THE GOSPEL

The Reading from the Holy Gospel according to St. Mark. (9:16-30)

At that time, a man came to Jesus, kneeling down and saying unto him, “Teacher, I brought my son to you, for he has a dumb spirit. And wherever it seizes him, it dashes him down; and he foams and grinds his teeth and becomes rigid; and I asked Thy Disciples to cast it out, and they were not able.” And Jesus answered them, “O faithless generation, how long am I to be with you? How long am I to bear with you? Bring him to Me.” And they brought the boy to Him; and when the spirit saw Jesus, immediately it convulsed the boy, and he fell on the ground and rolled about, foaming at the mouth. And Jesus asked his father, “How long has he had this?” And he said, “From childhood. And it has often cast him into the fire and into the water, to destroy him; but if Thou canst do anything, have pity on us and help us.” And Jesus said to him, “If you can believe, all things are possible to him who believes.” Immediately the father of the child cried out and said with tears, “Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!” *And when Jesus saw that a crowd came running together, he rebuked the unclean spirit, saying to it, “You dumb and deaf spirit, I command you, come out of him, and never enter him again.” And after crying out and convulsing him terribly, it came out, and the boy was like a corpse; so that most of them said, “He is dead.” But Jesus took him by the hand and lifted him up, and he arose. And when Jesus had entered the house, His Disciples asked Him privately, “Why could we not cast it out?” And Jesus said to them, “This kind cannot be driven out by anything but prayer and fasting.” They went on from there and passed through Galilee. And Jesus would not have anyone know it; for He was teaching His Disciples, saying to them, “The Son of man will be delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill Him; and after He is killed, He will rise on the third day.”
SERMON

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, One God. Amen.

Brothers and Sisters, we are, this day, well past the half-way point on our journey over what the hymns of the Church poetically call “the sea of the Fast” on our way to the celebration of Our Lord Jesus Christ’s rising from the Dead, the Holiest of Holy Days, the Pascha – or, Passover – from death to new life. As we reach this point, the Church places before our eyes – our physical, literal eyes, and the eyes of our souls – both a very dynamic reading from Saint Mark’s Gospel, and the example of Saint John Climacus – Saint John “of the Ladder” – a monk and Spiritual Father who lived fourteen centuries ago, a holy luminary who wrote the book The Ladder of Divine Ascent, a guide to the spiritual life. On this day, we may learn from the Gospel story and from the image of Saint John’s ladder something about how, as we strive to change our lives, our hearts, our selves, during the Great fast of Lent and beyond, we may take encouragement in the example of a doubtful father who let his life and heart be changed even in his imperfection, and in the fact that, even if we’re still struggling, and often feel behind or inadequate or even lost, if we keep on climbing, we may hope in Christ to save us.


There are three very poignant passages which may be worthy of pondering, further, from today’s rather long, perhaps hard-to-understand, and, at times, violently descriptive Gospel. The first is that, as Jesus asks the father about how long his son has been suffering from this terrible affliction, the Father answers, “From childhood. And it has often cast him into the fire and into the water, to destroy him.” Father Seraphim Holland (a priest in Texas)  tells us in a sermon on this same Gospel that the Fathers of the Church teach us that this demonic attack, an attempt to destroy a child of God, one of God’s own beloved creations, by a dark, evil force through “fire and water” may be seen as a symbol or reflection of how the enemy seeks to destroy us by, on the one hand, “hot,” intense burning passions – anger; lust; judgementalism; hatred; jealousy; murder - and all the other ways in which our immediate, self-centered, and strong, emotional, “fiery” passions lead us astray- leading us, even, into destruction. On the other hand, we may be led into dangerous waters which will destroy us. To quote Father Seraphim, this deadly water is: “to be thrust into worldly cares - as blessed Theophylact says, ‘the crushing waves and billows of worldly care.’ That's what the water is.” And, he continues, “There's not a sin that you can think of that is neither fire nor water. Nothing” These burning passions and the drowning waves of earthly cares may, very well, be things which have beset us “since childhood,” like the boy whom Jesus healed and freed from captivity to the evil and darkness which wanted to destroy him. The patterns of things which hold captive our souls may go back to very early days, habits or patterns of thinking or acting, or reactions to old wounds which are so very hard to overcome. Great Lent is one of the ways which the Church offers us to come to Christ, in order to struggle with them, and to be made free of them. It may be a long and hard struggle.

Which leads to another striking part of this story: the disciples of Jesus could not heal the boy, and when they question Jesus as to why they failed, His answer is, “This kind cannot be driven out by anything but prayer and fasting.” It is, perhaps, no accident that the Church recommends to us days and seasons of extra effort in seeking God, accompanied by prayer and fasting. Those deep, tough, hanging-on things, the fires and drowning waves, which may have been with us since childhood, need the healing remedy of prayer and fasting in order for us to be in a place where Christ can heal us – a place of humility, a place of absolute trust, a place of thinking of something (and, Someone) beyond our own wants, desires, and pleasures.


And that brings us to a third very interesting part of the story: the change which came about in the heart and soul of the boy’s father, just within the moments of his encounter with Jesus. It is difficult to “unpack” the wording of Christ’s answer to his plea, tinged with the desperation of a parent watching his child suffer (again, and again, and again) - some manuscripts add “with tears” to the verse, “Immediately the father of the child cried out and said,…:” (Mark 9:24 ESV), when he, the father, said, “if Thou canst do anything, have pity on us and help us.” Blessed Thephylact, an eleventh century Byzantine biblical scholar who lived in Ochrid, in what is now Macedonia, teaches that Christ’s answer was something like, “As for this “if you Can?”: well, if you (the father) had faith, anything would be possible (for you)”. It seems like a rebuke, but the father’s response is immediate, and, even if he is not entirely sure of his belief, he nonetheless takes the leap of faith, in the poignant cry, “I believe! Lord, help my unbelief.” How often this might this well be our own cry! When our faith seems faint or unsure, maybe we can make this cry our own, as we continually seek to turn from ourselves, from the fires of passions, from constant worrying about the problems and challenges and cares of life which seem like they are going to drown us. We sing in the Great Entrance of the Divine Liturgy: “let us lay aside all earthly cares, that we may receive the King of all.” That is what we see happening in this Gospel story, in this healing.

The father of the boy made a change, in this moment. It may have only been the beginning of a life-long process, but, at this moment, he set aside his doubts and earthly cares to, humbly, in faith and trust in God, to trust in God’s Christ and in His power to heal and save. His “if,” filled with doubt, and his not coming to Christ with humble and total trust, was cast aside, left behind, replaced by his turning to humility in his approach, and in his cry: “I believe! Help my unbelief.”

How much can such humility do? I’d like to close with a quotation from the Saint we commemorated today, Saint John, author of The Ladder of Divine Ascent. He wrote,
“An angel fell from Heaven without any other passion except pride, and so we may ask whether it is possible to ascend to Heaven by humility alone, without any other of the virtues.”
A powerful saying, to be sure. It took one sin, only one sin, pride, the opposite of humility, for God’s brightest angel, Lucifer, to fall and become evil, Satan, the enemy of all. Saint John Climacus is offering us the hope that, just as only one sin caused this great fall, the one opposite virtue of humility may allow us to be saved and to enter God’s Paradise. Of course, humility is a source of many other virtues, a step on the ladder ascending to heaven which we must “get to” or attain before we can climb higher to other virtues, which is very much a subject of Saint John’s book, The Ladder. (It’s “up there,” the 25th of the 30 rungs of his Ladder, but he describes it as “the destroyer of the passions, most sublime humility, which is rooted in spiritual perception.”). 

What good news, and what a great thing for us to focus on in these latter days of Great Lent. Even if we haven’t “done all that we wanted to do,” at this point, if our sins and worries still come at us, every day, if we haven’t fasted or prayed as much as we intended, we can still, now, beginning on this day, embrace humility, and cry out, “I believe! Help my unbelief.” Let us either keep climbing the Ladder, step by step, or, if need be, start anew, right now, in humble love, charity, prayer, and fasting.
As Saint Herman of Alaska said, 
“From this day, from this hour, from this minute, let us strive to love God above all and fulfill His holy will.”
Through the prayers of our Holy Fathers, Lord Jesus Christ, Our God, have mercy on us and save us. Amen.
Notes
“An angel fell from Heaven without any other passion except pride, and so we may ask whether it is possible to ascend to Heaven by humility alone, without any other of the virtues.”

· St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 23: On Pride (see http://www.fatheralexander.org/booklets/english/vainglory_ladder_climacus.htm#_Toc530064365)

* Immediately the father of the child cried out(1) and said, “I believe; help my unbelief!”Footnotes:(1) 9:24 Some manuscripts add *with tears* (Mark 9:24 ESV)

“And what is the fire? It's not just material fire as it was for this boy, but also the fire of anger, lust, those hot sins in which we seem to have so much pleasure partaking, and that seem to have such a hold on us. That is fire. Jealousy, hatred, rage. Those kind of things are fire. 

And what is the water? Well, the water is equally pernicious to the soul. It is to be thrust into worldly cares - as blessed Theophylact says, "the crushing waves and billows of worldly care." That's what the water is. There's not a sin that you can think of that is neither fire nor water. Nothing.” – Fr. Seraphim Holland (sermon online at: http://www.orthodox.net/audio/great-lent-sunday-04_2001+demoniac-boy.html)
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