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Climacus Sunday

Today we will look at just one aspect of the teaching of Saint John Climacus, or rather one aspect of his understanding of human nature – an aspect of human nature frequently overlooked nowadays. Every human being has a profound power of spiritual perception. The human personality is not just brain plus emotions. Human nature is made in the likeness of God and capable of perceiving God – not God in his essence, not God put into a definition, and not an absent God deduced by logical argument: no, God immediately encountered by the spiritual faculty which all human beings have within themselves.

This faculty is partially dimmed in our fallen human nature, but still, we can direct ourselves towards God and experience God at first hand. 

Our human nature is not limited to the physical body we can see and touch. Because every person is a reflection of God, she or he cannot be fully fathomed, and in some respects breaks the boundaries of the physical universe. We all dwell in the finite universe, but we are more than the finite universe. Because we live in God, our potential is far greater than the finite individual we see and touch.

Our spiritual life affects our body. The physical aspect of any human person is never sinful in itself, because what contains the image of God cannot have an evil nature. Our physical, psychological, experiential nature has been weakened and somewhat distorted by sin, but it can be oriented towards God. The human body is extremely important, and the way we stand, sit, move, act, either helps or hinders the way God helps us, transforms us by his grace. It is not right to say that because we are saved by the grace of God, it is better not to be involved in spiritual exercises through physical postures. Saint John Climacus would not agree with that at all.

Anything that helps reduce restlessness, anything that can bring reintegration of our whole being into a wholesome unity, is a good step in the spiritual life. Similarly evil thoughts need to be countered with good thoughts. We are not able to stop the mind thinking, but we can train our mind to remember God, his love, his Kingdom, his Saints and Angels. God is infinite compassion, infinite patience, infinite love, limitless forgiveness. The more we make our own his compassion, patience, love, forgiveness, the closer we get to God. It is as simple as that. We must think of the defects and weaknesses of people around us as golden opportunities to experience God at first hand by sharing his compassion, understanding, forgiveness. Would that not transform our lives greatly?

Having summarised in this way one aspect of the teaching of Saint John Climacus, let us look at practical ways of achieving this re-orientation of our whole being towards God.

First we need to awaken regularly our power of intuitive perception of God. We do that by organising a brief pause between activities throughout the day – a few seconds – relaxing the body, breathing consciously in and out three times. At the same time, we can allow God to bless us with his compassion and calm any frustration. In that way our tendency to dispersion and fragmentation is reduced, and therefore our alienation from God is reduced.

Next, we need to turn our whole attention with trust towards God frequently throughout the day. We can memorise a few psalm verses, or have them discreetly on a card we can look at. ‘Comfort the soul of thy servant: for unto thee, O Lord, do I lift up my soul.’ (86: 4). Or, ‘Thou, O Lord God, art full of compassion and mercy: long-suffering, plenteous in goodness and truth.’ (86: 15). Or if we are upset or in an unpleasant situation, ‘Bow down thine ear, O Lord, and hear me: for I am poor and in misery.’ (86: 1). Such a small gesture – it takes but three seconds - towards God nearly always transforms our inner state.

Another part of the same exercise is attending to our need to let go of the barrier between the visible and the invisible worlds. Short, explicit prayers – again, either memorised or on a discreet card – ought to be said now and then in the course of every day. The simplest everyday prayers found in any Orthodox Prayer Book are the most adequate. I give a few examples:

‘To thee, O Mother of God, victorious leader of triumphant hosts,’ and ‘O Holy Angel, who keepest guard over my despondent soul and passionate life,’ also, ‘O Lord, save thy people and bless thine inheritance, grant victory to those who fight against evil.’

We can add to that troparia to the Saints to whom we are closest. And when we think of other people and pray for them, if our own words feel weak, we can simply say quietly the person’s name and then the prayer we say in the Liturgy, ‘O Lord our God, accept this fervent supplication from thy servants and have mercy on us according to the multitude of thy mercies.’

When we are at home, we can have access to a slightly wider range of prayers. We can have a memo book with our own choice of short prayers that particularly warm our heart. Personally, I have collected a few troparia from the Saturday night Resurrection Canon; some psalm verses; also prayers to accompany everyday activities, like lighting a candle, or turning on a gas ring. Here are two prayers I use, one for each of those activities:

For the candle, or the light switch, ‘Do thou, O Christ, deign to kindle our lamps, that they may shine continually in thy temple, and receive perpetual light from thee, the light everlasting.’

For the cooker: “I will kindle my fire in the presence of the holy angels without malice, without jealousy, without envy, without fear, with the Son of God to shield me. God, kindle in my heart a flame of love for my neighbour.’

We cannot pray like that if we are forever rushing around. Precisely, making the effort to be free from frenzy and lead a prayerful life is our major priority. Lent is the time to bring in this saving revolution into our lives. It is not easy to accomplish. It must be accompanied by another type of effort: mindfulness of the way we react to other people throughout the day. It is not a question of frequent repetition of the Prayer of Saint Ephrem, but acting on its contents. Sealing our lips to idle words about other people. Discovering what true humility is about. 

May God grant us to taste his presence throughout the day, every day.

Fr Yves

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Palm Sunday

Metropolitan Kallistos said, “On Palm Sunday we welcome not only the Lord who entered Jerusalem long ago, riding on a donkey, but the Lord who came again in power and great glory, as King of the future age”. This is our destiny: to praise, worship and give thanks to our God.

Today’s gospel shows how the multitude, when they heard that Jesus was coming to Jerusalem to meet Him, cried out, “Hosanna!  Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord, the King of Israel.”  In the various gospels we get a picture of how the authorities wished to suppress the praise and worship of Our Saviour, and of how the people became excited about a Messiah who they hoped would come to sort out the ruling oppressive conquerors. All in all there seemed to be some confusion.  Later, the same multitude evaporated and dispersed. What are the implications of this for worship?  

In essence, worship is a political act.  When we say, “Jesus is Lord”, we are overthrowing the idols, whether externally or, more importantly, the inner idols we find in our minds and hearts.  In essence, we are dethroning the gods we have set up within us.  When we really begin to worship, we become afraid, because the implication is that Jesus’ Lordship means that I am no longer in charge.  I am no longer Lord of my own life.  

We often say that we worship the King, but we disregard the justice and righteousness demanded of His Kingdom. Alternatively, we try to set up the Kingdom but fail to recognise the King.  The King and the Kingdom cannot be divided. 

There can be fear in praising. C.S. Lewis wrote in Reflections on the Psalms, ”I found a stumbling block in the demand so clamorously made by all religious people that we should ‘praise’ God; still more in the suggestion that God Himself demanded it.  We all despise the man who demands continued assurance of his own virtue, intelligence or delightfulness; we despise still more the crowd of people round every dictator, every millionaire, every celebrity, who gratify that demand.  Thus a picture at once ludicrous and horrible, both of God and His worshippers, threatened to appear in my mind.” After much soul searching, he goes on to say, “The most obvious fact about praise - whether of God or anything - strangely escaped me. I thought of it in terms of compliments, approval, or the giving of honour. I had never noticed that all enjoyment spontaneously overflows into praise unless (sometimes even if) shyness or the fear of boring others is deliberately brought in to check it.  The world rings with praise- lovers praising their mistresses, readers their favourite poet, walkers praising the countryside, players praising their favourite game – praise of weather, wines, dishes, actors, motors, horses, colleges, countries, historical personages, children, flowers, mountains, rare stamps, rare beetles, even sometimes politicians or scholars. I had not noticed how the humblest, and at the same time most balanced and capacious minds praised most, while the cranks, misfits and malcontents praised least. The good critics found something to praise in many imperfect works; the bad ones continually narrowed the list of books we might be allowed to read.  The healthy and unaffected man, even if luxuriously brought up and widely experienced in good cookery, could praise a very modest meal: the dyspeptic and the snob found fault with all. I had not noticed either that, just as men spontaneously praise whatever they value, so they spontaneously urge us to join them in praising it: ‘Isn’t she lovely?  Wasn’t it glorious? Don’t you think that magnificent?’  The Psalmists in telling everyone to praise God are doing what all men do when they speak of what they care about.  My whole, more general, difficulty about the praise of God depended on my absurdly denying to us, as regards the supremely Valuable, what we delight to do, what indeed we can’t help doing, about everything else we value.”  C.S. Lewis goes on to say, “I think we delight to praise what we enjoy because the praise not merely expresses but complements the enjoyment; it is its appointed consummation.”

God calls us to praise Him because He desires to share His life with us and for us to delight in Him, to be filled to overflowing ecstasy of love. 
Matt Redman wrote in his book: “Facedown”: “The God we worship is clothed in mystery.  He reveals and He conceals.  He invites and He hides.  He confounds and He confides.  The God who rests but never sleeps; who thunders and whispers, terrifies and befriends; whose anger lasts only a moment, but whose favour lasts a lifetime.  All-consuming, yet kind.  All-knowing, yet capable of forgetting the sins He forgives.  The God who wounds and bind up, who injures and heals.  The King whose footstool is the earth, yet who humbly washed the earth from the feet of those He discipled.  Who reigns in righteousness, yet carried our shamefulness. Who walked in the Garden of Eden in the cool of the day, yet sweated drops of blood in the Garden of Gethsemane one agonising night.

The God of the smallest detail and the grandest design, who issued ornate designs for an extravagant temple, yet found pleasure in the humblest offering of a widow’s two tiny coins there.  The suffering servant who commands the universe. The sinless friend of sinners.  The Saviour who hung in agony on beams of wood He Himself had called into being.  Fearsome, yet welcoming.  Unfathomable, yet knowable.  The God of kings and beggars, presidents and paupers.  Who fathers the fatherless and works through our weakness.  Burning with holiness, yet refreshingly graceful.  

He who is worshipped by the multitudes of heaven, yet rejoices over a single returning heart.  Perfect in every way, yet able to help those who are being tempted.  He who is faithful even to the faithless, for He cannot disown Himself.

This is the God we worship – the God of all mystery.”

The Gospels reveal the tension between those who desire to praise, and those who wish to contract their hearts.  We have both those perspectives within us. 

The Lord who comes riding on a donkey reveals His power and great glory as King of the future age, after ascending the cross and descending into the abyss. 

We too often will only know true worship, praise, thanksgiving and delight when our hearts have been purified.  It is a continuous process.  The cross will mean different things for different people at different times of our lives.  The purifying process will enable us to explore the God we worship who is clothed in mystery.

May the coming months be a time for deeper understanding of the One who invites us to share His life and the grace of the resurrection. 

Fr Seraphim

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Impressions from the Holy Land
In April I had the privilege of visiting the Holy Land on a study trip sponsored by the British Trust for Tantur.  (Tantur is an ecumenical institute just outside Jerusalem, on the edge of the West Bank, which provides opportunities for study and theological reflection on the many challenges of the Holy Land.)

The multitude of impressions can be characterised in three ways:  

Holiness

I was struck by a sense of the holiness of Jerusalem.  To me the city spoke powerfully of faith in God.  Western agnosticism and atheism do not seem to have a place there.  (Israelis who want to live in a city with a less religious atmosphere opt for Tel Aviv.)  One striking example of this phenomenon is the huge areas on the slopes of the valley between the City and the Mount of Olives which are entirely covered with graves.  The hundreds of thousands of people who have chosen to be buried there in anticipation of the general resurrection, Jews Christians and Muslims, are silent but powerful witnesses to faith in God.

Other, not so silent, witnesses are the flocks of pilgrims who are to be encountered at all the holy places.  Russians are coming to the Holy Land in their thousands and among the crowds of pilgrims from all over the world I always heard the familiar sound of Russian hymns – the canon of the Resurrection outside the Holy Sepulchre, the Akathist to the Mother of God in Bethlehem.  These days it’s even handy to know a little Russian when buying a candle or asking directions! 

Tension

One of the great privileges of the tour was the lectures we heard from people who are struggling with the political situation in Israel and Palestine on a day to day basis.  Not surprisingly, this was not a source for optimism.

I think that our entire group was struck by the history of suffering which shapes both the Israeli and Palestinian stories.  We heard many references to the difficulty of dialogue between two groups which are both deeply traumatised by their histories.  A frequent observation was that an outside mediator was needed to resolve such completely different views.  

Two other problems were recurring themes.  The diversity of the Israeli population and parliament makes it extremely difficult for the government to agree on policies and carry them through.  There is also an apparently irresolvable tension between a “Jewish State” and a “Democratic State”.  The population of the state, we were told, will soon have more Arab members than Jewish ones, thus making a true democracy irreconcilable with a single Jewish identity.  The high Muslim birth-rate relies on a large number of uneducated women, (women with education want to work outside the home and have less children).  This last point is an example of just one of the many cultural differences between the Jewish and Muslim population.  But speaking of cultural differences approaches the racism which I believe is close to the heart of the Arab/Israeli conflict!  Assertion, leads to counter-assertion, and so the cycle goes on and on…..So as well as the holiness of Jerusalem, one is also immediately struck by a sense of tension, of an uncertain future, and of difficulties which have tentacles spreading out all over the world.

Strange but Familiar

My third impression was the continuity between the events of the Gospels and our experience in the Church today.  As Orthodox Christians we know that in our liturgical experience we live an extension of the events in the Gospels; we participate in the events as they actually happened.  I had a strong sense of the truth of this when I visited and prayed in the Holy Places.  Although they were totally unfamiliar on one level, at a deeper level they were overwhelmingly like “home”.  One sensed a spiritual power which one had already encountered elsewhere.  Again one was confronted with a paradox:  although the particular place is holy, it confirmed the holiness of all other places where God is encountered.  “The whole earth is full of Thy glory!”

Mother Sarah
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

PARISH NEWS

Mona and Jeries send warm greeting to the parish and thank everyone for all the prayers and support.  During my visit to Jerusalem I had the great pleasure of spending the night at their flat, meeting their 2 gorgeous little girls and attending the Liturgy in their parish of St James.

Jeries has continued to make progress since his return to Jerusalem last August.  He is now at home, with a full time carer.  He uses a wheelchair but has the use of his hands and partial use of his arms.  He can still understand Greek and English as well as Arabic and remembers his visit to Bath and the people he met.  I was profoundly impressed by the loving community around Jeries and the sense of hope for further recovery.  Please continue to keep them all in your prayers.

Sunday, 30th March:  On the Sunday of the Veneration of the Cross, George Clayton was baptised.  To his parents Ian and Elena, Many Years!
Sunday, 4th May:  James Gibbs was baptised on Thomas Sunday. Many thanks to all the Gibbs family who so generously provided a feast for all.  To his parents Kevin and Julia, Many Years!

DATES FOR THE DIARY:

Saturday, 19th July: Pilgrimage to the Saxon Church in Bradford on Avon led by Metropolitan Kallistos of Diokleia.  Liturgy at 11am. Bring a picnic.
Monday, 11th August:  Young Children's Church Day at the home of Charles and Ann Hetherington, Donhead St. Mary.
Saturday, 30th August:  Parish Day at Pilsdon.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Fr Seraphim and Ann Johnson
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