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January 21: St. Maximus and His Teaching 
 

Tonight and tomorrow we celebrate the feast of 
our Patron, St. Maximus the Confessor, one of the 
Church’s profoundest theologians (in the top three 
for certain) and the writer whose works occupy a 
greater proportion of the famous Philokalia than 
anyone else’s. 

The Church honors the memory of the Venerable 
Maximus with two feasts during the year: January 21 
and August 13. Because the latter feast corresponds 
with the leavetaking of Transfiguration, the 
celebration of the summer feast of St. Maximus is 
sometimes transferred to August 12. 

St. Maximus was an official in the court of the 
Emperor Heraclius of the East Roman Empire. About 
the year 614, after having served the emperor for 
three years, Maximus, longing for a life of solitude, of 
hesychia, left his position and became a monk. He 
lived the rest of his life as a simple monk, never being 
ordained. 

St. Maximus’ keen mind was illuminated with the 
light of Christ through his ascetic struggles, and he 
wrote extensively about the spiritual life based in the 
writings of those who had gone before and his own 
experience of those truths. But in 634, through his 
association with St. Sophronius, Patriarch of 
Jerusalem, St. Maximus was enrolled in the struggle 
against the Monothelite heresy, which taught that 
Jesus Christ had had only one will—a divine one. But 
for Christ to lack a human will was to render Him less 
than fully human. The consequences of this were not 
merely academic, for as St. Gregory the Theologian 
had taught, “What is not assumed is not healed.” If 
Christ had not assumed a human will, then man’s will 
was not healed by Christ—and it was man’s will above 
all, perhaps, that needed to be healed. Man could not 
be saved if Christ lacked a human will. For the rest of 
his life, and sometimes nearly alone, St. Maximus 
eloquently defended Christ’s full divinity in the face 
of political pressure, heretics, and wavering 
churchmen. He was tried by imperial authorities, 
condemned, and exiled three times: in 655, 656, and 
finally, in 662. The last time, his right hand and his 
tongue, the instruments of his teaching, were cut off. 
He died in exile shortly afterwards on August 13, 662. 

St. Maximus bears the titles “venerable” and 
“Confessor”. “Venerable” (prepodobnii) is the title 
given to monastic saints. “Confessor” (ispovednik) is 
the glorious title given to a saint who has been 
persecuted and has suffered for the Faith. 

St. Maximus possessed profound insight into the 
spiritual life which he acquired through his practice of 
it. True Christian life always consists both of 
believing and confessing the right doctrine as well as 
doing the right things or living the right way (the path 
of love). In his writings, the intimate relation between 

theology and spirituality is manifest. Christian 
spirituality (how one approaches and interacts with 
God in and by the Holy Spirit) depends on Christian 
theology (what is said about God—what God is like 
determines how you approach Him); Christian 
theology, likewise, is confirmed and illuminated in the 
experience of the true God in the spiritual life. If the 
Church’s confession of who God is, and especially, 
who Jesus Christ is, becomes corrupt or distorted, it 
cannot but have a corrupting influence on spiritual 
life. 

St. Maximus teaches that there are three faculties 
of the soul: the noetic (not to be confused with the 
intellect or brain), the concupiscent (desiring) and the 
irrascible (temper). There is a proper use for each, and 
there are misuses of each, which are sinful. Regular 
misuse results in a sinful habit. To overcome a fixed 
habit of pleasure related to the concupiscible 
element, one needs the continual exercise of fasting, 
vigils, and payer. To overcome a habit of temper, 
kindness, benevolence, love, and mercy are needed. 

Sin in action is preceded by sin in thought. “For 
unless anyone sins first in thought, he will never sin in 
deed.” As a result the war with sinful thoughts is far 
harder to win than the war with sinful actions. To 
prevail over thoughts, Maximus counsels, “Take care 
of your passions and you will easily drive thoughts 
from your mind. Thus for fornication—fast, keep 
vigil, work hard, keep to yourself. For anger and 
hurt—disdain reputation, dishonor, and material 
things. For grudges—pray for the one who has hurt 
you, and you will be rid of them.” 

“A passion is a movement of the soul contrary to 
nature either toward irrational love or senseless hate 
of something or on account of something material.” 
Furthermore, “the beginning of all passions is love of 
self, and the end is pride. Self-love is irrational love of 
the body, and if one eliminates this, he eliminates 
along with it all the passions stemming form it.” 

About money, St. Maximus says there are three 
sinful reasons for loving it: “pleasure-seeking, 
vainglory, and lack of faith. And more serious than 
the other two is lack of faith. ”There is also a virtuous 
reason for acquiring money: the financial 
administrator acquires money “so that he might never 
run short in relieving each one’s need.” 

St. Maximus’ teaching offers us many more 
spiritual riches than we can recount here. Many of his 
writings are found in volume two of the Philokalia. 
His work entitled 400 Chapters on Love should be 
known and applied by all Christians. He wrote many 
other works, including 200 Chapters on Theology, and 
commentaries on the Lord’s Prayer and the Divine 
Liturgy.  

St. Maximus shines as an example both of 
faithfulness to the Truth and as one who practiced 
the life he taught to others. His teachings instruct us 
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not only in the mysteries of the highest theology, but 
also in how to live the Christian life, conquer our 
passions, attain the love of God and our fellow man, 
and be deified. Let us honour his memory by receiving 
his instruction and striving to follow his example in 
our own time.  

The ikos from the canon of Matins for the saint 
well sums up his life: 

Showing thyself to be an emulator of the sufferings of the 
Savior, and having Him in thy soul, O most blessed one 
who art most rich, thou didst appoint ascents in thy 
heart. And He hath given thee grace from heaven; for 
thou didst manfully oppose the tyrants, O wise one; and 
preaching the unoriginate, divine, and consubstantial 
Trinity, and denouncing the heretics who fought against 
God, thou didst endure boundless trials, O venerable and 
most praised one: the severing of thy theologizing tongue 
together with thy hand. Yet didst thou not cease to 
speak with boldness, confirming the faithful with thy 
divine teachings, manifestly preaching the transcendent 
and unoriginate Trinity unto all the people. 

This year, we continue what we have envisioned 
to be an annual custom of offering a lecture in honor 
of St. Maximus by which he and his works may be 
better known, understood, and appreciated. Reader 
Mark Tarpley, a Ph.D. in Christian Ethics, will speak 
about St. Maximus’s teaching on the reconciliation of 
male and female in Christ and what the purpose of 
sexual differentiation is. 

 
Prayer of the 19th Kathisma 

 

In the traditional Orthodox Psalter, which is the primary 
prayerbook of the Church, each of the 20 kathismata 

(divisions) of the Psalter is followed by the trisagion prayers, 
three troparia and a longer prayer. Here is one of those 

prayers for your benefit. 
 

O Master Christ God, who hast healed my 
passions by Thy Passion and hast cured my wounds by 
Thy Wounds, grant tears of remorse unto me who 
have sinned greatly against Thee. Prepare for my body 
some of the fragrance of Thy life-creating Body, and 
sweeten the bitterness of my soul by Thy precious 
Blood, wherewith vouchsafe me, who doth resist 
Thee, to drink. Raise aloft to Thee my mind which is 
drawn downwards, and lead it up from the depths of 
destruction, for I have no repentance, I have no 
remorse, I have no tears of comfort which lead 
children to their inheritance. I have been darkened in 
mind amid the passions of life, and am unable to lift 
up mine eyes to Thee in my pain; I cannot warm 
myself with tears of love for Thee. Yet, O Lord and 
Master, Jesus Christ, Treasury of blessings, grant me 
complete repentance and a heart diligent in searching 
for Thee. Grant me Thy grace, and renew in me the 
lineaments of Thine image. I have forsaken Thee; do 
not forsake me! Come Thou in search of me, and lead 
me up to Thy green pasture, and number me among 
the sheep of Thy chosen flock. Feed me with them on 
the grass of Thy divine mysteries, through the prayers 
of Thy most pure Mother and of all Thy saints. 
Amen. 

 
The Sayings of St. Anthony the Great 11 

 

Abba Anthony said, “He who wishes to live in solitude 
in the desert is delivered from three conflicts: hearing, 

speech, and sight; there is only one conflict left for him, 
and that is with fornication.” 

Saying 11 in The Sayings of the Desert Fathers 
 

Commentary: To live in the desert [a remote place] 
away from the world delivers one from three things 
that readily bring temptation and sin: hearing, speech, 
and sight. 

Living in the world, we are constantly bombarded 
with noise: radio, television, music, news, the 
conversation of others. Our ability to hear is a portal 
to our soul. What we hear enters our minds and 
affects us, both for good or for ill, readily stirring up 
our passions and leading us into sin of various sorts, or 
encouraging us and inspiring us to do good. 
Particularly seductive are songs, whether for 
entertainment or advertising, which insinuate 
themselves into our minds and repeat there for hours 
on end, using the capacity of the mind for ceaseless 
prayer while displacing prayer. The desert provides an 
escape from all this noise. 

Managing our own speech presents a grave 
challenge to us. In Proverbs it is said (10:19), “Where 
there are many words, sin is unavoidable.” Talking too 
much robs us of God’s grace, even when the 
conversation is not inherently sinful. One can even 
speak too much about spiritual things! Hence at every 
Vespers we ask God “set a watch, O Lord, upon my 
mouth and a gate of enclosure about my lips,” and St. 
James tells us that the person who can control his 
tongue is a perfect man, who can control his whole 
body. The perfect, as St. Silouan describes, speak only 
as the Holy Spirit moves them. Living around people 
tempts us to speak far more than we need to as 
Christians who are called to wait upon the Lord and 
to be still and know that He is God. The desert 
provides a remedy to this. 

How often sight leads us into temptation! 
Whether it is images in the media or just the physical 
forms of those around us, what we take into our souls 
through our eyes often leads us to lust, anger, greed, 
envy, and even hatred. We see someone’s beauty and 
are wounded by it; we see a person who has wronged 
us and anger arises in our hearts along with bitter 
memories; we see a person’s possessions and desire 
the same for ourselves, or wonder why he should have 
them when we can’t. Moreover, the eye is never 
satisfied with new images; it is ever hungry for more if 
we indulge it, as we well know from surfing the web. 
We may be going about our business only to be 
suddenly struck unawares with the sight of something 
and find our thoughts stimulated and quickly led into 
temptation. The desert frees one from this conflict—
assuming one does not bring the internet there with 
him!  

Yet the desert does not free us from ourselves, 
from our thoughts or from bodily needs. Thoughts 



The Confessor’s Tongue 
January 20, 2019; page 3 

 
 

- 3  
 

from fantasies or memories are ever at hand. Bodily 
need presses us. We have to eat and drink; eating too 
much, indulgence in the pleasure of food, living to 
eat, and so forth stimulates sexual desire and 
temptation. Indulging one form of bodily pleasure to 
the full stimulates the desire for others. This battle 
has to be fought wherever we may live, that our body 
with its needs lives in submission to our spirit which 
we have submitted to Christ. 

Most of us will not and cannot flee to the desert 
to live, at least not permanently. But as Christians 
living in a fallen world in a wicked and perverse 
generation, we must cultivate the desert in our hearts, 
not allowing our senses to be constantly bombarded 
by the world’s messages and not allowing our tongues 
to wag as a form of idle entertainment or out of 
vainglory. We may remove unnecessary external 
stimulation so that we may be collected, at peace, and 
focused on Christ Jesus without the world’s vain and 
harmful distractions constantly pulling us away. We 
have enough to contend with what is already in our 
hearts, let alone the world’s constant additions 
thereto. A very effective way to cultivate the desert in 
our hearts is keeping vigil—either staying up past our 
normal time for bed or rising from sleep in the middle 
of the night or early in the morning. In the quiet dark 
while the world sleeps, we may pray, read the Psalter, 
read the Scriptures, and practice the Jesus prayer, 
tuning our souls to the Holy Spirit. In this way, one 
may dwell in the desert while still living in the world. 

 
On the Use of Incense in Church 

 

In the Orthodox church, we burn incense in a 
metal vessel that hangs on three chains and has a 
sliding cover to regulate the burning of charcoal. The 
whole apparatus is called a censer or thurible. On the 
chains are twelve small bells, signifying the Disciples. 
[Not all censers have bells, however.] 

Incense is a mix of spices and gums [usually a 
frankincense base] that we burn during services to 
produce fragrant smoke. We put grains of incense on 
burning charcoal in the censer with the sign of the 
cross and a prayer, “Incense we offer unto Thee, O 
Christ our God, for an odor of spiritual fragrance, 
which do thou accept upon thy heavenly altar and 
send down upon us in return the grace of Thy Holy 
Spirit.”  

We do not know when incense was introduced 
into church services. It is quite likely that we used it 
from the beginning of Christian worship, since its use 
was common in Jewish worship in the Temple at 
Jerusalem. This is a supposition, however, because the 
early witnesses are silent about its use. We find 
written sources recommending its use only from 
about the 4th century on. 

The burning incense symbolizes prayer. “Let my 
prayer come before thee as incense, the lifting up of 
my hands as an evening sacrifice. . . .“ (Psalm 141: 2 – 
used during Vespers as the whole church is censed). 
In Old Testament times, the people would pray 

before the Holy of Holies while the priest within 
made the sacrifice. “And the whole multitude of 
people were praying outside at the hour of incense.” 
(Luke 1: 10) Symbolically, the incense represents 
prayer ascending to God. 

Incense continues to have that attachment to 
prayer in the New Testament, as we see in the book 
of Revelation. “An angel came and stood at the altar, 
with a golden censer; and he was given much incense 
to mingle with the prayers of all the saints upon the 
golden Altar before the Throne of God; and the 
smoke of the incense rose with the prayers of the 
Saints from the hand of the angel before God.” 
(Revelation 8: 3-4). We remember that Christ 
received frankincense as one of the gifts of the Magi 
(Matthew 2:11). 

In our liturgy we burn incense to symbolize: 
1. Worship of God who is present in the Temple 

and in the Eucharist. 
2. Prayer rising to God like the smoke, which is a 

sweet fragrance to Him. 
3. The Grace of the Holy Spirit (see prayer above), 

which God pours The Church censes icons and other 
Holy things to honor God who crowns these saints in 
heaven, who worked wonders through them here on 
earth, and who sanctified and glorified their bodies; 
and to demonstrate our devotion to these special 
friends and servants of God called Saints. 

We cense bishops and priests to honor in them 
Jesus Christ, whom they represent and with whose 
sacred character they are clothed. 

We cense the faithful in order to honor in you the 
likeness to Christ that was imprinted on you at 
Baptism and to honor you as temples of the Holy 
Spirit (I Cor 6). When you are censed, you should 
make the sign of the cross to remind yourself of your 
baptism and that you are a Temple, made in the 
image and likeness of God (Genesis 1). 

Theologically, this censing is very important. 
Orthodoxy is focused on theosis, on “becoming like 
God,” not in Essence but through God’s Energies (as 
great writers like St John of Damascus and St Gregory 
Palamas made clear), which are imparted to us in 
myriad ways and chiefly through the sacraments. We 
cense the icons first because they are the people 
among us whom we venerate as having received 
theosis in high degree; we cense ourselves because we 
are in process, throughout this life, of becoming more 
and more God-like by grace. In a sense, you may also 
see censing people as a wake-up call: Recognize that 
you are made in the image of God and that you are 
being restored to that image and likeness through 
Christ who is at work in you through the Spirit to 
become a “partaker in the divine nature” (II Peter). 
Therefore, we cense the departed in the funeral rites 
to honor their bodies, made holy at Baptism, and to 
offer prayer for the repose of their souls. 

When we cense the church, please note that you 
do not make the sign of the cross as the priest (or 
deacon) comes through for the great censing until he 
returns to the royal doors, turns and censes the 
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congregation at that point. When he is going through 
the church the first time around, he is censing the 
icons and not the people present at worship. This is 
also true, but more obvious, for the smaller censings 
at the Alleluia and at before the Cherubic Hymn. 
There is no need to turn to follow the priest or 
deacon as he censes the church. The faithful should 
move aside to let him through but remain facing the 
altar. https://blog.obitel-minsk.com/2016/11/why-do-we-burn-incense-
in-orthodox.html edited. 

 
Hymns of Repentance from the Octoechos 

Sunday Vespers, tone 1 
 

O all-powerful Lord, Thou in Thy goodness hast 
brought all things into being by the Word and the Spirit, 
and hast created me a reasonable and living creature that I 
might give glory to Thy holy name. But by my shameful 
deeds I at all times bring dishonor upon myself. Do Thou, I 
entreat Thee, spare me. 

Come to know, O miserable soul, thy noble and divine 
descent and the incorruptible land of thy birth and make 
haste at all times to attain it. Thou art the higher part, 
while the body is earth subject to corruption. Let not what 
is corruptible hold thee fast: let not the worse triumph over 
the better part. 

Come, O my most miserable soul, and with warm tears 
approach Him, the Height of goodness. Confess all those 
thing that thou hast done before thou art brought up for 
judgment, and end by asking the merciful Maker to pardon 
thee before He bars the door, O wretched soul! 

 
Prayer for Our Land 

 

At every service, we pray “For this God-protected 
land, its president, all civil authorities, and for those 
who serve in the armed forces.” A form of this 
petition used in some augmented litanies and in 
Moliebens adds the Biblical reason: “that we may lead 
a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and honest.” 

Our land needs our prayers more than ever. Our 
American people are spiritually sick in many ways. 
Our sins are many, and our repentance, if any, is 
weak. There is little fear of God or of His just 
judgment, which will indeed come if we do not 
repent, and which, I fear is increasingly upon us. 
God’s desire is always that people should repent, but 
if they do not, their sin attracts yet greater judgment 
and, eventually, destruction. 

In the book of Lamentations, the great Prophet 
Jeremiah expresses his deep sorrow over the 
destruction of Jerusalem and the captivity of God’s 
people in a foreign land. The people had rebelled 
against God’s word and worshipped other Gods, had 
rejected the true prophets and solaced themselves 
with the lies of false prophets, and had refused to 
repent. The siege and sack brought horrors on the 
people: starvation, death by the sword, mothers 
eating their children, rape, captivity, and slavery. The 
majority died. A remnant only remained. 

Yet in the midst of this great distress, Jeremiah 
looks to God in hope, asserting that His mercy never 
fails, His faithfulness is great, He is good to those 
who wait for Him. The Lord will not cast off forever; 

He will have compassion, for He does not willingly 
afflict or grieve the children of men. But men bring 
judgment upon themselves for their own chosen sins: 
“Why should a living man complain, a man about the 
punishment of his sins?” 

God’s goodness provides the ground to support 
the Prophet’s call to repentance: “Let us test and 
examine our ways, and return to the Lord! Let us lift 
up our hearts and hands to God in heaven: We have 
transgressed and rebelled.” If God in His goodness 
can accept the repentance of the wicked, murdering 
king Manasseh, he can and will accept ours. 

I dare say that our country is already under 
relatively mild judgment with our debt, economic 
problems, the loss of faith in institutions, and our 
poisonous politics, but I fear that things will get 
worse for everyone if we do not repent for our own 
sins and pray in repentance and intercession for our 
land. “If My people who are called by my name 
humble themselves, and pray and seek my face and 
turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from 
heaven and will forgive their sin and heal their land” (2 
Chronicles 7:14). Remember that Christians, the 
members of Christ’s body, are salt and light in this 
corrupt world, salt to preserve what would otherwise 
rot and light to dispel the darkness of sin. Sodom, 
wicked as she was, had been spared would only ten 
righteous persons have been found in her. 

Our contrite repentance for our sins and fervent 
intercessions for our sinful land may well turn away 
the worse judgment our sins attract. We delude 
ourselves if we think we can live in complacency 
without repentance saying “peace and safety” when 
there is none but by God’s blessing. Let us pray 
fervently to the Lord this year, and may our merciful 
Lord have mercy on us and on our land! Fr. Justin 

 
The Rule of St. Pachomius 

 

An angel of God taught St. Pachomius the Great a rule 
of prayer for the vast community of monks dependent on 
him. The monks under the spiritual direction of St. 
Pachomius had to perform the rule every day. Only those 
who had attained perfection and the unceasing prayer 
connected with it were freed from the obligation to 
perform the rule. The rule taught by the angel consisted of 
the Trisagion (O Heavenly King…, Holy God…, 
Glory…now and ever…, All-holy Trinity have mercy on 
us…, Lord, have mercy (3), Glory…now and ever…), the 
Lord’s Prayer,  Psalm 50, the Symbol of Faith (Nicene 
Creed), and 100 Jesus Prayers. St. Ignatius Brianchaninov, 
in On the Prayer of Jesus, p. 37. 

 

Upcoming Events 2018 
21 January: Feast of St. Maximus, Mark Tarpley speaks 

on the reconciliation of male and female in Christ. 
10 March: Forgiveness Vespers, 6:00 p.m. 
11 March: Great Lent begins. 
28 April: Pascha 
 

 

Glory be to God in all things! 


