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EPISTLE READING
2 Tim. 3: 10-15

imothy, my son, you have observed my
teaching, my conduct, my aim in life, my
faith, my patience, my love, my steadfastness,
my persecutions, my sufferings, what befell
me at Antioch, at Iconion, and at Lystra, what
persecutions I endured; yet from them all
the Lord rescued me. Indeed all who desire
to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be
persecuted, while evil men and impostors
will go on from bad to worse, deceivers and
deceived. But as for you, continue in what
you have learned and have firmly believed,
knowing from whom you learned it and how
from childhood you have been acquainted
with the sacred writings which are able to
instruct you for salvation through faith in
Christ Jesus.
RESURRECTION APOLYTIKION
Plagal of the 4" Mode
You the Compassionate came down from
above, you accepted burial for three days,
that you might free us from the passions.
Our life and resurrection, Lord, glory to you!

Prayer is doxology, praise, thanksgiving, confession, supplication and intercession to
God. “When I prayed I was new”, wrote a great theologian of Christian antiquity, “but
when 1 stopped praying I became old”. Prayer is the way to renewal and spiritual life.
Prayer is aliveness to God. Prayer is strength, refreshment, and joy. Through the grace of
God and our disciplined efforts prayer lifts us up from our isolation to a conscious, loving
communion with God in which everything is experienced in a new light. Prayer becomes
a personal dialogue with God, a spiritual breathing of the soul, a foretaste of the bliss of
God’s kingdom.
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GOSPEL READING
Luke 18: 10-14

he Lord said this parable, Two

men went up into the temple to
pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax
collector. The Pharisee stood and prayed
thus with himself, ‘God, I thank you that
[ am not like other men, extortioners,
unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax
collector. I fast twice a week, I give tithes
of all that I get. But the tax collector,
standing far off, would not even lift up
his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast,
saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’
I tell you, this man went down to his
house justified rather than the other;
for everyone who exalts himself will be

humbled, but he who humbles himself
will be exalted.
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SERMON ON THE EPISTLE READING
his short parable is one of the best known, coming as it does, at the beginning of the
period of the Triodion. This coming week is fast free reminding us not to pat ourselves
on the back for how good we are, but to remind us that we should see humility like the Tax
collector demonstrated as our aim in life and particularly now, as we embark on the Great Fast
in a couple of weeks.

There is a current saying concerning humility of one of our most recent saints - St Silouan
of the Holy Mountain - that is frequently quoted nowadays: “Keep thy mind in hell, and despair
not”. The background to this saying is as follows. St Silouan was at the time a monk on Mt Athos
seeking the hesychastic ideal of perpetual prayer and the vision of uncreated light. He was
struggling to acquire humility and this saying “came into his soul” as an answer to prayer from
God. With it came a vision of what Hell is like, and over the years he was able to frequently recover
this vision to remind himself of his lack of humility and his need for further effort and Grace.

Can we apply this saying to our own lives, we who are not monks, nor on Mt Athos?

There are certain difficulties. The first is that without doubting St Silouan’s vision in any
way, we need to accept that most visions that people receive are particular to that individual, in



the particular circumstances that they find themselves. They are given by God to an individual,
to strengthen, warn and encourage. And it is a fact that when God speaks to us like this we see
ourselves as we truly are, which can be unpleasant!

We cannot know why God granted this vision to St Silouan, but it has all the hallmarks of
a personal revelation.

When recounting the phrase St Silouan used the Russian word for Hell, not Hades the
place where the dead wait (see Luke 16:23), so it is the place of punishment that exists after the
final judgement at the end of time. It is there for those of whom Christ says “I never knew you!”
(Matt.7:23). Can we, who have not been granted St Silouan’s Vision have any true idea of what
this state may be? In truth we cannot. We could however, attempt to imagine it. Hesychasts, like
St Gregory Palamas and those whose writings are recorded in the Philokalia are very wary of
imagination, and for good reason. If we try to imagine things that we can know virtually nothing
about, like Hell, we will be led to distraction, depression and a drift away from the love of God.

The hesychasts were (and are) concerned to still the turmoil in our minds so that we move
into a state where we discard our distracting thoughts and imagination and find “the sound of
a light breeze” (3 Reigns 19:12) through which we communicate with God.

So, what then of the humility of the Tax Collector? 0ddly, we can learn something from
the Pharisee. He seems to know himself and this is vital for all of us. Forget the cardboard cut
out we present to others, accept the sinful failure that we each are, but... and here is a very
important BUT... for we must remember, that we have been given so many gifts by God. It is in
our recognition of these gifts, the knowledge that we are absolutely nothing without them,
brings us to give thanks to God. Sincere thanksgiving is the antidote to Pride! Truly then we
can say “God be merciful to me a sinner”. (Luke 18:13) Hoping that one day we may hear his voice
say “Well done, good and faithful servant... Enter into the joy of your Lord!” (Matt. 25:21ff).

Protopresbyter Stephen Maxfield
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