness to light, from the stable of our being (where the 

passions are tied up like dumb animals and wild beasts) into a Temple of the Divinity, into 

the shining bridechamber of eternal joy in Christ Jesus our Lord, the Creator and 

Redeemer and eternal Bridegroom of our souls. 

"How great is God's compassion to our misery, that is to say, our inattention to His care 

for us, when God says: Behold, I stand at the door and knock (Rev. 3:20), meaning by 

'door' the course of our life which has not yet been closed by death! Oh, how I wish, your 

Godliness, that in this life you may always be in the Spirit of God! 'In whatsoever I find 

you, in that will I judge you,' says the Lord. [5] 

"Woe to us if He finds us overcharged with the cares and sorrows of this life! For who will 

be able to bear His anger, who will withstand the wrath of His countenance? That is why it 



has been said: Watch and pray, lest you enter into temptation (Mk. 14:38), that is lest you 

be deprived of the Spirit of God, for watching and prayer bring us His grace. 

"Of course, every good deed done for Christ's sake gives us the grace of the Holy Spirit, 

but prayer gives us it most of all, for it is always at hand, so to speak, as an instrument for 

acquiring the grace of the Spirit. For instance, you would like to go to Church, but there is 

no Church or the Service is over; you would like to give alms to a beggar, but there isn't 

one, or you have nothing to give; you would like to preserve your virginity [6], but you 

have not the strength to do so because of your temperament, or because of the violence of 

the wiles of the enemy which on account of your human weakness you cannot withstand; 

you would like to do some other good deed for Christ's sake, but either you have not the 

strength or the opportunity is lacking. This certainly does not apply to prayer. Prayer is 

always possible for everyone, rich and poor, noble and humble, strong and weak, healthy 

and sick, righteous and sinful. 

"You may judge how great the power of prayer is even in a sinful person, when it is 

offered whole-heartedly, by the following example from Holy Tradition. When at the 

request of a desperate mother who had been deprived by death of her only son, a harlot 

whom she chanced to meet, still unclean, from her last sin, and who was touched by the 

mother's deep sorrow, cried to the Lord: 'Not for the sake of a wretched sinner like me, but 

for the sake of the tears of a mother sorrowing for her son and firmly trusting in Thy 

loving kindness and Thy almighty power, Christ God, raise up her son, O Lord!' And the 

Lord raised him up. 

"You see, your Godliness! Great is the power of prayer, and it brings most of all the Spirit 

of God, and is most easily practiced by everyone. We shall be blessed if the Lord God 

finds us watchful and filled with the gifts of His Holy Spirit. Then we may boldly hope to 

be caught up...in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air (I Thes. 4:17) Who is coming with 

great power and glory (Mk. 13:26) to judge the living and the dead (I Pet. 4:5) and to 

reward every man according to his works (Mat. 16:27). 

"Your Godliness deigns to think it a great happiness to talk to poor Seraphim, believing 

that even he is not bereft of the grace of the Lord. What then shall we say of the Lord 

Himself, the never-failing source of every kind of blessing, both heavenly and earthly? 

Truly in prayer we are granted to converse with Him, our all-gracious and life-giving God 

and Saviour Himself. But even here we must pray only until God the Holy Spirit descends 

on us in measures of His heavenly grace known to Him. And when He deigns to visit us, 

we must stop praying. Why should we then pray to Him, 'Come and abide in us and 

cleanse us from all impurity and save our souls, O Good One,' when He has already come 

to us to save us who trust in Him and truly call on His Holy Name, that humbly and with 

love we may receive Him, the Comforter, in the mansions of our souls hungering and 

thirsting for His coming. 

"I will explain this to your Godliness by an example. Imagine that you have invited me to 

pay you a visit and at your invitation I come to have a talk with you. But you continue to 

invite me, saying: 'Come in, please. Do come in!' Then I should be obliged to think: 'What 

is the matter with him? Is he out of his mind?' So it is with regard to our Lord God the 

Holy Spirit. That is why it is said: Be still and realize that I am God; I shall be exalted 

among the heathen, I shall be exalted in the earth (Ps. 45:10). That is, I shall appear and 

shall continue to appear to everyone who believes in Me and calls upon Me, and I shall 

converse with him as I once conversed with Adam in Paradise, with Abraham and Jacob 

and other servants of Mine, with Moses and Job, and those like them. 

"Many explain that this stillness refers only to worldly matters; in other words, that during 

prayerful converse with God you must 'be still' with regard to worldly affairs. But I will 



tell you in the name of God that not only is it necessary to be dead [7] to them at prayer, 

but when by the omnipotent power of faith and prayer our Lord God the Holy Spirit 

condescends to visit us, and comes to us in the plenitude of His unutterable goodness, we 

must be dead to prayer too. 

"The soul speaks and converses during prayer, but at the descent of the Holy Spirit we 

must remain in complete silence, in order to hear clearly and intelligibly all the words of 

eternal life which He will then deign to communicate. Complete soberness of both soul 

and spirit, and chaste purity of body is required at the same time. The same demands were 

made at Mount Horeb, when the Israelites were told not even to touch their wives for three 

days before the appearance of God on Mount Sinai. For our God is a fire which consumes 

everything unclean, and no one who is defiled in body or spirit can enter into communion 

with Him." 

"Yes, Father, but what about other good deeds done for Christ's sake in order to acquire 

the grace of the Holy Spirit? You have only been speaking of prayer!" 

"Acquire the grace of the Holy Spirit also by practicing all the other virtues for Christ's 

sake. Trade spiritually with them; trade with those which give you the greatest profit. 

Accumulate capital from the superabundance of God's grace, deposit it in God's eternal 

bank which will bring you immaterial interest, not four or six percent, but one hundred 

percent for one spiritual ruble, and even infinitely more than that. For example, if prayer 

and watching give you more of God's grace, watch and pray; if fasting gives you much of 

the Spirit of God, fast; if almsgiving gives you more, give alms. Weigh every virtue done 

for Christ's sake in this manner. 

"Now I will tell you about myself, poor Seraphim. I come of a merchant family in Kursk. 

So when I was not yet in the Monastery we used to trade with the goods which brought us 

the greatest profit. Act like that, my son. And just as in business the main point is not 

merely to trade, but to get as much profit as possible, so in the business of the Christian 

life the main point is not merely to pray or to do some other good deed. Though the 

Apostle says: Pray without ceasing (I Thess. 5:17), yet, as you remember, he adds: I would 

rather speak five words with my understanding than ten thousand words with the tongue (I 

Cor. 14:13). And the Lord says: Not everyone that says unto Me: Lord, Lord, shall be 

saved, but he who does the will of My Father, that is he who does the work of God and, 

moreover, does it with reverence, for cursed is he who does the work of God negligently 

(Jer. 48:10). And the work of God is: Believe in God and in Him Whom He has sent, Jesus 

Christ (Jn. 14:1;6:29). If we understand the commandments of Christ and of the Apostles 

aright, our business as Christians consists not in increasing the number of our good deeds 

which are only the means of furthering the purpose of our Christian life, but in deriving 

from them the utmost profit, that is in acquiring the most abundant gifts of the Holy Spirit. 

"How I wish, your Godliness, that you yourself may acquire this inexhaustible source of 

divine grace, and may always ask yourself: Am I in the Spirit of God or not? And if you 

are in the Spirit, blessed be God!—there is nothing to grieve about. You are ready to 

appear before the awful judgement of Christ immediately. For 'In whatsoever I find you, in 

that I will judge you.' But if we are not in the Spirit, we must discover why and for what 

reason our Lord God the Holy Spirit has willed to abandon us; and we must seek Him 

again, and must go on searching until our Lord God the Holy Spirit has been found and is 

with us again through His goodness. And we must attack the enemies that drive us away 

from Him until even their dust is no more, as has been said by the Prophet David: I shall 

pursue my enemies and overtake them; and I shall not turn back till they are destroyed. I 

shall harass them, and they will not be able to stand; they will fall under my feet. (Ps. 

17:37-38). 



"That's it, my son. That is how you must spiritually trade in virtue. Distribute the Holy 

Spirit's gifts of grace to those in need of them, just as a lighted candle burning with earthly 

fire shines itself and lights other candles for the illumining of all in other places, without 

diminishing its own light. And if it is so with regard to earthly fire, what shall we say 

about the fire of the grace of the All-Holy Spirit of God? For earthly riches decrease with 

distribution, but the more the heavenly riches of God's grace are distributed, the more they 

increase in him who distributes them. Thus the Lord Himself was pleased to say to the 

Samaritan woman: Whoever drinks of this water will thirst again. But whoever drinks of 

the water that I shall give him will never thirst; but the water that I shall give him will be 

in him a well of water springing up into eternal life (Jn. 4:13-14). 

"Father," said I, "you speak all the time of the acquisition of the grace of the Holy Spirit as 

the aim of the Christian life. But how and where can I see it? Good deeds are visible, but 

can the Holy Spirit be seen? How am I to know whether He is with me or not?" 

"At the present time," the Elder replied, "owing to our almost universal coldness to our 

holy faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, and our inattention to the working of His Divine 

Providence in us, and to the communion of man with God, we have gone so far that, one 

may say, we have almost abandoned the true Christian life. The testimonies of Holy 

Scripture now seem strange to us, when, for instance, by the lips of Moses the Holy Spirit 

says: And Adam saw the Lord walking in paradise (cp. Gen. 3:10), or when we read the 

words of the Apostle Paul: 'We went to Achaia, and the Spirit of God went not with us; we 

returned to Macedonia, and the Spirit of God came with us'. More than once in other 

passages of Holy Scripture the appearance of God to men is mentioned. 

"That is why some people say: 'These passages are incomprehensible. Is it really possible 

for people to see God so openly?' But there is nothing incomprehensible here. This failure 

to understand has come about because we have departed from the simplicity of the original 

Christian knowledge. Under the pretext of education, we have reached such a darkness of 

ignorance that what the ancients understood so clearly seems to us almost inconceivable. 

Even in ordinary conversation, the idea of God's appearance among men did not seem 

strange to them. Thus, when his friends rebuked him for blaspheming God, Job answered 

them: How can that be when I feel the Spirit of God in my nostrils? (cp. Job 27:3). That is, 

'How can I blaspheme God when the Holy Spirit abides with me? If I had blasphemed 

God, the Holy Spirit would have withdrawn from me; but lo, I feel His breath in my 

nostrils.' 

"In exactly the same way it is said of Abraham and Jacob that they saw the Lord and 

conversed with Him, and that Jacob even wrestled with Him. Moses and all the people 

with him saw God when he was granted to receive from God the tables of the law on 

Mount Sinai. A pillar of cloud and a pillar of fire, or, in other words, the evident grace of 

the Holy Spirit, served as guides to the people of God in the desert. People saw God and 

the grace of His Holy Spirit, not in sleep or in dreams, or in the excitement of a disordered 

imagination, but truly and openly. 

"We have become so inattentive to the work of our salvation that we misinterpret many 

other words in Holy Scripture as well, all because we do not seek the grace of God and in 

the pride of our minds do not allow it to dwell in our souls. That is why we are without 

true enlightenment from the Lord, which He sends into the hearts of men who hunger and 

thirst wholeheartedly for God's righteousness. 

"Many explain that when it says in the Bible: 'God breathed the breath of life into the face 

of Adam the first-created, who was created by Him from the dust of the ground,' it must 

mean that until then there was neither human soul nor spirit in Adam, but only the flesh 

created from the dust of the ground. This interpretation is wrong, for the Lord God created 



Adam from the dust of the ground with the constitution which our dear little Father, the 

holy Apostle Paul describes: May your spirit and soul and body be preserved blameless at 

the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ (I Thess. 5:23). And all these three parts of our nature 

were created from the dust of the ground, and Adam was not created dead, but an active 

living being like all the other animate creatures of God living on earth. The point is that if 

the Lord God had not breathed afterwards into his face this breath of life (that is, the grace 

of our Lord God the Holy Spirit Who proceeds from the Father and rests in the Son and is 

sent into the world for the Son's sake), Adam would have remained without having within 

him the Holy Spirit Who raises him to Godlike dignity. However perfect he had been 

created and superior to all the other creatures of God, as the crown of creation on earth, he 

would have been just like all the other creatures which, though they have a body, soul and 

spirit each according to its kind, yet have not the Holy Spirit within them. But when the 

Lord God breathed into Adam's face the breath of life, then, according to Moses' word, 

Adam became a living soul (Gen. 2:7), that is, completely and in every way like God, and, 

like Him, for ever immortal. Adam was immune to the action of the elements to such a 

degree that water could not drown him, fire could not burn him, the earth could not 

swallow him in its abysses, and the air could not harm him by any kind of action whatever. 

Everything was subject to him as the beloved of God, as the king and lord of creation, and 

everything looked up to him, as the perfect crown of God's creatures. Adam was made so 

wise by this breath of life which was breathed into his face from the creative lips of God, 

the Creator and Ruler of all, that there never has been a man on earth wiser or more 

intelligent than he, and it is hardly likely that there ever will be. When the Lord 

commanded him to give names to all the creatures, he gave every creature a name which 

completely expressed all the qualities, powers and properties given to it by God at its 

creation. 

"Owing to this very gift of the supernatural grace of God which was infused into him by 

the breath of life, Adam could see and understand the Lord walking in paradise, and 

comprehend His words, and the conversation of the holy Angels, and the language of all 

beasts, birds and reptiles and all that is now hidden from us fallen and sinful creatures, but 

was so clear to Adam before his fall. To Eve also the Lord God gave the same wisdom, 

strength and unlimited power, and all the other good and holy qualities. And He created 

her not from the dust of the ground but from Adam's rib in the Eden of delight, in the 

Paradise which He had planted in the midst of the earth. 

"In order that they might always easily maintain within themselves the immortal, divine 

[8] and perfect properties of this breath of life, God planted in the midst of the garden the 

tree of life and endowed its fruits with all the essence and fullness of His divine breath. If 

they had not sinned, Adam and Eve themselves as well as all their posterity could have 

always eaten of the fruit of the tree of life and so would have eternally maintained the 

quickening power of divine grace. 

"They could have also maintained to all eternity the full powers of their body, soul and 

spirit in a state of immortality and everlasting youth, and they could have continued in this 

immortal and blessed state of theirs for ever. At the present time, however, it is difficult 

for us even to imagine such grace. 

"But when through the tasting of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil—which was 

premature and contrary to the commandment of God—they learnt the difference between 

good and evil and were subjected to all the afflictions which followed the transgression of 

the commandment of God, then they lost this priceless gift of the grace of the Spirit of 

God, so that, until the actual coming into the world of the God-Man Jesus Christ, the Spirit 

of God was not yet in the world because Jesus was not yet glorified (Jn. 7:39). 



"However, that does not mean that the Spirit of God was not in the world at all, but His 

presence was not so apparent [9] as in Adam or in us Orthodox Christians. It manifested 

only externally; yet the signs of His presence in the world were known to mankind [10]. 

Thus, for instance, many mysteries in connection with the future salvation of the human 

race were revealed to Adam as well as to Eve after the fall. And for Cain, in spite of his 

impiety and his transgression, it was easy to understand the voice which held gracious and 

divine though convicting converse with him. Noah conversed with God. Abraham saw 

God and His day and was glad (cp. Jn. 8:56). The grace of the Holy Spirit acting externally 

was also reflected in all the Old Testament prophets and Saints of Israel. The Hebrews 

afterwards established special prophetic schools where the sons of the prophets were 

taught to discern the signs of the manifestation of God or of Angels, and to distinguish the 

operations of the Holy Spirit from the ordinary natural phenomena of our graceless earthly 

life. Simeon who held God in his arms, Christ's grand-parents Joakim and Anna, and 

countless other servants of God continually had quite openly various divine apparitions, 

voices and revelations which were justified by evident miraculous events. Though not with 

the same power as in the people of God, nevertheless, the presence of the Spirit of God 

also acted in the pagans who did not know the true God, because even among them God 

found for Himself chosen people. Such, for instance, were the virgin-prophetesses called 

Sibyls who vowed virginity to an unknown God, but still to God the Creator of the 

universe, the all-powerful Ruler of the world, as He was conceived by the pagans. Though 

the pagan philosophers also wandered in the darkness of ignorance of God, yet they sought 

the truth which is beloved by God, and on account of this God-pleasing seeking, they 

could partake of the Spirit of God, for it is said that the nations who do not know God 

practice by nature the demands of the law and do what is pleasing to God (cp. Rom. 2:14). 

The Lord so praises truth that He says of it Himself by the Holy Spirit: Truth has sprung 

out of the earth, and righteousness has looked down from heaven (Ps. 84:11). 

"So you see, your Godliness, both in the holy Hebrew people, a people beloved by God, 

and in the pagans who did not know God, there was preserved a knowledge of God—that 

is, my son, a clear and rational comprehension of how our Lord God the Holy Spirit acts in 

man, and by means of what inner and outer feelings one can be sure that this is really the 

action of our Lord God the Holy Spirit, and not a delusion of the enemy. That is how it 

was from Adam's fall until the coming in the flesh of our Lord Jesus Christ into the world. 

"Without this perceptible realization of the actions of the Holy Spirit which had always 

been preserved in human nature, men could not possibly have known for certain whether 

the fruit of the seed of the woman who had been promised to Adam and Eve had come into 

the world to bruise the serpent's head (Gen. 3:15). 

"At last the Holy Spirit foretold to St. Simeon, who was then in his 65th year, the mystery 

of the virginal conception and birth of Christ from the most pure Ever-Virgin Mary. 

Afterwards, having lived by the grace of the All-Holy Spirit of God for three hundred 

years, in the 365th year of his life he said openly in the Temple of the Lord that he knew 

for certain [11] through the gift of the Holy Spirit that this was that very Christ, the 

Saviour of the world, Whose supernatural conception and birth from the Holy Spirit had 

been foretold to him by an Angel three hundred years previously. 

"And there was also Saint Anna, a prophetess, the daughter of Phanuel, who from her 

widowhood had served the Lord God in the Temple of God for eighty years, and who was 

known to be a righteous widow, a chaste servant of God, from the special gifts of grace 

she had received. She too announced that He was actually the Messiah Who had been 

promised to the world, the true Christ, God and Man, the King of Israel, Who had come to 

save Adam and mankind. 



"But when our Lord Jesus Christ condescended to accomplish the whole work of 

salvation, after His Resurrection, He breathed on the Apostles, restored the breath of life 

lost by Adam, and gave them the same grace of the All-Holy Spirit of God as Adam had 

enjoyed. But that was not all. He also told them that it was expedient for them that He 

should go to the Father, for if He did not go, the Spirit of God would not come into the 

world. But if He, the Christ, went to the Father, He would send Him into the world, and 

He, the Comforter, would guide them and all who followed their teaching into all truth and 

would remind them of all that He had said to them when He was still in the world. What 

was then promised was grace upon grace (Jn. 1:16). 

"Then on the day of Pentecost He solemnly sent down to them in a tempestuous wind the 

Holy Spirit in the form of tongues of fire which alighted on each of them and entered 

within them and filled them with the fiery strength of divine grace which breathes 

bedewingly and acts gladdeningly in souls which partake of its power and operations (Cp. 

Acts 2:1-4). And this same fire-infusing grace of the Holy Spirit which is given to us all, 

the faithful of Christ, in the Sacrament of Holy Baptism, is sealed by the Sacrament of 

Chrismation on the chief parts of our body as appointed by Holy Church, the eternal 

keeper of this grace. It is said: 'The seal of the Gift of the Holy Spirit.' On what do we put 

our seals, your Godliness, if not on vessels containing some very precious treasure? But 

what on earth can be higher and what can be more precious than the gifts of the Holy 

Spirit which are sent down to us from above in the Sacrament of Baptism? This Baptismal 

grace is so great and so indispensable, so vital for man, that even a heretic is not deprived 

of it until his very death; that is, till the end of the period appointed on high by the 

Providence of God as a life-long test of man on earth, in order to see what he will be able 

to achieve (during this period given to him by God) by means of the power of grace 

granted him from on high. 

"And if we were never to sin after our Baptism, we should remain for ever Saints of God, 

holy, blameless and free from all impurity of body and spirit. But the trouble is that we 

increase in stature, but do not increase in grace and in the knowledge of God as our Lord 

Jesus Christ increased; but on the contrary, we gradually become more and more depraved 

and lose the grace of the All-Holy Spirit of God and become sinful in various degrees, and 

most sinful people. But if a man is stirred by the wisdom of God which seeks our salvation 

and embraces everything, and he is resolved for its sake to devote the early hours to God 

and to watch in order to find his eternal salvation [12], then, in obedience to its voice, he 

must hasten to offer true repentance for all his sins and must practice the virtues which are 

opposite to the sins committed. Then through the virtues practiced for Christ's sake he will 

acquire the Holy Spirit Who acts within us and establishes in us the Kingdom of God. The 

word of God does not say in vain: The Kingdom of God is within you (Lk. 17:21), and it 

suffers violence, and the violent take it by force (Mat. 11:12) [13]. That means that people 

who, in spite of the bonds of sin which fetter them and (by their violence and by inciting 

them to new sins) prevent them from coming to Him, our Saviour, with perfect repentance 

for reckoning with Him, yet force themselves to break their bonds, despising all the 

strength of the fetters of sin—such people at last actually appear before the face of God 

made whiter than snow by His grace. Come, says the Lord: Though your sins be as purple, 

I will make them white as snow (Is. 1:18). 

"Such people were once seen by the holy Seer John the Divine clothed in white robes (that 

is, in robes of justification) and palms in their hands (as a sign of victory), and they were 

singing to God a wonderful song: Alleluia. And no one could imitate the beauty of their 

song. Of them an Angel of God said: These are they who have come out of great 

tribulation and have washed their robes, and have made them white in the blood of the 

Lamb (Rev. 7:9-14). They were washed with their sufferings and made white in the 

Communion of the immaculate and life-giving Mysteries of the Body and Blood of the 

most pure and spotless Lamb—Christ—Who was slain before all ages by His own will for 



the salvation of the world and Who is continually being slain and divided until now but is 

never exhausted. Through the Holy Mysteries we are granted our eternal and unfailing 

salvation as a viaticum to eternal life, as an acceptable answer at His awful judgement and 

as a precious substitute beyond our comprehension for that fruit of the tree of life of which 

the enemy of mankind Lucifer who fell from heaven would have liked to deprive our 

human race. Though the enemy and devil seduced Eve, and Adam fell with her, yet the 

Lord not only granted them a Redeemer in the fruit of the seed of the woman Who 

trampled down death by death, but also granted us all in the woman, the Ever-Virgin Mary 

Mother of God, who crushes the head of the serpent in herself and in all the human race, a 

constant mediatress with her Son and our God, and an invincible and insistent intercessor 

even for the most desperate sinners. That is why the Mother of God is called the 'Plague of 

Demons,' for it is not possible for a devil to destroy a man so long as the man himself has 

recourse to the help of the Mother of God. 

"And I must further explain, your Godliness, the difference between the operations of the 

Holy Spirit who dwells mystically in the hearts of those who believe in our Lord God and 

Saviour Jesus Christ and the operations of the darkness of sin which, at the suggestion and 

instigation of the devil, acts predatorily in us. The Spirit of God reminds us of the words of 

our Lord Jesus Christ and always acts triumphantly with Him, gladdening our hearts and 

guiding our steps into the way of peace, while the false diabolic spirit reasons in the 

opposite way to Christ, and its actions in us are rebellious, stubborn, and full of the lust of 

the flesh, the lust of the eyes and the pride of life. 

"And whoever lives and believes in Me shall not die for ever (Jn. 11:26). He who has the 

grace of the Holy Spirit in reward for right faith in Christ, even if on account of human 

frailty his soul were to die from some sin or other, yet he will not die for ever, but he will 

be raised by the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ Who takes away the sin of the world (Jn. 

1:29) and freely gives grace upon grace. Of this grace, which was manifested to the whole 

world and to our human race by the God-Man, it is said in the Gospel: In Him was life, 

and the life was the light of men (Jn. 1:4); and further: And the light shines in the darkness; 

and the darkness did not overpower it (Jn. 1:5). This means that the grace of the Holy 

Spirit which is granted at Baptism in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy 

Spirit, in spite of men's falls into sin, in spite of the darkness surrounding our soul, 

nevertheless shines in the heart with the divine light (which has existed from time 

immemorial) of the inestimable merits of Christ. In the event of a sinner's impenitence this 

light of Christ cries to the Father: 'Abba, Father! Be not angry with this impenitence to the 

end (of his life)'. And then, at the sinner's conversion to the way of repentance, it effaces 

completely all trace of past sin and clothes the former sinner once more in a robe of 

incorruption woven from the grace of the Holy Spirit, concerning the acquisition of which, 

as the aim of the Christian life, I have been speaking so long to your Godliness. 

"I will tell you something else, so that you may understand still more clearly what is meant 

by the grace of God, how to recognize it and how its action is manifested particularly in 

those who are enlightened by it. The grace of the Holy Spirit is the light which enlightens 

man. The whole of Sacred Scripture speaks about this. Thus our holy Father David said: 

Thy word is a lamp to my feet, and a light to my path (Ps. 118:105), and: Unless Thy law 

had been my meditation I should have died in my humiliation (Ps. 118:92). In other words, 

the grace of the Holy Spirit which is expressed in the Law by the words of the Lord's 

commandments is my lamp and light. And if this grace of the Holy Spirit (which I try to 

acquire so carefully and zealously that I meditate on Thy righteous judgements seven 

times a day) did not enlighten me amidst the darkness of the cares which are inseparable 

from the high calling of my royal rank, whence should I get a spark of light to illumine my 

way on the path of life which is darkened by the ill-will of my enemies? 



"And in fact the Lord has frequently demonstrated before many witnesses how the grace of 

the Holy Spirit acts on people whom He has sanctified and illumined by His great 

inspiration [14]. Remember Moses after his talk with God on Mount Sinai. He so shone 

with an extraordinary light that people were unable to look at him. He was even forced to 

wear a veil when he appeared in public. Remember the Transfiguration of the Lord on 

Mount Tabor. A great light encircled Him, and His raiment became shining, exceedingly 

white like snow (Mk. 9:3), and His disciples fell on their faces from fear. But when Moses 

and Elias appeared to Him in that light, a cloud overshadowed them in order to hide the 

radiance of the light of the divine grace which blinded the eyes of the disciples. Thus the 

grace of the All-Holy Spirit of God appears in an ineffable light to all to whom God 

reveals its action." 

"But how," I asked Father Seraphim, "can I know that I am in the grace of the Holy 

Spirit?" 

"It is very simple, your Godliness," he replied. "That is why the Lord says: 'All things are 

simple to those who find knowledge' (Prov. 8:9, Septuagint). The trouble is that we do not 

seek this divine knowledge which does not puff up, for it is not of this world. This 

knowledge which is full of love for God and for our neighbour builds up every man for his 

salvation. Of this knowledge the Lord said that God wills all men to be saved, and to come 

to the knowledge of the truth (I Tim. 2:4). And of the lack of this knowledge He said to 

His Apostles: Are you also yet without understanding (Mat. 15:16)? Concerning this 

understanding [15], it is said in the Gospel of the Apostles: Then opened He their 

understanding (Lk. 24:45), and the Apostles always perceived whether the Spirit of God 

was dwelling in them or not; and being filled with understanding, they saw the presence of 

the Holy Spirit with them and declared positively that their work was holy and entirely 

pleasing to the Lord God. That explains why in their Epistles they wrote: It seemed good 

to the Holy Spirit and to us (Acts 15:28). Only on these grounds did they offer their 

Epistles as immutable truth for the benefit of all the faithful. Thus the holy Apostles were 

consciously aware of the presence in themselves of the Spirit of God. And so you see, your 

Godliness, how simple it is!" 

"Nevertheless," I replied, "I do not understand how I can be certain that I am in the Spirit 

of God. How can I discern for myself His true manifestation in me?" 

Father Seraphim replied: "I have already told you, your Godliness, that it is very simple 

and I have related in detail how people come to be in the Spirit of God and how we can 

recognize His presence in us. So what do you want, my son?" 

"I want to understand it well," I said. 

Then Father Seraphim took me very firmly by the shoulders and said: "We are both in the 

Spirit of God now, my son. Why don't you look at me?" 

I replied: "I cannot look, Father, because your eyes are flashing like lightning. Your face 

has become brighter than the sun, and my eyes ache with pain." 

Father Seraphim said: "Don't be alarmed, your Godliness! Now you yourself have become 

as bright as I am. You are now in the fullness of the Spirit of God yourself; otherwise you 

would not be able to see me as I am." 

Then, bending his head towards me, he whispered softly in my ear: "Thank the Lord God 

for His unutterable mercy to us! You saw that I did not even cross myself; and only in my 

heart I prayed mentally to the Lord God and said within myself: 'Lord, grant him to see 

clearly with his bodily eyes that descent of Thy Spirit which Thou grantest to Thy servants 



when Thou art pleased to appear in the light of Thy magnificent glory.' And you see, my 

son, the Lord instantly fulfilled the humble prayer of poor Seraphim. How then shall we 

not thank Him for this unspeakable gift to us both? Even to the greatest hermits, my son, 

the Lord God does not always show His mercy in this way. This grace of God, like a 

loving mother, has been pleased to comfort your contrite heart at the intercession of the 

Mother of God herself. But why, my son, do you not look me in the eyes? Just look, and 

don't be afraid! The Lord is with us!" 

After these words I glanced at his face and there came over me an even greater reverent 

awe. Imagine in the center of the sun, in the dazzling light of its midday rays, the face of a 

man talking to you. You see the movement of his lips and the changing expression of his 

eyes, you hear his voice, you feel someone holding your shoulders; yet you do not see his 

hands, you do not even see yourself or his figure, but only a blinding light spreading far 

around for several yards and illumining with its glaring sheen both the snow-blanket 

which covered the forest glade and the snow-flakes which besprinkled me and the great 

Elder. You can imagine the state I was in! 

"How do you feel now?" Father Seraphim asked me. 

"Extraordinarily well," I said. 

"But in what way? How exactly do you feel well?" 

I answered: "I feel such calmness and peace in my soul that no words can express it." 

"This, your Godliness," said Father Seraphim, "is that peace of which the Lord said to His 

disciples: My peace I give unto you; not as the world gives, give I unto you (Jn. 14:21). If 

you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because I have chosen you out of 

the world, therefore the world hates you (Jn. 15:19). But be of good cheer; I have 

overcome the world (Jn. 16:33). And to those people whom this world hates but who are 

chosen by the Lord, the Lord gives that peace which you now feel within you, the peace 

which, in the words of the Apostle, passes all understanding (Phil. 4:7). The Apostle 

describes it in this way, because it is impossible to express in words the spiritual well-

being which it produces in those into whose hearts the Lord God has infused it. Christ the 

Saviour calls it a peace which comes from His own generosity and is not of this world, for 

no temporary earthly prosperity can give it to the human heart; it is granted from on high 

by the Lord God Himself, and that is why it is called the peace of God. What else do you 

feel?" Father Seraphim asked me. 

"An extraordinary sweetness," I replied. 

And he continued: "This is that sweetness of which it is said in Holy Scripture: They will 

be inebriated with the fatness of Thy house; and Thou shalt make them drink of the torrent 

of Thy delight (Ps. 35:8) [16]. And now this sweetness is flooding our hearts and coursing 

through our veins with unutterable delight. From this sweetness our hearts melt as it were, 

and both of us are filled with such happiness as tongue cannot tell. What else do you feel?" 

"An extraordinary joy in all my heart." 

And Father Seraphim continued: "When the Spirit of God comes down to man and 

overshadows him with the fullness of His inspiration [17], then the human soul overflows 

with unspeakable joy, for the Spirit of God fills with joy whatever He touches. This is that 

joy of which the Lord speaks in His Gospel: A woman when she is in travail has sorrow, 

because her hour is come; but when she is delivered of the child, she remembers no more 

the anguish, for joy that a man is born into the world. In the world you will be sorrowful 



[18]; but when I see you again, your heart shall rejoice, and your joy no one will take from 

you (Jn. 16:21-22). Yet however comforting may be this joy which you now feel in your 

heart, it is nothing in comparison with that of which the Lord Himself by the mouth of His 

Apostle said that that joy eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor has it entered into the heart 

of man what God has prepared for them that love Him (I Cor. 2:9). Foretastes of that joy 

are given to us now, and if they fill our souls with such sweetness, well-being and 

happiness, what shall we say of that joy which has been prepared in heaven for those who 

weep here on earth? And you, my son, have wept enough in your life on earth; yet see with 

what joy the Lord consoles you even in this life! Now it is up to us, my son, to add labours 

to labours in order to go from strength to strength (Ps. 83:7), and to come to the measure 

of the stature of the fullness of Christ (Eph. 4:13), so that the words of the Lord may be 

fulfilled in us: But they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall grow 

wings like eagles; and they shall run and not be weary (Is. 40:31); they will go from 

strength to strength, and the God of gods will appear to them in the Sion (Ps. 83:8) of 

realization and heavenly visions. Only then will our present joy (which now visits us little 

and briefly) appear in all its fullness, and no one will take it from us, for we shall be filled 

to overflowing with inexplicable heavenly delights. What else do you feel, your 

Godliness?" 

I answered: "An extraordinary warmth." 

"How can you feel warmth, my son? Look, we are sitting in the forest. It is winter out-of-

doors, and snow is underfoot. There is more than an inch of snow on us, and the 

snowflakes are still falling. What warmth can there be?" 

I answered: "Such as there is in a bath-house when the water is poured on the stone and the 

steam rises in clouds." 

"And the smell?" he asked me. "Is it the same as in the bath-house?" 

"No," I replied. "There is nothing on earth like this fragrance. When in my dear mother's 

lifetime I was fond of dancing and used to go to balls and parties, my mother would 

sprinkle me with scent which she bought at the best shops in Kazan. But those scents did 

not exhale such fragrance." 

And Father Seraphim, smiling pleasantly, said: "I know it myself just as well as you do, 

my son, but I am asking you on purpose to see whether you feel it in the same way. It is 

absolutely true, your Godliness! The sweetest earthly fragrance cannot be compared with 

the fragrance which we now feel, for we are now enveloped in the fragrance of the Holy 

Spirit of God. What on earth can be like it? Mark, your Godliness, you have told me that 

around us it is warm as in a bath-house; but look, neither on you nor on me does the snow 

melt, nor does it underfoot; therefore, this warmth is not in the air but in us. It is that very 

warmth about which the Holy Spirit in the words of prayer makes us cry to the Lord: 

'Warm me with the warmth of Thy Holy Spirit!' By it the hermits of both sexes were kept 

warm and did not fear the winter frost, being clad, as in fur coats, in the grace-given 

clothing woven by the Holy Spirit. And so it must be in actual fact, for the grace of God 

must dwell within us, in our heart, because the Lord said: The Kingdom of God is within 

you (Lk. 17:21). By the Kingdom of God the Lord meant the grace of the Holy Spirit. This 

Kingdom of God is now within us, and the grace of the Holy Spirit shines upon us and 

warms us from without as well. It fills the surrounding air with many fragrant odours, 

sweetens our senses with heavenly delight and floods our hearts with unutterable joy. Our 

present state is that of which the Apostle says; The Kingdom of God is not food and drink, 

but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit (Rom. 14:17). Our faith consists 

not in the plausible words of earthly wisdom, but in the demonstration of the Spirit and 

power (cp. I Cor.2:4). That is just the state that we are in now. Of this state the Lord said: 



There are some of those standing here who shall not taste of death till they see the 

Kingdom of God come in power (Mk. 9:1). See, my son, what unspeakable joy the Lord 

God has now granted us! This is what it means to be in the fullness of the Holy Spirit, 

about which St. Macarius of Egypt writes: 'I myself was in the fullness of the Holy Spirit.' 

With this fullness of His Holy Spirit the Lord has now filled us poor creatures to 

overflowing. So there is no need now, your Godliness, to ask how people come to be in the 

grace of the Holy Spirit. Will you remember this manifestation of God's ineffable mercy 

which has visited us?" 

"I don't know, Father," I said, "whether the Lord will grant me to remember this mercy of 

God always as vividly and clearly as I feel it now." 

"I think," Father Seraphim answered me, "that the Lord will help you to retain it in your 

memory forever, or His goodness would never have instantly bowed in this way to my 

humble prayer and so quickly anticipated the request of poor Seraphim; all the more so, 

because it is not given to you alone to understand it, but through you it is for the whole 

world, in order that you yourself may be confirmed in God's work and may be useful to 

others. The fact that I am a Monk and you are a layman is utterly beside the point. What 

God requires is true faith in Himself and His Only-begotten Son. In return for that the 

grace of the Holy Spirit is granted abundantly from on high. The Lord seeks a heart filled 

to overflowing with love for God and our neighbour; this is the throne on which He loves 

to sit and on which He appears in the fullness of His heavenly glory. 'Son, give Me thy 

heart,' He says, 'and all the rest I Myself will add to thee (Prov. 23:26; Matt. 6:33),' for in 

the human heart the Kingdom of God can be contained. The Lord commanded His 

disciples: Seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall 

be added to you; for your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things (Mat. 

6:32,33). The Lord does not rebuke us for using earthly goods, for He says Himself that, 

owing to the conditions of our earthly life, we need all these things; that is, all the things 

which make our human life more peaceful and make our way to our heavenly home lighter 

and easier. That is why the holy Apostle Paul said that in his opinion there was nothing 

better on earth than piety and sufficiency (cp. II Cor.9:8; I Tim.6:6). And Holy Church 

prays that this may be granted us by the Lord God; and though troubles, misfortunes and 

various needs are inseparable from our life on earth, yet the Lord God neither willed nor 

wills that we should have nothing but troubles and adversities. Therefore, He commands 

us through the Apostles to bear one another's burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ (Gal. 

6:2). The Lord Jesus personally gives us the commandment to love one another, so that, by 

consoling one another with mutual love, we may lighten the sorrowful and narrow way of 

our journey to the heavenly country. Why did He descend to us from heaven, if not for the 

purpose of taking upon Himself our poverty and of making us rich with the riches of His 

goodness and His unutterable generosity? He did not come to be served by men but to 

serve them Himself and to give His life for the salvation of many. You do the same, your 

Godliness, and having seen the mercy of God manifestly shown to you, tell of it to all who 

desire salvation. The harvest truly is great, says the Lord, but the labourers are few (Lk. 

10:2). The Lord God has led us out to work and has given us the gifts of His grace in order 

that, by reaping the ears of the salvation of our fellow-men and bringing as many as 

possible into the Kingdom of God, we may bring Him fruit—some thirtyfold, some 

sixtyfold and some a hundredfold. Let us be watchful, my son, in order that we may not be 

condemned with that wicked and slothful servant who hid his talent in the earth, but let us 

try to imitate those good and faithful servants of the Lord who brought their Master four 

talents instead of two, and ten instead of five (Cf. Mat. 25:14-30). 

"Of the mercy of the Lord God there is no shadow of doubt. You have seen for yourself, 

your Godliness, how the words of the Lord spoken through the Prophet have been 

accomplished in us: I am not a God far off, but a God near at hand (cp. Jer. 23:23), and thy 

salvation is at thy mouth (cp. Deut. 30:12-14; Rom. 10:8-13). I had not time even to cross 



myself, but only wished in my heart that the Lord would grant you to see His goodness in 

all its fullness, and He was pleased to hasten to realise my wish. I am not boasting when I 

say this, neither do I say it to show you my importance and lead you to jealousy, or to 

make you think that I am a Monk and you only a layman. No, no, your Godliness! The 

Lord is nigh unto all them that call upon Him in truth (Ps. 144:18) and there is no 

partiality with Him (Eph. 6:9). For the Father loves the Son and gives everything into His 

hand (cp. Jn. 3:35). If only we ourselves loved Him, our heavenly Father, in a truly filial 

way! The Lord listens equally to the Monk and the simple Christian layman provided that 

both are Orthodox believers, and both love God from the depth of their souls, and both 

have faith in Him, if only as a grain of mustard seed; and they both shall move mountains. 

'One shall move thousands and two tens of thousands' (cp. Deut. 32:30). The Lord Himself 

says: All things are possible to him who believes (Mk. 9:23). And the holy Apostle Paul 

loudly exclaims: I can do all things in Christ Who strengthens me (Phil. 4:13). But does 

not our Lord Jesus Christ speak even more wonderfully than this of those who believe in 

Him: He who believes in Me, not only the works that I do, but even greater then these 

shall he do, because I am going to My Father. And I will pray for you that your joy may be 

full. Hitherto you have asked nothing in My name. But now ask... (Jn. 14:12,16; 16:24). 

"Thus, my son, whatever you ask of the Lord God you will receive, if only it is for the 

glory of God or for the good of your neighbour, because what we do for the good of our 

neighbour He refers to His own glory. And therefore He says: "All that you have done 

unto one of the least of these, you have done unto Me" (cp. Matt. 25:40). And so, have no 

doubt that the Lord God will fulfill your petitions, if only they concern the glory of God or 

the benefit and edification of your fellow men. But, even if something is necessary for 

your own need or use or advantage, just as quickly and graciously will the Lord be pleased 

to send you even that, provided that extreme need and necessity require it. For the Lord 

loves those who love Him. The Lord is good to all men; He gives abundantly to those who 

call upon His Name, and His bounty is in all His works. He will do the will of them that 

fear Him and He will hear their prayer, and fulfill all their plans. The Lord will fulfill all 

thy petitions (cp. Ps. 144:19; 19:4,5). Only beware, your Godliness, of asking the Lord for 

something for which there is no urgent need. The Lord will not refuse you even this in 

return for your Orthodox faith in Christ the Saviour, for the Lord will not give up the staff 

of the righteous to the lot of sinners (cp. Ps. 124:3), and He will speedily accomplish the 

will of His servant David; but He will call him to account for having troubled Him without 

special need, and for having asked Him for something without which he could have 

managed very easily. 

"And so, your Godliness, I have now told you and given you a practical demonstration of 

all that the Lord and the Mother of God have been pleased to tell you and show you 

through me, poor Seraphim. Now go in peace. The Lord and the Mother of God be with 

you always, now and ever, and to the ages of ages. Amen. Now go in peace." 

And during the whole of this time, from the moment when Father Seraphim's face became 

radiant [19], this illumination continued; and all that he told me from the beginning of the 

narrative till now, he said while remaining in one and the same position. The ineffable 

glow of the light which emanated from him I myself saw with my own eyes. And I am 

ready to vouch for it with an oath. 

 

 



God Throws a Double Six 

 

The transcript of a lecture given by Fr. Gregory to students at Manchester 

University, St. Anselm's Hall of Residence, courtesy of St. Peter's Chaplaincy on 

Tuesday 16th October 2007. 

Albert Einstein once quipped that "God does not play with dice." He was profoundly 

disturbed by a new science that he himself had played a part in developing. The physics 

of chance or technically, quantum mechanics, is a now a well established theory that 

denies our ability to measure anything with perfect exactitude. We may, therefore, talk of 

the probability of a particle being at such and such a position and having this or the other 

momentum but more than this eludes us. The strangeness of quantum theory is revealed 

in the realm of the very small but has implications also for the inflation of such larger 

scales structures as galactic clusters after the Big Bang creation.  

 

Hitherto science had been accustomed to allow for chaotic behaviours in such complex 

arenas as global weather systems and species population trends. Here, uncertainty and 

randomness affecting the ability to predict remained a problem within classical physics 

and was addressed by chaos theory. With the advent of quantum theory, however, 

indeterminacy was revealed to be part and parcel of reality itself. Theorists might still 

argue whether this concerned our ability to speak of nature rather than nature itself but the 

practical result was the same. We had to get used to a ―fuzzy world‖, predictably fuzzy in 

the maths, but practically speaking a landscape shrouded in shifting mists and ill-defined 

shapes. 

 

For centuries, science and philosophy ... and religion as well for that matter, had worked 

on a deterministic understanding of the Cosmos. Laplace famously said (and I 

paraphrase) that were we able to know and measure every physical component of the 

Cosmos we could perfectly describe its past and reliably predict its future. If he had 

allowed for chaotic behaviours in his tidied system of inputs and outputs his confidence 

might have been well placed. So long as this view prevailed, it was thought that "God was 



in His heaven and all was right with the world." Now, however, in quantum theory, 

chance had struck at the very heart of reality itself. Einstein recoiled from such a 

prospect, declaiming that ―the Lord God does not play dice.‖ Doubtless he believed, as 

had all the determinist philosophers and scientists before him that God had ordered all 

things in a uniform and predictable manner. The deity‘s table manners were impeccable. 

But then came a new set of diners who did not obey the usual rules of etiquette. There 

was bound to be trouble. 

 

The first dent in the deterministic account of creation was made by Max Planck who in 

1900 realised that radiation came in little packets or quanta and not in a continuous 

stream. It was some 26 years later that Werner Heisenberg worked out the implications of 

this for measurement. Measurement means interacting with a system or object measured, 

but to do that one has to impart energy to that which is measured and this changes it from 

its initial state. A sensor fitted to a car engine to measure its fuel efficiency will given an 

erroneous reading if only because it has itself changed the mass of the car. The 

uncertainties inherent in measurement really show up in the realm of the very small. 

Shorter wavelengths are required for finer measurements but these come with higher 

energies that change that which is being measured. Heisenberg called this the 

―Uncertainty Principle‖ and it makes the exact state of the Universe in all its parts elusive 

NOT because our measuring instruments are inadequate but simply because no act of 

measurement could ever in principle achieve what it attempts. We may only speak of 

probabilities.  

 

Schrödinger and Dirac then went on to describe all the uncertain aspects of a particles 

position and momentum in terms of a probability wave, a dynamic map of possibilities 

for a particle. Worse than this from an intuitive point of view, the particle is the 

probability wave itself. So, in this fuzzy description of matter and energy one can only 

talk of the probability that a particle will be at such and such a place when measured. The 

act of measuring itself collapses the wave function and one then has something which is 

classically ―there.‖ How such observation achieves this is still a mystery. Look in the box 

and Schrodinger‘s cat is famously dead rather than alive or alive rather than dead, but 

before then this thought experiment declares that it is neither dead nor alive but in a 

superposition of both states. If you are not disturbed by that; you are not listening!  

 

There are other tasty morsels in this Danish quantum pastry. Particles may interact, 

separate and forever remain entangled such that each particle‘s state changes 

instantaneously with that of its partner, no matter how distantly separated. Practical 

experiments have confirmed this effect over a few kilometres. Although the so-called 

―Copenhagen‖ interpretation of quantum mechanics remains controversial in some 

aspects, the fact is that the theory simply works. It describes the real world perfectly in all 

its delightful fuzziness. Without it we wouldn‘t have had the wherewithal to build lasers, 

computers and a whole raft of contemporary electronic equipment. So give thanks for 

uncertainty and distressed felines and Einstein‘s when you are next at the supermarket 

checkout! 

 

Nothing of course is ever so simple so a qualification must be made at this point. The 

collapse of the wave function is but one interpretation of the transition to classical reality 

and this, as we have seen, involves observation or, more strictly, an act of measurement. 

There are other interpretations of quantum theory where the wave function does not 

collapse. Some of these involve the universe branching out into unnumbered imperfectly 

cloned copies of itself corresponding to differing outcomes in a classical sense. This 

supposed infinite number of unobservable parallel universes where all possible states can 

be manifested, has been criticised on the grounds that it is both inelegant and untestable. 

The idea that there exists an infinite number of ―you‘s‖ reading this article identical in all 

respects except the precise colour of the spots on your tie (or at least that particular 



infinite set of ―you‘s‖ wearing spotted ties rather than striped ties) stretches credulity 

somewhat no matter what explanatory power it might have to account for this world as 

we observe it. The implications of such gross redundancy in creation might comfort those 

who shrink from thinking of this Cosmos as in any way special but it seems to me that 

this raises far more issues for science and theology than it apparently solves. If anything 

can happen and, given enough time, actually does, (Tegmark), then the Multiverse loses 

all interest as a place where anything happening anywhere is actually significant. Science, 

in word, disinvents itself by the removal of deselection. Why observe reality when you 

can imagine reality however you like it? I cannot help but think that this is an explanatory 

dead end, so let us move on. 

 

Returning now to our review of quantum theory let us examine some of its cosmological 

applications. 

 

The Universe only becomes classically predictable at large scales where probabilistic 

effects either collapse or are too insignificant to impact on the system as a whole. Even in 

classical systems simulations only ever approximate to their corresponding realities when 

chaotic elements are recognised. In extreme macrocosmic conditions, such as those 

connected with a black hole, uncertainty prevails yet again but on a very different and 

larger scale.  

 

Others had theorised about black holes long before Einstein developed his geometrical 

theory of gravity in his General Theory of Relativity in 1915, most notably a clergyman 

and scientist, John Michell in 1784. Too dense even to allow light to escape and warping 

space time round its event horizon, a black hole is a cosmic censor where information can 

leave our Universe for good. In a truly deterministic Universe you should be able in 

principle at least to track and measure every natural phenomenon. Black holes dismiss 

that confidence. It would be trying to calculate the volume of water in a tank that had 

sprung an inaccessible and unpredictable leak.  

 

A black hole is also an object that shows how empty space is not so empty at all. 

Quantum theory predicts and both particle accelerators and black holes show that the 

vacuum of space is in truth a seething mass of virtual particles and antiparticles dividing 

and violently recombining so as to account for the presence of radiation and gravity. Near 

a black hole event horizon, one virtual particle partner may fall into the black hole never 

to be seen again, the other might escape by staying this side of the horizon and becoming 

a real particle in the process. Stephen Hawking predicted this behaviour which would 

show a black hole to be not exactly black but a radiator of energy. These effects have 

been seen. They are not fancies. Eventually over a very, very long time, even a large 

black hole will evaporate away completely in this fashion.  

 

So what happens to all that information in the form of humans, stars, fridges, and other 

associated junk that fell into the black hole in the first place? Well it has gone and gone 

forever. The Universe has suffered a massive information loss. One simply cannot get 

from the Universe‘s initial phase to its final condition simply by the application of 

classical laws to a deterministic system. Not only is there colossal information loss on the 

way but also huge areas of uncertainty systemic to the Universe‘s behaviour itself. 

Goodbye Universe as Machine, hello Universe as the Missing Sock Drawer. Some things 

you just NEVER will be able to find, no matter how hard you try! 

 

We live in a Universe where anything could happen, and, more controversially according 

to some, given enough time, probably will. We live in a Universe where only probable 

outcomes are truly predictive. What sense then does God make of all of this and in all of 

this? In what sense now could He be said to be in control, to know perfectly the outcomes 

of different possible trajectories of chance and choice? Of course, God can always be 



projected onto the back cloth of eternity, surveying with perfect wisdom and serenity the 

outcome of all this chaos, randomness, indeterminacy and freedom. In that sense he 

would be the Perfect Observer although it is difficult to see how God could interact with 

His Creation as that Observer without submitting himself to the Uncertainty Principle 

precisely in his intervention. Must omniscience simply be a matter of knowing everything 

beforehand? I think not if that comes at the price of compromising human and cosmic 

freedom. God is smarter than that. 

 

I want to suggest a different and I believe more fruitful model of omniscience, not based 

on the polarities of foreknowledge and ignorance but rather upon His personal knowledge 

of the principle co-players (the Cosmos and Life) and His own predictive abilities. 

Moreover this model suggests that God is more like an Internet Author with an evolving 

script incorporating the input of other artists rather than a solitary master car engineer 

where we all have to do is "read the manual." Frankly I believe that this is a more creative 

view of God ... a more noble one and in greater conformity with Scripture and Tradition 

than that boring old predictable deity of Blake who must either leave well alone (in deist 

mode) or be forever tinkering with the machine (the 'bête noire' of Richard Dawkins). 

 

We need to articulate a new theology of creation that takes seriously the New Physics and 

that interactive model of divine-human cooperation that we see in the biblical covenants. I 

suppose when the Universe was seen as a Machine theologians fell to describing that 

covenant in terms of law, transgression and repair. This, however impoverished the 

notion of covenant by emphasising predictability, cause and effect at the expense of 

relationality and subjectivity. It was a mechanical juridical view; elements of which are 

present in Scripture but hardly emphasised to this extent. The New Physics however 

encourages to take the more rounded view of Scripture itself more seriously. How does it 

do that? 

 

A God that throws dice takes seriously the Universe‘s own story. He grants creation 

contingent freedom to develop without external or internal constraint. This is a Universe 

that IS predictable once a certain course is set but that setting could just as well be chaotic 

and accidental as measured and purposeful. Richard Dawkins takes this undetermined and 

chaotic aspect to be evidence against the sightedness of the Watchmaker, against any 

purpose or teleology in the raw data of life‘s trajectory. However it seems to me that this 

is merely a matter of scale, (aside from the fact that he is still seeing God as Machine-

Maker). It may indeed be that the accidental demise of the dinosaurs and the fortuitous 

mutation in key hominid genes contributed to the rise of homo sapiens but it by no means 

follows that the openness of causation is a design flaw. Rather on the scale of the history 

of the Universe itself, such chaotic processes are a necessary aspect of fecundity itself. If 

laws tightly constrained genetic mutation, if wandering asteroids had ―life protection 

protocols‖ built into them why not halt hominid development and save the dinosaurs? If, 

however, branching possibilities and destruction are given aspects of diversity and 

creation itself (as they clearly are in the earth‘s biosphere) then God must allow his 

creation a truly radical and comprehensive freedom.  

 

Many believers do not find this an entirely comforting or comfortable prospect. If humans 

are made in the divine image and likeness then how might we contemplate that the 

Universe might one day swat us out of existence as summarily as a folded newspaper 

crushes the back of a fly? If for example, a gamma ray burst happened within a few 

hundred light years of earth, immediately the radiation cone hit, half the world‘s life 

would be erased star-side. It might be comforting to think of God personally managing 

such unstable stars so that they behave themselves in our vicinity but I cannot go along 

with that or any other version of cosmic censorship. It makes the Universe an irrational 

plaything of Olympean deities and that is neither my faith nor my science. Must the 

Universe therefore reveal itself to be an even more merciless and amoral entity than we 



ever allowed for when we thought it was a Machine with some operational 

malfunctioning? In a word, I believe, yes. 

 

As a species, we do indeed live in a very risky and precarious situation on any reasonable 

long term view. Interestingly we might significantly reduce that risk by moving off world 

to colonise the galaxy. That way humans would always survive, somewhere at least. 

However there is another aspect of this risk assessment and it has to do with voluntary 

sacrifice. If survival is not the be all and end all of existence then submitting to great 

personal risk for a consequent creative and life giving potentiality is a more integrated 

approach to life. Moreover it most readily applies to the Christian idea of the God who 

lays down his life for the World. If God is an Artist rather than a Machine Maker then this 

truth is even clearer to see. 

 

If God is a Creative Artist and Lover He must work with his own created materials ... you 

and I. He seeks to make his canvas and pigments responsive to His touch. He labours over 

His creation risking all as any Great Artist must to perfect His creation. He is acquainted 

with sacrifice. If part of his creation is lost he enters into that loss, that place of 

abandonment and gives it a new fecundity and possibility of regeneration. This is 

precisely what happened of course in the death and the resurrection of Christ. St. Paul‘s 

letter to the Romans (8:18-25) even makes a connection between the redemption of 

human tragedy, corruption and death and the regeneration of creation itself. In this 

humans are a microcosm of universal possibilities where death is not seen as an end but 

as a beginning. 

18 For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to 

be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us. 19 For the 

earnest expectation of the creation eagerly waits for the revealing of the 

sons of God. 20 For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, 

but because of Him who subjected it in hope; 21 because the creation itself 

also will be delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious 

liberty of the children of God. 22 For we know that the whole creation 

groans and labours with birth pangs together until now. 23 Not only that, 

but we also who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan 

within ourselves, eagerly waiting for the adoption, the redemption of our 

body. 24 For we were saved in this hope, but hope that is seen is not hope; 

for why does one still hope for what he sees? 25 But if we hope for what 

we do not see, we eagerly wait for it with perseverance. 

 

This can be the only possible credible faith response to a creation that does not follow the 

rigid and unbending dictates of determinism, a creation that has the freedom to fall into 

bondage and corruption, a creation where God has so valued the creative potential of 

making ―mistakes‖ as to provide the means by He himself may enter those mistakes and 

in his own flesh make them good. A dice throwing God is no stranger to Orthodox 

Christian theology, no matter how uncomfortable that might at first appear. 

Fr. Gregory 
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What do we say when people come looking for God in Orthodoxy?  Do we hurry 

them into our "all singing, all dancing" catechumenates with their shiny Powerpoints 

© and inspirational testimonies from those who swam the Bosphorus / Orontes / 

Moskva before them, (delete as appropriate).  Or, better, do we sit them down, or 

rather stand them up and invite them to "come and see."  There are huge transitions to 

negotiate in becoming Orthodox but the first and most important is to learn how to 

encounter the Living God in this Church and having met Him, to repent. 

I was wondering just now why so some people I have chrismated over the last 12 

years haven't stayed the course.  Most have but many haven't.  I think that there is a 

tendency buried deep in the fascination with Orthodoxy to discover spiritually "the 

lost treasure of the Incas."  This glittering prize has been dreamt of and lives spoilt in 

its pursuit over many generations.  "The pearl of great price" .... "The best kept secret 

in (X)" ... "Orthodoxy - the Real Thing!" ... you know what I mean.  Expectations are 

raised that becoming Orthodox will deliver on this great treasure.  I will find my goal, 

my marriage will get sorted out, I will discover true peace; all this and more.  Well, 

maybe.   

Actually, becoming Orthodox is much more pedestrian than being on a treasure hunt 

and disillusionment lies not far behind any pedestal worship.  Orthodoxy is simply 

being a Christian and in the most personally profound and challenging way.  If you 

are not prepared then to change on becoming Orthodox and every day for the rest of 

your life then you will not find what you are looking for with us.  If also you are 

looking for a sinless Church without any blemish then look not toward us but rather to 

yourself and learn first from your own heart. 

Take time then to assess what you really want when you approach the Orthodox 

Church.  There will always be a welcome for you but please, don't fool yourself.  It is 

a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the Living God, (Hebrews 10:31) and that's 

what happens when you knock on that door.  You don't want to be anywhere else 

though believe me.  The smell of sulphur is too strong.  Take your medicine.  Glory 

shines from the cross. 

Fr. Gregory 
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this response from Dwynwen East 

Dear Father Gregory,     

I respectfully take you to task over describing the journey to Orthodoxy as άaǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ 
ǇŜŘŜǎǘǊƛŀƴ ǘƘŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƘǳƴǘΦέ  (October Apostle.)  It is, in my opinion, neither 
pedestrian nor a searching for the pearl, no matter what the price, but it surely is a far more 
exciting process than either of these would imply. I do however concede that you use the 
ǿƻǊŘ ΨƳƻǊŜΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘan being explicit about ordinariness. 

I would suggest an alternative analogy could be the experience of a learner driver who 
takes the wheel for the first time. He is preparing for his test which will ultimately equip 
him for many future adventures into unknown territory. (Catechumenate.) 

The driver plans his route but the unpredictable and unexpected will frequently occur along 
the way.  Mistakes will inevitable be made (repentance) but finally the driver is as ready as 
he ever will be to take his test. (Chrismation.)  Then, does he lay aside his licence thinking 
that it may come in useful one day?  Of course not.  In his new found freedom the true 
journey begins.  No two journeys are ever the same and he must always be alert to new 
circumstances, new challenges, and new encounters every minute of the way. Sometimes 
he will travel full speed and at other times he will meander down country roads enjoying 
the scenery (prayer life) but he knows he must always keep his eyes on the road ahead, 
because the destination will be worth the journey. (The Kingdom.) He will need fuel for his 
journey (The Holy Eucharist) and a guide to help him on his way. (The Holy Spirit.)  He will 
find good companionship. (The Church.)  Should the pilgrim lose his way his spiritual father 
will always be there to get him back on to the right track? This analogy seems to me to be 
far more pertinent than mundane foot slogging although that also has the potential to be 
very exciting. 

¢ƘŜ ŀƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ǇƛƭƎǊƛƳ ŀǊǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘǊƛƴŜ ƻŦ {ǘΦ 5ŀǾƛŘΩs in Wales once said:   

ά¢ƻ Ǝƻ ƻƴ ŀ ǇƛƭƎǊƛƳŀƎŜ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜΣ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǇǊƻŦƛǘΤ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

IŜŀǾŜƴ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘƻǳ ǎŜŜƪŜǎǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǘƘƻǳ ōǊƛƴƎ IƛƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜŜΣ ǘƘƻǳ ǿƛƭǘ ƴƻǘ ŦƛƴŘΦέ 

To go where God leads is never pedestrian.  It is a chosen personal response to Him giving 
our whole being and our whole life, no matter how great the challenge, to His service.  It is 
a continuous dynamic process enabling the gift of faith and life to manifest itself in us.  We 
progress on our journey through constant prayer and worship remembering that there is no 
place where God in not. 

Jeremiah 31:31-опΦ ά¢ƘŜ [ƻǊŘ ǎŀȅǎΥ L ǿƛƭƭ Ǉǳǘ Ƴȅ ƭŀǿ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ L ǿƛƭƭ ǿǊƛǘŜ ƛǘ ǳǇƻƴ 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŜŀǊǘǎΤ L ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ DƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ Ƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ 

So why waste time as Augustine once did: 

άToo late have I loved you. Beauty at once so ancient and so new. Too late have I loved you. 
I searched the world for you. Clumsily I blundered through the loveliness of your creation. 
¸ƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƳŜΦέ  (Conf. Bk.10). 

Yours in Christ, 

Dwynwen  



 

Dear Dwynwen 

Thank you for this.  I accept the force and content of your argument.  Sometimes I think I 
tend to emphasise neglected truths amongst those who listen to my talks.  So, if I judge that 
an audience expects excitement in the Christian life, perhaps they need to be reminded that 
it is not always going to be the case that God is vividly experienced nor should someone 
ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ŦŀƛǘƘ ŀǎ άǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǊŀǘŜέ ǿƘŜƴ ŘǊȅ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎ ƻŎŎǳǊ ƻǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƎŜǘǎ 
tough.  I was not at all suggesting that joy ought not to be expected .... but when it happens 
it is a gift and not an entitlement.  The image of a pilgrimage is a very useful one in this 
regard.  There are highs and there are lows ... The important thing is that we keep moving in 
and towards the Kingdom of God. 

Yours in Christ 

Fr. Gregory 
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The Curious Case of the Shrinking “God” 

This sounds like a lost Sherlock Holmes story doesn‘t it?  Instead, think of this as the 
unhappy story of how God has shrunk in the west, certainly in the 20th century but with 
roots in medieval Europe.  Of course, God has not actually shrunk!  He is the same, today, 
yesterday and forever ... but people?  Ah, that‘s different.  That‘s where God has been 
shrunk into nothingness.  His sovereign rule, which is and should be over every aspect of 
human life, has been progressively cut down in extent by a secularising and atheistic 
mindset. 

The first shrinkage took place in medieval Europe.  This was the time of the ascending 
power of an increasingly centralised and powerful papacy.  Inevitably the Pope came into 
conflict with the rising monarchs of increasingly powerful nation and city states.  We all 
know what happened in England when a certain monarch wanted to dispose of an 
inconvenient wife!  Interestingly, without the support of sympathetic German princes it is 
unlikely that Luther would have got very far with his revolt against Rome.  Of course some 
of the Protestant Reformers also tried to impose a Christian theocratic state on their hapless 
subjects but by the time we arrive at the close of 18th century there rise up revolutionary 
movements right across Europe seeking to banish God entirely from the political order.  In 
America of course this had also happened but constitutionally, peacefully and not inspired 
by atheism.  This former colony had been established by those fleeing from religious 
discrimination and repression in Europe.  The original intention in America, therefore, was 
to give no favoured position to one particular religion.  Only later had God come to sit 
rather uncomfortably on Capitol Hill, which is why the Bush presidency has been such an 
exceptional anachronism to many.  It look longer in Britain for the Established churches of 
the Union to see their influence weaken on the national scene but certainly by the 1960‘s 
this process was also virtually complete.   

file:///C:\Users\Gregory\Documents\My%20Web%20Sites\parish\archive.htm


The first shrinking was an understandable reaction against religious tyranny but it was based 
on a complete misreading of the Scriptures.  Anyone who think that God as no place in 
national and political life should read the 8th century prophets .... Amos, Hosea, Michah and 
Isaiah (first part).  In these books the prophets assert God‘s judgement against injustice and 
idolatry in the corridors of power but theirs was a witness of a spiritual conscience, not, as 
in the west, a contest between the Church and State as two irreconcilable antagonists.  What 
we have now in Europe is a feeble witness of Christians who have surrendered to the State 
almost the whole of their prophetic conscience, of God‘s claim to sovereignty over ALL 
aspects of human life.  The Byzantine ideal was a symphony of Church and State as both 
accountable to God in their respective jurisdictions.  That ideal died with the fall of 
Constantinople.   This balance between State and Church, between leadership and prophecy 
has been elusive ever since. 

The second shrinkage lay in the natural sciences.  Again, the root of the problem is to be 
found in medieval Catholic Europe and the inability of some churchmen to embrace 
revolutionary ideas arising from explosion of science.  These battles may have started in 
earnest with Galileo but, distressingly they have persisted into modern times.  Some 
Christians are still fighting over Darwin and atheism has readily used such rearguard actions 
as evidence that Christianity remains antithetical to truth and progress.  Whereas at one time 
most leading scientists were believers and saw their profession as revealing God‘s 
handiwork; now such witnesses are muted and slight.  Occasionally religion merits some 
analysis in a science journal.  Usually many of the facts presented are plain wrong, the 
comments predictably bizarre and prejudicial and the overall feeling is that a sewerage pipe 
has broken somewhere nearby.  Christianity is now commonly thought to have nothing to 
contribute in this sphere of human activity and even when the ethical dimensions of 
controversial research might warrant such input.  God, finally, has been banished from the 
Cosmos. 

The third and final area of shrinkage has been in personal life.  Whereas once most people 
looked to religion as a source of ethical inspiration, guidance and self discipline it is now 
regarded as an intrusive threat to personal autonomy.  Inevitably, if Man is the measure of 
all things, God must be banished as the righteous Judge of all our actions and if there is no 
such thing as sin, then we need social adjustment to society not salvation from God.  This 
last change is the most troubling of all.  If the State is now the arbiter of all that is good and 
true then human freedom has no safe resort, no court of appeal.  Personal autonomy then 
becomes a sham as humans acquiesce to a new slavery; that of their own passions stalking 
the corridors of power. 

So, with God denied a place in both society and personal life where is there left for him to 
go?  It is as if he has disappeared in the centre of a black hole.  Nothing visible in human 
life of Him remains and people soon forget when they be distracted by the allurements and 
pleasures of this world.  But take care, God will not be denied.  He can be no more shrunk 
than the ocean drained by an egg cup.  As human life without God collapses there will only 
be God left, not this time as a Saviour but as an implacable Judge.  The day is not far off 
when this will come upon us and all will be laid waste.  People will cry out but their will 
only be silence in return.  Then Christ will come again.  Happy will they be who bear not 
the mark of the beast but who welcome their Lord.   

ñTherefore humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you in due 

time, casting all your care upon Him, for He cares for you. Be sober, be vigilant; because 



your adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour. 

Resist him, steadfast in the faith, knowing that the same sufferings are experienced by your 

brotherhood in the world. But may the God of all grace, who called us to His eternal glory 

by Christ Jesus, after you have suffered a while, perfect, establish, strengthen, and settle 

you. To Him be the glory and the dominion forever and ever. Amen.ò  (1 Peter 5:6-11) 

Fr. Gregory 

 


