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True Fasting
A Lenten Homily by St Gregory Palamas

F

asting and self-indulgence are opposites, like life and death. Fasting is a commandment of
life as old as human nature, for it was originally given by God to Adam in paradise (Genesis
2.16-17), as a guardian of the life and grace engendered in him by God Himself. Selfindulgence, on the other hand, is a counsel of death for both soul and body, craftily given by the
devil to Adam in paradise by means of Eve (Genesis 3.1-6), for banishment from life and
estrangement from God-given divine grace. God did not make death, nor does He delight in the
destruction of the living. Does anyone want to find life and grace in God and from God? Let him
flee lethal self-indulgence and run towards fasting and prayer which make divine, that he may
return to paradise rejoicing.
When Moses fasted forty days on the mountain he soared to the height of divine vision and
received tablets of godliness (Exodus 34.28). Meanwhile the Hebrew people down below made
themselves drunk, sank into ungodliness and cast an idol in the form of a calf, like the Egyptian
god Apis (Exodus 32.1-8). If Moses had not stood before God, having made atonement earlier
through the merciless killing of many of his people, God would not have spared them at all
(Exodus 32.9-34.27). If we too need God’s mercy, let us not become drunk on wine or weigh
ourselves down by eating our fill, for debauchery and ungodliness accompany such behaviour
(Ephesians 5.18). Elijah also saw God, but he too was purified by fasting (1 Kings 19.8-12). Daniel
attained to divine vision and saw one of the archangels, who granted him knowledge of things to

come, but he had stayed without food for twenty whole days beforehand (Daniel 10.1-21).
Another prophet was killed by a lion because he ate against God’s will (1 Kings 13.11-26). You all
know about Esau, Isaac’s son, who, through gluttony, lost his father’s blessing as well as his other
rights as the first born son (Genesis 25.25-34; 26.34-35; Hebrews 12.16). We should be afraid lest,
by being intent on our stomachs, we fall away from the blessings and inheritance promised to us
by our Father on high. You are also not ignorant of the three youths devoted to fasting (Daniel
1.11-15), who, without turning their feet or bodies, trampled on the furnace in Babylon which had
been heated seven times more on their account (Daniel 3.16-27).
If we practice true fasting we shall trample here and now on the fire in our flesh and quench it,
and in the time to come we shall pass unharmed through the furnace when each one’s work will
be tried by fire (1 Corinthians 3.11-15). As for the Lord of the prophets, what can we say about
Him? When He took flesh and became man for our sake, He taught us the way to defeat the devil
by the fact that, while fasting, He was completely victorious over him when he stirred up every
kind of temptation against Him. He also told His disciples, with reference to the deaf and dumb
spirit, that “This demon comes forth by nothing, but by prayer and fasting” (Mark 9.29; Matthew
17.21).
Let us show you, brethren, what sort of fasting is true and pleasing to God. You should be aware
that we do not commend physical fasting for its own sake, but because it brings about other,
greater benefits for the soul. As the divine Paul says, “Bodily exercise profiteth a little” (1 Timothy
4.8). Speaking from experience, our God-bearing Fathers do not approve of fasting for days on
end. They consider it more acceptable to eat once a day without satisfying your appetite. This is
what they refer to as a moderate and reasonable fasting, as the Scripture says as well: not to be led
astray by a full stomach and the pleasure of eating, but to leave your food while still feeling
hungry. The type and quantity of food should be appropriate to the strength and disposition of
the eater’s body, to preserve his health as far as possible. If a weak person eats foods appropriate
to his weakness in moderation, without supplementing the necessities with more satisfying extras,
and if he seeks nourishment not enjoyment, something to drink not drunkenness, and moderate
consumption not excess, self-indulgence and abuse, he will not be deprived of holiness.
This is the starting point of true fasting which is pleasing to God. But Christians laid it down as a
rule and held it in honour on account of its outcome, the purification of the soul. What good does
it do to abstain from bodily food and to be defeated by fleshly ways of thinking and passions?
What advantage is it to refrain from wine and be tormented by thirst, but to be drunk without
wine—as it says in the Scriptures, “Woe unto them that are drunken, but not with wine” (Isaiah
51.21; 28.1 LXX; 29.9)—and for our souls to be stirred up with anger and ill-will? How do we
benefit by avoiding luxurious spreads, if our soul remains unhumbled, or by depriving our flesh
of its fatness, without humbling our soul in fasting as David did? What good does it to us if we are
free of the vapour given off by excessive food, but our mind is rendered useless by vain cares and
thoughts and our prayers to God also become of no avail?
Fasting is beneficial when it is undertaken for quelling desire, humbling the soul, transforming
hatred, extinguishing anger, erasing remembrance of wrongs, and for the purity of the
understanding and the practice of prayer. If you are well off, let your surplus food be a
consolation for the needy. When you fast like this you not only suffer with Christ and are dead
with Him, but you are risen with Him and reign with Him for ever and ever. If through such a fast
you have been planted together in the likeness of His death, you shall also share in His
resurrection and inherit life in Him (Romans 6.5). Should the faster be tempted, he overcomes his

tempter. Should he not be, he preserves the peace of his soul and body by bruising his body,
according to Paul, and bringing it into subjection, for fear of being rejected (1 Corinthians 9.27). If
Paul was afraid of this, how much more should we be? The faster brings his body into subjection
and his soul is tried and tested. On the other hand, when someone fattens up his flesh, which is
soon to perish, not eating to live, but rather living to eat, like animals we are preparing to
slaughter, and supplements necessary foods with extras in order to make it fat and prosperous,
either to rouse its evil desires or simply for sensual, bodily pleasure, obviously all he is doing is
preparing more abundant food for the worms. David the prophet puts it well when he sings,
“What profit is there in my blood, when I go down into the pit?” (Psalm 30.9).
Brethren, … Let us organize our lives as it pleasing to God. Let us forgive that we may be
forgiven, let us be merciful to those in need that we may receive mercy many time more
abundantly. He who impoverished Himself to the uttermost for our sakes, Himself receives our
alms, and in His munificence He will multiply the reward. We must either be poor as He was, and
so live with Him, or share what we have with those who are poor for His sake, and so be saved
through them. Let us acquire merciful hearts and give positive proof of brotherly love and of
devotion towards the Father and Master of all. You will never find a more acceptable time to do
this than these days of the fast. If you join almsgiving to fasting you will blot out every sin,
venerate the saving passion with boldness, join in the rejoicing at Christ’s resurrection and gain
eternal redemption.
May we all attain to this in Christ Himself our God, to whom belong all glory, honour and
worship, with His Father without beginning and the all-holy, good and life-giving Spirit, now and
for ever and unto the ages of ages. Amen.
Source: http://www.johnsanidopoulos.com/2013/04/st-gregory-palamas-on-fifth-sunday-of.html

A Handbook for Church Servers by Fr. Sergei Bulgakov

“Holy Church calls the second Sunday of Great Lent the Sunday of the Light-Creating Fast.
In its Divine services, in line with the destruction of the sinful condition of man, it is descriptively
and touchingly represented in the church hymns, which explains the Gospel parable about the
Prodigal son, and praises the fast as a means to the beneficial inner light, and posits in this
glorification a new impulse for the ascetic effort of the fast. The Orthodox teaching about fasting
as a means for the beneficial inner light is opened with special power in the commemoration on
this Sunday of St. Gregory Palamas, Archbishop of Thessalonica and Wonderworker.
St. Gregory is known as the one who exposed the heresy of Barlaam, the Calabrian monk, who
rejected the Orthodox teaching about the blessed light, which illuminates the internal person
sometimes openly visible (as for example on Tabor and Sinai), and who did not admit the
possibility to achieve this inner light through both prayer and fasting and other individual efforts.
At the Council in Constantinople called in 1341 concerning this heresy, Barlaam, his disciple
Akindynos, and their other accomplices were condemned for this false teaching. And during the subsequent time of his life St.
Gregory zealously struggled for Orthodoxy, "not once", but "many times many" through his inspired speeches and writings denying
the teachings and compositions of the evil followers of Akindynos and Barlaam.
For this ascetic effort for the benefit of the Holy Church, and also for the confession and witness for the Faith and Christ's flock, for
the sanctity of the strict ascetic life and the deep edification for all ascetics through his works, St. Gregory is also glorified in the
service on this day by the Holy Church. Thus the Holy Church, celebrating on the previous Sunday the triumph of Orthodoxy over
all heresies, on the present Sunday celebrates the victory of Orthodox ascetic teachings over all false doctrines opposing it.”

Ukraine: The Church Under Fire

A

t the time of going to press there is still enormous tension, unrest and uncertainty in the
Ukraine, following weeks of bitter fighting between protestors and police which has led
to the collapse of the government and plunged the whole region into chaos. Leaving all
political considerations to one side, extraordinary images have been circulating throughout the
international media not only of the blood-shed and barricades, but also of the courageous and
graceful witness of Orthodox clergy and monastics who have risked their lives in their efforts to
help the wounded and preach the Gospel of Peace.
Monks from the world-renowned Lavra of the Kiev-Caves
were given a blessing to leave the monastery and, holding the
cross and holy ikons, stand praying on Grushevsky Street in
the no-man’s land between the protestors and the Ukrainian
government’s ‘Berkut’ special police force. Despite being
warned off from doing this by the police, the monks, through
the depth of their prayer, touched the hearts of people on
both sides and prevented conflict. Although they were invited
by the protestors to support the revolution, the monks
refused to take sides and continued to pray whilst singing the
Paschal Hymn – Christ is risen from the dead, trampling down
death by death, and upon those in the tombs bestowing life.
The monks were then joined at the front line by more
Orthodox clergy from across the different, often bitterly rival,
religious and political divides in this country, who managed
to work together in shifts to provide a continuous vigil of prayer for peace in their wounded
homeland. Archimandrite Alpy returning home from his prayer post commented on the
monastery’s social media site –
I just came home to change my clothes and warm myself. I am writing quickly. That is because at midnight I
must return to the Maidan, which has turned all of its aggression to Grushevsky Street. From 14:00 I stood

with the brothers of Desyatina Monastery at their prayer post. After 18:00 Fr. Victor, secretary of the diocese,
and Fr. Giorgy, press secretary, arrived. They took my place. I am grateful to them for that, because my neck
muscles stiffened. You can’t even imagine how important it is for the clergy to stand there! So many people
came up to us (even people in masks!—secretly) and thanked us for standing there. They were surprised that
we were from the Moscow Patriarchate I will write quickly: my teeth are still chattering, but I have to go back.

Monasteries and churches throughout the capital have been converted into temporary hospitals to
treat the wounded and night shelters for those who have lost everything or found themselves far
from home in the midst of the civil unrest.
In a recent statement on the mounting political crisis and unrest in the Ukraine, his Holiness
Patriarch Kyrill has said:
Mourning with all my heart the victims, commiserating with their loved ones, and empathizing with the
wounded, I ask the pastors and children of the Russian Orthodox Church to lift up their prayers to our Lord
Jesus Christ and His Most Pure Mother. Let us pray for the repose of our departed brothers and sisters, for
the healing of the wounded and sick, for the softening of embittered hearts, for the cessation of discord and
strife in Ukraine, and that the Lord might send down upon all of us the spirit of love, peace, forgiveness, and
brotherly love in Christ!

BOOK REVIEW by John Harwood
A History of the Church in Ukraine Volume II : 1300 to the Union of Brest
by Sophia Senyk

A

n eighteen year gap separates this important book from Volume One, and much has
happened to Ukraine and the study of its history in the interval. Symbolic of this is the
author herself, who was a “Basilian Sister of the Ukrainian Catholic Church” in 1993 but
is now apparently an Orthodox nun (though the volume under review is a little coy about this).
She was for many years professor of Church history at the Pontifical Oriental Institute in Rome, a
highly prestigious centre for the study of Eastern Christianity, itself affiliated with the (Jesuit)
Gregorian University. It is commendable that the authorities of the Institute have published her
new book because, as we shall see, its contents can hardly have been entirely congenial to them.
It should be noted that the title is slightly misleading. The first volume dealt with the Baptism of
Kievan Rus and its Church history to the end of the thirteenth century; that is, early Russian
history (including, for example, that of Novgorod). The second is concerned almost entirely with
the Orthodox Church in Poland and the huge Grand Principality of Lithuania, which finally
united to form the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1569. The area covered in this book is
therefore very extensive, including for example Briansk and Smolensk, but has no resemblance to
the borders of the modern Ukrainian state which are of course not historical, but creations of the
early Soviet period. Anyone expecting an account of Christianity in Crimea, the Black Sea coast or
the Kharkov region will not find it here. This seems not to be the fault of the author, who makes it
clear in her introductions to both volumes what is the subject matter of her work, but of whoever
first entitled the series, probably with a nationalist agenda.
Mother Sophia writes in English (she grew up in America though was born in Brody, Lviv
province) but is clearly at home with all the languages necessary to research and write on such a
complex period. Her voice is authoritative and non-polemical. However she is clearly out of
sympathy with the usual Greek Catholic (uniate) interpretation of the events covered, and with
that of most Ukrainian nationalist historians. She describes the slow but sure decline of the
Orthodox Church in the late medieval period, in the increasingly Roman Catholic environment of
Lithuania, especially after the conversion of its rulers and their subsequent absorption into the
Polish monarchy. Orthodoxy was allowed to continue to exist, for it was too numerous to
suppress, but it was placed in a clearly inferior position, and from this time forth the only avenue
to power and influence, as well as western education, lay in the acceptance of Roman Catholicism
and Polish language and culture. Most of the Rus nobility found the temptation too great to resist.

Meanwhile the higher positions in the Church: Metropolitan of Kiev, the other Episcopal sees,
archimandrites of the larger monasteries etc were all in the gift of the Roman Catholic monarch,
who was not exactly concerned for the welfare of Orthodoxy. What Mother Sophia rightly calls an
“unworthy hierarchy” was the inevitable result. Candidates who were little more than children or
who had simply purchased the office were common, and the hierarchy lost all moral authority. In
sharp contrast to the church in Muscovite Russia, there was also decline in ikonography, church
building and spiritual literature. Canonised sanctity almost vanished. Socially and culturally the
Orthodox became a despised community, mocked for everything which set them apart from their
rulers: their calendar (after 1582), their married (and bearded!) clergy, their use of Slavonic both in
Church and in secular life. Only the famous “Lay Brotherhoods” of Lvov and other cities,
endowed with great authority over the Church by the Patriarchs of Constantinople, tried to
protect it from worse decline.
This is the backdrop to the fateful Brest Union and the author tells the story masterfully. She
shows that the strongest advocates of union with Rome were not the Polish rulers or Latin
bishops, but the Orthodox bishops themselves, the same unworthy hierarchy, aided by a small
number of Jesuit scholars who handled the theological details. Theology was of little concern to
the Orthodox Metropolitan and his bishops, who were more interested in obtaining seats in the
Senate of the land. So the sad story of the actual union is described. Unexpectedly, two of the
bishops refused the union at the last minute (ironically, in view of more recent uniate history,
those of Lvov and Przemysl, in Galicia) and a division occurred. Of course the mass of the
Orthodox, several million peasants together with a much smaller number of city merchants, were
not consulted or informed at any point. The volume ends with the Orthodox Church a legally nonexistent entity. The struggle against the union is about to begin, led by the great Constantine
Ostrozhskii. Some idea of the kind of difficulties which now lie ahead can be seen in the story of
this man. Firmly Orthodox, and a Rus nobleman of the old school, he nevertheless sent his sons to
the new Jesuit institutions in Vilnius where they, of course, lost their Orthodox faith, their
language and their culture. The prince was to have no aristocratic successors to defend the
Church. Most of the former Rus nobles were now so detached from their own past that they
regarded themselves as having no connection, not only with their Orthodox peasants, but with the
newly minted uniate ones as well.
The third volume of this history will cover the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the
struggle to re-establish the Orthodox Church in what is now Belarus and Western Ukraine. It is a
very important story with many lessons for us today. Let us hope that the author will not let too
much time elapse before she presents us with it.

SGOIS currently does not have this book in stock, but if you would be interested in obtaining a copy, please
contact us.

Notes & Jottings
WEDDING
On Sunday 23 February, Stephen and Olga Ward were blessed with a church marriage following
an earlier civil ceremony. We offer our congratulations to the happy couple and wish them Many
Years!
COMPUTER GIFT
Stephen Masterson has very kindly donated a Dell computer to the college for use in the archive
study room. We thank him for his kindness. The extra computer will be a useful asset.
ST ELIZABETH’S CONVENT, MINSK
On Tuesday 4 February we were visited by our friends from St Elizabeth’s Convent in Minsk.
They brought us a number of items including a folding lectern (portable analoy), with a fine white
brocade embroidered cover, for the church.
EMPORIUM – EASTER SUPPLEMENT
A list of new Great Lent and Easter related stock will soon be
available. If you have not received an email copy automatically,
please let us know.
GREAT LENT
The fast of Great Lent begins on Monday 3 March. During the
fast, meat, fish and dairy products are not eaten. The only
exceptions are the Feast of the Annunciation and Palm Sunday
when fish is allowed.
LENTEN SACRAMENT OF HOLY UNCTION
Archbishop Mark will be serving the Sacrament of Holy
Unction at 2pm on Saturday 29 March together with the clergy of the diocese at the Cathedral of
the Dormition in Chiswick, London.
DIARY DATES
If you have not already done so, pencil the following dates into your 2014 diary:
Sunday 20 April – Easter Party
Saturday 28 June – Pilgrimage to St Botolph’s Church, Iken
Saturday 30 August – College Day
Thursday 6 November – Patronal Feast of the Ikon Joy of All Who Sorrow
Saturday 15 November – Founders Day
VLADIKA’S NAMEDAY
Our revered archpastor, Archbishop Mark, whose name-saint is St
Mark the Faster, celebrates his nameday on 18 March. We send him
congratulations and wish him:

MANY YEARS!

Services in March
DAILY AT 6PM: COMPLINE WITH PRAYERS BEFORE THE IKON
(If you would like a name of a friend or loved one to be included in our intercessions list, please contact us)

Saturday 1 March
7.30pm ~ Vigil
Sunday 2 March
10.10am Hours & Divine Liturgy( Cheesefare Sunday followed by Maslenitsa)
2pm (approx.) Forgiveness Vespers
Monday 3 March
7.30pm ~ Great Compline & Great Canon (Part 1)
Tuesday 4 March
7.30pm ~ Great Compline & Great Canon (Part 2)
Wednesday 5 March
7.30pm ~ Great Compline & Great Canon (Part 3)
Thursday 6 March
7.30pm ~ Great Compline & Great Canon (Part 4)
Saturday 8 March
7.30pm ~ Vigil
Sunday 9 March
10.10am Hours & Divine Liturgy (1st Sunday of Great Lent: The Triumph of Orthodoxy)
2pm (approx) Moleben of Supplication
Saturday 15 March
7.30pm ~ Vigil
Sunday 16 March
10.10am Hours & Divine Liturgy (2nd Sunday of Great Lent: St Gregory Palamas)
Saturday 22 March
7.30pm ~ Vigil
Sunday 23 March
10.10am Hours & Divine Liturgy (3rd Sunday of Great Lent: Holy Cross)
Saturday 29 March
7.30pm ~ Vigil
Sunday 30 March
10.10am Hours & Divine Liturgy (4th Sunday of Great Lent: St John Climacus)

Thoughts are like airplanes flying in the air.
If you ignore them, there is no problem.
If you pay attention to them, you create an airport
inside your head and permit them to land!
Elder Paisios the New of Mount Athos
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