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On the second Sunday of Great Lent we remember our holy father among the saints
Gregory Palamas (1296-1357), a monk of holy Mount Athos who later became the archbishop
of Thessalonica. St. Gregory is particularly known for his defense of the Orthodox practice of
hesychasm, prayer of the heart, and the vision of the divine uncreated light of Mount Tabor.
Therefore, | would say that the general theme of today is prayer.

The main message | would like to impart to everyone today is that we should put prayer first
in our lives. We all know the story of Martha and Mary, the sisters of Lazarus, who Jesus rose
from the dead. The Lord was friends with this family, and in the Gospel we read about a time
when the Lord visited with them (Luke 10:38-42). Martha was busy preparing and serving
because of her esteemed guest while her sister Mary remained at the Lord’s feet and listened
to his words. Martha complained that Mary didn’t help her and left her to do all the work alone.
The Lord said to Martha, “...you are anxious and troubled about many things; one thing is
needful. Mary has chosen the good portion, which shall not be taken away from her.” The
Lord was not condemning Martha when He said this. These sisters together symbolize two
aspects of our lives: 1. the hustle and bustle of daily cares and troubles and 2. the spiritual life,
prayer, and growing close to the Lord. Rather than exalt Mary and condemn the way of
Martha, the Orthodox response is a synthesis of both ways and to resolve this dichotomy from
the point of view of prioritizing. In Orthodoxy we don’t usually approach things from an “either
or” perspective. Our viewpoint is more of an "and” perspective. For example, we say that God
is three and one, we say that God is both human and divine, we say now and forever, and so
on. We have a lot of ands but not many either ors. In the Orthodox tradition we never
experienced the controversy of the West of whether or not salvation was achieved by faith or
works. Our experience is that we are saved by faith with works, that good works lead us to the
right faith. Our Orthodox ethos is to unify and synthesize, and any thing that divides or tears
apart is diabolical and evil. We believe that everything comes together and is made one in
Christ.

Therefore, it is not so much as making a choice between Martha or Mary, but it is more of a
matter of prioritizing. Mary sat at Jesus’ feet listening. Likewise, we listen to God. The act of
listening suggests submission, obedience, readiness, and attentiveness. Listening is an
important aspect as we approach God — when we approach God liturgically by praying in
church and likewise when we pray our personal prayers at home. The Gospel does not
condemn Martha for serving. We all need to “serve,” to work. This is good and necessary.
The question, however, is what do we put first in our lives? As | said at the beginning of my
sermon, the maxim that we learn today is to put prayer first in our lives.

Prayer is always a struggle, and we are always distracted by cares and worries. We are
often tempted to delay our prayers, which often leads to either shortening our prayers or not
saying them at all. Perhaps a good practice would be to make it a habit, once we wake up
from sleep, as soon as possible, to say our morning prayers before engaging in other activities
or interacting with other people, which will distract us and interfere with our concentration on
God and the words of our prayers. Perhaps another good practice would be that before we
read our morning (and evening) prayers from our prayer book we first devote some time to
saying the Jesus prayer. We can say it this way: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy
on me,” and then pause. The pause is very important. Then, after a brief pause, we continue,
“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me,” pause again, and continue in this way.
God is in the pause. Saying the Jesus prayer first will help us to train our minds and thoughts
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on God so that we can better concentrate when read the prayers of our prayer book. Our
conscious contact with God is something that we have to constantly facilitate. Instead of
monologuing with ourselves, the task of prayer is to dialogue with the Lord. There is no middle
ground. For us, St. Paul’s injunction to “pray without ceasing” means that always and at all
times we should never forget the Lord. Even while working or serving like Martha, we should
still be dialoguing with God. Our hands might be busy with other tasks, but we should never
forget God in our minds and in our hearts. In other words, we can be Mary even in the midst of
Martha. We need to constantly invoke the blessing and help of God. There is a saying, “if we
have not, it is because we ask not.” A simple way to obtain God’s blessing is to ask for His
blessing. In our hearts we should always have the attitude of Mary and be at the feet of Christ,
and Mary can still go about working and serving. The way of Mary is the way we should
cultivate our internal disposition as we approach life. It is essential to have a prayerful
disposition before God as we go about our day. The key to unlocking the grace and blessings
of the mysteries of God is to have a correct attitude and a good disposition. This key is to be
found in our hearts where we unlock the door that allows us to partake of the kingdom of God,
for as the Lord said, “the kingdom of God is within you” (Luke 17:21). The secret is about not
fighting. We don’t fight the passions, we don’t fight God, and we don’t even fight each other.
Instead, we should constantly pray and ask God to be the force for change for what is good
and better, for ourselves, and in our relationship with others. We need to ask God to be the
force for reconciliation and to do the job that we can’t do. Our task is to love and to pray, and
not to fix things. It is God who can fix things. There is a fine line here, and sometimes when
we try to fix things we only end up enabling and that is not good. Instead, let God work out the
details.

Let us carry a constant life of prayer throughout the day. Let us always sit at the feet of
Christ. Let us connect ourselves to God. Let us always ask for His blessing. The Elder
Zacharias of Sussex says that the tragedy of our time is that we live, work and pray outside of
our hearts. The heart is the Father’s house. Remember the Parable of the Prodigal Son, who
left his Father’s house. Later, he came to himself, and then returned to his Father with
repentance. As a result of trauma and cares and worries we disassociate from ourselves and
lose ourselves. Like the prodigal son, we must first come back to ourselves before we can
speak with God. The essence of prayer is an inner turning of the heart to the Lord. Above all,
let us always make prayer first in our lives. Amen.

Page 2 of 2



