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And	in	the	case	of	an	athlete,	no	one	is	crowned	
	without	competing	according	to	the	rules.	

2 Timothy 2:5 
 

 The spiritual life is always a gift and always a struggle, always grace and 

always our response to that grace. In patristic literature, our response is literally 

a contest or struggle for victory. Struggle is something positive, something 

necessary, something exciting, and something each of us can do. After our honest 

repentance and humility, after God’s forgiveness and love, our struggle continues 

with the cultivation of reverence for what is holy and ascetic endeavor. 

 Reverence for what is holy, piety or the fear of God can be defined as “love 

combined with awe.”1 Like the Magi, we want to draw closer to worship the new 

born King and at the same time like Saint Peter we sense our nakedness and feel 

the urge to leap into the sea. Saint Païsios of the Holy Mountain spoke at length 

about the need for reverence or εὐλάβεια, literally meaning taking hold of 

something in a good way, which he defined as a spiritual sensitivity that makes 

our movements in the presence of anything connected with worship refined and 

careful, because we feel the presence of the living God.2  

 So how do we become more spiritually sensitive? Saint Païsios would suggest 

carefully thinking about what we are doing as we are doing anything that is 

characteristically Christian, be it saying a prayer, lighting a candle, or 

                                                        
1 Cassiodorus, In	Psalterium	Expositio 33.11 PL 69.237b.  
2 Paisius the Hagiorite, Logoi	Pneumatiki	Aphypnisi, 2 (Sourotis Thessalonikis: 
Ieron Hisychastirion Eyaggelistis Ioannis o Theologos, 1999), 131. 
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approaching an icon. And in so doing so, we become more reverent and grace 

accompanies our efforts in a special way. In our relationships with others, we all 

spend a good deal of time trying to put our best foot forward, deciding what to 

wear, how to act, even how to shake someone’s hand. With everything connected 

with God, we need to enhance that care many times over, because of an even 

deeper love and an even deeper sense of awe in His holy presence. This 

heightened sensitivity begins with simple actions such as how we dispose of oil 

from oil lamps in our homes, where we place our icons, and how we greet the 

clergy, and culminates with our approach to the chalice. For instance, in any 

Church in Greece, a bishop, a priest or even a simple monk or nun can never just 

walk by without everyone eagerly and joyfully seeking his blessing, because at 

some level they realize that that blessing involves an encounter with Christ who 

humbly borrows the hand of the bishop or priest to bless us His beloved 

children. 

 To grow in reverence we need attention to detail. It is only by being careful 

and purposeful about how we stand in Church, what we wear to Church, how our 

body and soul approaches anything sacred that we can express our genuine love 

for the Lord, our gratitude toward Him, and our awe in His presence. And if we 

want to know what attention to detail in divine worship means, we would do 

well to study the book of Deuteronomy and see how that law can be fulfilled in 

Christ today by acquiring a sensitive spiritual heart. Saint Paisius taught, 

“Without spiritual sensitivity, there can be no [spiritual] progress.”3 After some 

                                                        
3 Paisius the Hagiorite, Logoi	Pneumatiki	Aphypnisi, 2, 140. 
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honest repentance, our hearts need to become increasingly sensitive compasses 

that quiver with the fear of God and love for Him, if we are to continue. 

 If we are reverent people, the fathers teach that there is only one way of life 

that is appropriate—the ascetic life.4 Asceticism is an active expression of 

reverence. Being ascetic doesn’t mean being monastic; being monastic simply 

means being in a monastery. Being ascetic means doing what we can do to enter 

the fullness of divine love and life by giving our life and love to God at the most 

basic level of watchfulness over our thoughts, words, and actions. Asceticism is 

about how we follow Christ on a daily basis involving our ongoing conversation 

with Him in prayer, our eating with Him and fasting with Him by day, and our 

keeping watch with Him by night. It is about taking the time we spend with God 

in Church and expanding it in a way that will embrace all our waking hours. 

 Another term the fathers use to describe a pious or ascetic Christian is an 

athlete. Saint Ambrose of Milan once wrote, “You are an athlete. Come to grips 

with your opponent, not with your head but with your arms.”5 Put simply the 

Christian life is not about thinking and imagining, but about doing and taking 

action, which traditionally means fasting, praying, keeping vigil, and living in 

obedience. Saint John Chrysostom observes, “athletes live under strict rules 

when preparing for a match.”6 And as Christian athletes, everyone of us, so do 

we. Among the many rules or better yet, among the many luminous 

commandments found in Scripture and tradition that govern the ascetic life of 

                                                        
4 Didymus the blind Kommentar zum Ecclesiaste (Tura-Papyrus) Teil II Kommentar 
zu Eccl. Kap. 3-4,12. D. Hagedorn, R. Kassel, L. Koenen and R. Merkelbach, eds. 
(Bonn: Habelt Verlag GMBH, 1977), 38. 
5 Exameron 6.50 PL 14.278c. 
6 Hermineia eis tin pros hebraious 23.2 PG63.162a. 
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every Christian, I would like to single out two that especially bring grace and 

transformation to the human person: fasting and vigils.  

 First of all, we need to be a people who fast and take all the fasts of the Church 

seriously. Does a little milk in our coffee on Wednesday really matter? Yes, it 

matters, because the purity of our love for Christ and the purity of that intention 

matter. We carefully keep the fasts not only because of the canonical 

consequences of not fasting except in the case of sickness,7 but also because 

failing to fast, we deprive ourselves of a physical expression of our repentance 

and reliance on God that brings divine grace. It’s a gift to be able in this small 

way to imitate not only the prophets, apostles, and saints, but even Christ 

Himself. Fasting takes our bodies into the desert, where Christ met the Father 

and where our souls can meet Christ. For the fathers, “fasting is,” essential and 

even “better than prayer.”8  On the Holy Mountain, there is a palpable change in 

the air and on the countenances of the Fathers when they fast. There is a quiet 

joy that comes from loving Christ in this way. May every Orthodox Christian who 

is able come to know that joy. 

 Secondly, we need vigils. What I loved most about my life on the Holy 

Mountain was participating in a daily vigil as a community in the deep quiet of 

the night. In a dark candle-lit Church, there are less visual distractions, the body 

is calmer, and the mind, when properly directed by the hymnody of the Church, 

can literally soar. There is ample time in to repent, to thank God, to reach out to 

God and to feel His healing touch. Though motionless in my stall, my soul felt 
                                                        
7 Canones	SS.	Apostolorum 69 PG 137.176d. 
8 Clement, Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 16.4 (J. B. Lightfoot	and J. R. Harmer, 
trans. The	Apostolic	Fathers. Edited by M. W. Holmes. 2nd ed. Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Baker, 1989). 
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more alive and active during the night than during the day. Through nightly 

vigils, I would enter into a new world and become changed by that world.  

 Not surprisingly, the fathers hymn the virtue of keeping vigils, not only 

because “prayer offered up at night possesses a great power… more than the 

prayer by day,”9 but also because in Saint Ambrose’s words, “no one sees the 

glory of Christ unless he keeps vigil.”10 A person who attends vigils feels as 

though “he dwells in heaven,”11 “experiences immortal life,”12 and has his “eyes 

opened to behold all the glory” of God. 13 Saint Isaac the Syrian writes “there is 

nothing [nothing] which makes the mind so radiant and joyous and so enlightens 

it and expels evil thoughts, causing the soul to exult, as do continuous vigils.”14 

Vigils powerfully shape our mindset, reorder our thoughts, make us joyful, and 

increase our commitment to follow Christ.  

 On the Holy Mountain, a normal vigil lasts about eight hours, a patronal vigil 

about twelve. Such vigils are a special, but by no means exclusive, treasure of 

monks. In Greece, the laity attend such vigils not only in monasteries, but also in 

their local parishes that organize many vigils throughout the year typically 

beginning at 9:00 pm with Vespers, followed by Matins and culminating in the 

Divine Liturgy concluding around 2:00 am. In Thessaloniki, one can find one of 

these small vigils in some parish almost everyday of the week. The faithful flock 

                                                        
9 Isaac the Syrian, The Ascetical Homilies (Boston: Holy Transfiguration Monastery, 
1984), 75, 372. 
10 Expositio Evangelii Secundum Lucam Libris X Comprehensa  7.17 PL 15.1791c. 
11 Isaac the Syrian, 75, 370. 
12 Ibid., 65, 320-321. 
13 Ibid., 20, 103. 
14 Ibid., 75, 370. 
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to such vigils in droves, because they come out of those vigils feeling visibly 

changed.  

 Unfortunately in the West, the only night vigil remaining is the uniquely 

radiant and joyful vigil of Pascha. But that can change. In the twentieth century, 

the Orthodox Church in America was at the forefront of a movement to restore 

the ancient practice of frequent communion. Perhaps, it is time to complete that 

restoration with the way of life that the holy fathers presume when they advise 

communing frequently.  If we do so, if we faithfully fast and piously hold vigils 

for feastdays during the week, our zeal for the faith, our commitment to the 

Church, and our love for Christ will know no bounds. This kind of change may 

seem as daunting as climbing a mountain. But for us, that Mountain is Tabor. For 

us that change is an opportunity to see our transfigured Savior, so that we can 

say like Saint Peter “Lord, it is good for us to be here,”15 good for us, good for the 

Church, and good for all mankind. Amen. 

                                                        
15 Mt 17:3. 


