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“Thou	hypocrite,	cast	out	first	the	beam	out	of	thine	own	eye,		
and	then	shalt	thou	see	clearly	to	pull	out	the	mote		

that	is	in	thy	brother’s	eye.”—	Matthew 7:23 
	
 The spiritual life is always a struggle and always a gift. Our struggle is not 

only with our own personal sins, weaknesses, and passions that disorient us and 

lead us down paths we would rather not follow, but also is a struggle with a post-

Christian society that even lionizes those weaknesses. The good news is always 

the same: Jesus Christ is victorious over sin, death, and the devil. He was 

victorious in decadent Roman society; He was victorious in the Ottoman Empire; 

He was victorious in the communist Soviet Union; and today He can be victorious 

in the US in the lives of each person present here. All we have to do is turn to Him 

with faith and then sincerely follow Him on a narrow path that opens up to the 

spaciousness of paradise. Faithfully following this path, our weaknesses and 

passions no longer need to bind us or blind us. Instead, we can become witnesses 

to His glory, witnesses to the hope and healing present in His Holy Orthodox 

Church.  

 Every transformation, every ascent in the Gospel begins with faith and then 

continues with action. It involves a softening of the heart, then a stretching out of 

the hand, a standing before God then a walking with God that shapes our 

thoughts, our feelings, our intentions, our entire selves. It means trusting the 

Lord enough to take uncertain steps towards an unknown land, to call out the 

name of Christ even when we don’t quite understand what we’re saying. It 
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begins with doing the things we are able to do, following Christ where we are 

able to follow Him, and leads to wonders that have “not even entered the heart of 

man.”1 

 In these three ten-minute reflections, I would like to describe some 

approaches and actions that we can all adopt to stand before God and to walk 

with God in a way that leads to a blessed change I’ve personally witnessed on the 

Holy Mountain, in the sacred cloister of the confessional and in my own soul.  

The foundation we need to return to every day is honest, humble repentance. 

The path we must follow is pious, ascetic participation in the mysteries. The 

outlook we need to maintain is grateful, optimistic hope. When this foundation, 

path, and outlook are in place, the Holy Spirit can change us from tax collectors 

of our sin into stewards of His grace. When these are present, the beauty and 

truth of the Orthodox Church can become apparent and intrinsically attractive to 

all.  

 It all starts with honesty with oneself, before God, and in the presence of 

others. The Holy fathers teach us that “The Spirit enters those halls of the mind 

which are bright with honesty.”2 And that is what we as clergy and laity desire: for 

the Holy Spirit to enter us, to come and abide in us, to guide us in everything we 

do. Honesty, the very beginning of our journey, already looks towards the very 

end, full communion and union with God. Without honesty, we can’t possibly 

have humility or repentance.  Although we know that Christ castigates hypocrisy 

more than any other vice, honesty does not come easy to us. I see this in others 

who come to confession struggling to confess what they see as their darkest sins. 
                                                        
1 1 Cor. 2:8. 
2 Arator	De	Actibus	Apostolorum 1.127 PL 68.148ab. 
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I see this in those who come to confession avoiding any self-examination that 

would disturb their deceptive image of themselves as good Christians. And I see 

this difficulty in myself.  

 At this moment, part of me would like to give you the impression that I am 

a pious priest, a good monk, and a skilled father confessor, but if I were to do this 

I only feed my own self-deceiving vanity and fail to connect with you with what 

we all share, a fragile, often stumbling humanity continually in need of Christ’s 

grace. So rather than just talk about honesty, let me begin by being honest. To be 

truthful, there are times when I fail miserably on all scores. My mind wanders 

when it should be fixed on prayer. I let other things, trivial things, get in the way 

of my calling to be united with Christ. And try as I may, I sometimes do not give 

my spiritual children the direction they deserve. And when under stress or 

pressure, if I fail to turn with all my heart to God, all my best intentions seem to 

go out the window and I find myself in need of repentance and confession to 

keep on going.  

 But something wonderful also happens as I am honest about myself as a 

fallen human being, not in general, but with specific thoughts, words, and deeds 

that I regret and repent of. I find myself now suddenly free to approach my 

Savior, not as a Pharisee appearing good, but as the harlot, as the thief, as the 

publican being the only person a person can be, himself. And suddenly the Lord 

is again present with this sinner. Suddenly this sinner senses His compassionate 

gaze and feels loved, so loved that he can dare to become someone else, a disciple 

of his Lord.  
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 The apostle Paul, of course, taught us this way of honesty when he wrote 

the Corinthians, “In my own behalf I will not boast, except in my weaknesses.”3 In 

doing so, he approached the Corinthians and invited them to meet him in their 

common weakness that in turn directed them to their common strength, the 

Lord Himself. In our relationship with God, in our relationship ourselves, and in 

our relationship with others, we must be honest, not honest about the 

weaknesses we see in others, our judgments about others are always incomplete 

and often completely wrong. No we must be honest about the weaknesses we see 

in ourselves. 

 We really need to be on guard about our tendency to be honest about how 

irritated others make us rather than how irritating we can honestly be. We need 

to cultivate honest thoughts about ourselves and loving thoughts about others. 

We may think that my problem is that bishop, this priest, or that parishioner. But 

blaming others, condemning others, takes us away from the spirit of honesty, the 

spirit of humility, and yes the spirit of Christ. I continually teach my spiritual 

children and myself to say over and over again, “I am to blame. It is my fault. I 

was wrong. I’m sorry for saying that, for doing that. Forgive me.” And even when 

others really appear to have boards in their proverbial eyes, we need to hear the 

words of our Lord, “Thou hypocrite,” you dishonest soul, “cast out first the beam 

out of thine own eye, and then shalt thou see clearly to pull out the mote that is 

in thy brother’s eye.”4 The golden teaching of the fathers is that if we lose our 

peace in any interaction with others, somewhere we are wrong, somewhere we 

                                                        
3 2 Cor 11:30. 
4 Mt 7:23. 
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are the problem, and in humility and repentance that problem can by the grace 

of God always be solved. 

 The tendency to condemn the sinner, rather than forgive him, is utterly 

foreign to the Orthodox ethos. Ours is the faith in which the worst of possible 

sinners, Saint Mary of Egypt who was more loose than most prostitutes, Saint 

Moses the Ethiopian who was more violent than most criminals, and many 

others like them, became the most pure and meek of saints. For this reason, we 

must not cast the first stone at today’s sinner who may be tomorrow’s saint. 

Everyone is human; everyone is loved; everyone is a soul for whom our Savior 

died; and everyone can be saved. 

 When each day, each hour, each moment, we strive to be honest with God, 

with ourselves, and with others, we are ready to cultivate repentance and 

humility. I’ve already touched on what Saint John Chrysostom calls the first way 

of repentance, being honest about having sinned and being saddened by the way 

that sin has separated us from Christ. According to the Saint, this honesty 

justifies us.5 And if we wish to find some blessed ways to express ourselves, the 

Holy Orthodox Church’s liturgical texts form a treasury of prayers of repentance 

second to none. But what matters most when I say “I’ve sinned. I’ve done wrong. 

I’ve been selfish” in any one of the possible permutations is to mean what I say 

with all my heart, to know that I’ve said something so radically true about me 

that it touches my core. As Saint John Chrysostom puts it, “the manner of the 

repentant individual,” how we say it, how we feel when we say it, is “what erases 

the sin.” In the same passage, he also notes that “God does not wait for time to 

                                                        
5 Pros tous legontas hoti daimones ta anthropina dioikousi, 2.6 PG 49.263cd. 
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elapse after repentance. You stated your sin; you are justified. You repented; you 

have been shown mercy.”6 This means after repentance, it is immediately time to 

act, to thank God for His mercy, to be merciful to others, to love God and 

neighbor. 

 The Church as the ark of salvation must by definition be a place of safety, a 

place where vulnerable honesty should always be possible, a place where 

authentic repentance and genuine humility can always be cultivated, and as we 

will see next time, a place where training in piety, fasting, and extended prayer is 

always encouraged. In that holy place, we can really meet each other and know 

“how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity!”7 In 

that holy place, we can meet our Savior "who is meek and lowly in heart.” In that 

holy place, we can become a new creation, finding “rest for our souls”8, and not 

our souls only, but also a place of rest for all the souls of those seeking, perhaps 

unknowingly, the most blessed God of our fathers. Amen. 

                                                        
6 De	Poenitentia 7.4.1 PG 49.328bc. 
7 Ps 133:1. 
8 Mt 11:29. 


