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On Govenie 
St. Theophan the Recluce 

 

Govenie is a Russian term used to describe the short 
period of intense preparation for Holy Communion when 
someone does not partake frequently. One contemporary 
writer describes it thus: “Many people only take Holy 
Communion four times a year or even less. In these cases 
there is generally a week long period of severe fasting 
suggested followed by Sacrament of Confession and then 
Holy Communion. Many people do this during one of the 
fasting periods such as Great Lent. Such people do not 
necessarily follow the complete fast. In the Slavonic tradition 
this intense short week long practice is termed govenie. There 
is no corresponding word in English; govenie means a period 
of self-examination, prayer and fasting, which ends with 
confession and communion. A person who starts govenie is 
expected to spend his week's preparation as in retreat, though 
he usually remains at home. He attends all the daily services; 
he fasts rigorously, reads books of spiritual edification, gives 
alms, and seeks reconciliation with those with whom he has 
quarreled.” http://orthodoxwayoflife.blogspot.com/2010/03/ongoing-
effort-of-fasting-confession.html 

From one perspective, this is an excellent practice, as it 
helps a Christian not take Holy Communion for granted. 
From another, it is defective, for the Christian should live in 
such a way as to be able to commune regularly. If he observes 
the appointed fasts, confesses monthly, keeps his prayer rule, 
and attends the Vespers and Matins or Vigil before the 
Liturgy at which he desires to commune, the added intensity 
is not necessary. Yet this week and next, we offer this counsel 
of St. Theophan on govenie in the hopes that it may be 
instructive and helpful to us who due to current restrictions 
are not able to attend Divine Liturgy when we want and 
strengthen our own preparation for Holy Communion 

 
Glory be to Thee, O Lord! The fast has drawn 

near. You have brought me pleasure by saying that 
you intend to begin fasting and attending Divine 
Service immediately. Do not change your intention. 
People usually fast and attend service during Holy 
Week, but do not put it off until then yourself. Those 
who fast and attend service during Holy Week 
include people who have already fasted, attended 
service, and taken Communion during the preceding 
weeks who desire to take Communion a second time; 
those who are compelled by some sort of necessity; or 
those for whom it is desirable to hasten the end of the 
labor of the fast, for there are only three days to labor. 
We will apply only the first case to you. 

Lord give the blessing for you to perform govenie 
in a fitting manner. Each faster must do everything 
that you intend to do. Fast, go to church, seclude 
yourself, read, think, and study yourself; all of this is 
necessary. But all of these actions must be directed 
toward one goal: worthy Communion of the holy 
Mysteries of Christ. In order to commune worthily, 
the soul must be cleansed with repentance. All the 

various actions of govenie—going to church prayer at 
home, fasting, and everything else, are undertaken in 
order to accomplish the repentance as it should be, 
with sincere contrition and a firm resolution to not 
offend the Lord anymore. 

The first thing to do in making repentance is to 
go inside yourself. Earthly matters and cares and 
unrestrained wandering of thoughts all over the place 
to not allow us to go inside ourselves and to study 
ourselves. 

Therefore, the faster, to the extend possible 
during the time of the fast, shuts off his cares, and 
instead of going about his usual business, stays at 
home. This cutting off of cares is a matter of extreme 
importance in govenie. He who does not do so will 
certainly spend the fast haphazardly. You, too, just 
cut off your cares. No matter how few these cares are, 
they do exist and distract us. Set about govenie having 
laid aside all cares. 

Let us suppose that you have cast everything aside 
and have gone to your room. What is there to do? It 
is not possible to sit around in private doing nothing. 
You must take up occupations that are conducive to 
govenie. What king of occupations? Prayer, reading, 
meditation. 

Prayer is that which is in addition to prayer in 
church. That is already self-evident. You know how 
to pray in church, of course. However, do take it into 
consideration! God to church willingly, as to the 
house of God, your own home; go there without 
being contemptuous or bored. God to church not just 
to be at the service, but in order to pray from your 
heart. Pray with sincere warmth, with an outpouring 
before, God, with feelings of contrition, humility, and 
reverential fear and with diligent petitions for your 
vital spiritual needs. To succeed at this, you have to 
think it out ahead of time, and having come to 
church, you must force yourself to it. Do not just 
consider attendance to the service to be useless; 
during the course of the service the heart is warmed 
and calls out warmly to God. That is the main thing. 
You must also listen to the service, and align your 
thoughts and feelings with it. Variation, as long as it is 
directed toward one goal and is not distracting, will 
maintain the attention’s nourishing and constructive 
exertion in an agreeable manner. Attend to what is 
being sung and read, especially during the petitions, 
for they are the summary of all of the needs for which 
we turn to God unashamedly. 

Usually, however, the thoughts do stray. This is 
from a lack of prayerful feeling. However, you may 
deal with straying thoughts in this way: As soon as 
you notice your thoughts have left church, turn them 
back and do not ever allow yourself consciously to 
daydream or to stray in thought during govenie, or at 
any other time. When the thoughts stray 
unbeknownst to you, this is also a small sin; but when 
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you begin wandering off in thought purposely while 
you are in church, this is a sin. The Lord is among 
those who are in church. He who does not think 
about the Lord in church, but who daydreams instead, 
is like a man who has gone to the king in order to ask 
him for something, who then begin to make faces and 
fidget in the king’s presence, without paying any 
attention to him. Perhaps you will not be completely 
successful in preventing the straying of thoughts while 
maintaining your effort; but it is possible and it is 
necessary to not allow yourself to daydream 
intentionally. With respect to the straying of thought 
there are these two rules: 1) As soon as you notice this 
straying, turn the thoughts back, and 2) do not 
consciously allow the thoughts to wander. 

A remedy against the straying of thoughts is 
mental attention, attention to the fact that the Lord 
is before us and we are before Him, One must place 
the entire mind in this thought and not deviate from 
it. The attention is attached to the Lord by the fear of 
God and by the desire to please God. From these 
come to warmth of the Heart, which draws the 
attention to the One Lord. Work at stirring the 
heart, and you will see for yourself how it keeps the 
thought in check. It is necessary to force yourself. 
Without labor and mental effort you will not attain 
anything spiritual. Prostrations help a lot in the 
warming of the heart. Do these a little more often, 
performing both bows from the waist and full 
prostrations to the ground. 

May the Lord grant that you feel delight in being 
at church so that you will rush to it, just as people 
rush into a warm room from the cold.  During the 
fast, the primary stimulator of action, the reason for 
which we perform govenie, is worthy attendance a 
church. Other actions aid and assist this, but they will 
be discussed another time. From The Spiritual Life and How 
to Be Attuned To It, Chapter 32. 

 
The Commandments of Christ 

“If ye love Me, keep My commandments.” (John 14:15) 
 

Olivet Discourse 
 

When Jesus tells his disciples that the day will come 
when not one stone of the temple will remain upon 
another, they are shocked. They ascend the Mt. of Olives, 
sit down, and  privately ask him when this will be. They add 
a further question: “What shall be the sign of thy coming 
and of the end of the world.” Jesus’ answer to these 
questions is known as the “Olivet Discourse”, a name taken 
from its setting. This discourse is reported in each of the 
three synoptic gospels, in Matthew 24, Mark 13, and Luke 
21. The discourse may be called “apocalyptic”, which means 
the revelation of hidden things to come. 

Christ gives his disciples several commands to enable 
them to navigate without spiritual shipwreck the coming 
storms. Let us survey them quickly now, and later we shall 
examine them in detail. 

The very first command in the Olivet Discourse is a 
warning against being deceived by men. “Take heed that no 
man deceive you” (Matt 24:4); “Take heed lest any man 
deceive you” (Mark 13:5); “Take heed that ye be not 
deceived” (Luke 21:8). Jesus goes on to explain that many 

will come in His name claiming to be Christ and will 
deceive many. Christ reiterates and elaborates on this 
warning (Luke omits it) against deception later when he 
commands that his disciples not believe it if someone says 
“Lo, here is Christ”, even if the supposed Christ shows 
“great signs and wonders.” Mark expresses it thus: “And 
then if any man shall say to you, Lo, here is Christ; or, lo, 
he is there; believe him not: For false christs and false 
prophets shall rise, and shall shew signs and wonders, to 
seduce, if it were possible, even the elect. But take ye heed: 
behold, I have foretold you all things” (Mark 13:21-23). 
Christ (in Matthew) then goes on to forbid not only 
believing the report but also going to see for yourself: 
“Wherefore if they shall say unto you, Behold, he is in the 
desert; go not forth: behold, he is in the secret chambers; 
believe it not” (Matt. 24:2627). In Matthew’s version, 
Christ then gives the reason why not to believe such 
reports or respond to them by investigating: His coming 
will not admit such. “For as the lightning cometh out of the 
east, and shineth even unto the west; so shall also the 
coming of the Son of man be.” In other words, it will be 
instantaneous, and all will know of it immediately; there 
will be no time to learn of it from the media. Such is the 
first set of commands warning against being deceived by 
false Christs and false prophets. 

A second set of commands calls Christ’s disciples to 
watch and take heed to themselves lest Christ’s return 
catch them by surprise. “Watch therefore: for ye know not 
what hour your Lord doth come” (Matt 24:42); “Take ye 
heed, watch and pray: for ye know not when the time is” 
(Mark 13:33); “Watch ye therefore, and pray always, that ye 
may be accounted worthy to escape all these things that 
shall come to pass, and to stand before the Son of man” 
(Luke 21:36); “Watch ye therefore: for ye know not when 
the master of the house cometh, at even, or at midnight, or 
at the cockcrowing, or in the morning: Lest coming 
suddenly he find you sleeping. And what I say unto you I 
say unto all, Watch” (Mark 13:35-37); “And take heed to 
yourselves, lest at any time your hearts be overcharged with 
surfeiting, and drunkenness, and cares of this life, and so 
that day come upon you unawares. For as a snare shall it 
come on all them that dwell on the face of the whole earth” 
(Luke 21:34-35); and “Therefore be ye also ready: for in such 
an hour as ye think not the Son of man cometh” (Matt 
24:44). 

A third set of commands instructs Christ’s disciples 
not to premeditate what they will say when they are 
arrested and brought before rulers, but to trust the Holy 
Spirit to give them what to say in the hour it is needed. 
“But when they shall lead you, and deliver you up, take no 
thought beforehand what ye shall speak, neither do ye 
premeditate: but whatsoever shall be given you in that 
hour, that speak ye: for it is not ye that speak, but the Holy 
Ghost” (Mark 13:11). 

There is another set of commands that seems to relate 
to the past when Jerusalem was destroyed by the Romans 
in A.D. 70. “Pray that your flight be not in the winter, nor 
on the Sabbath day.” When you see the abomination of 
desolation, “flee to the mountains” without stopping in 
your house to take anything. They are commanded to 
contemplate the fig tree as a parable for reading the signs 
of the nearness of these things. 

These commands which remain applicable to us in our 
time require closer examination and our attention in 
observing them. This, with God’s help, we shall provide in 
installments to come. Fr. Justin Frederick 

Glory be to God in all things! 


