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St. Mark of Athens was an anchorite who lived in seclusion in the Egyptian desert for ninety-
five years.  Before his death he was visited by a monk named Abba Serapion.  The following is 
recorded in the life of the saint:  “During his conversation with Abba Serapion, Saint Mark 
inquired how things stood in the world. He asked about the Church of Christ, and whether 
persecutions against Christians still continued. Hearing that idol worship had ceased long ago, 
the saint rejoiced and asked, ‘Are there now in the world saints working miracles, as the Lord 
spoke of in His Gospel, ‘If ye have faith even as a grain of mustard seed, ye will say to this 
mountain, move from that place, and it will move, and nothing shall be impossible for 
you’ (Mt.17:20)?”  As the saint spoke these words, the mountain moved from its place 5,000 
cubits (approximately 2.5 kilometers) and went toward the sea. When Saint Mark saw that the 
mountain had moved, he said, ‘I did not order you to move from your place, but was 
conversing with a brother. Go back to your place!’ After this, the mountain actually returned to 
its place. Abba Serapion fell down in fright. Saint Mark took him by the hand and asked, ‘Have 
you never seen such miracles in your lifetime?’  ‘No, Father,’ Abba Serapion replied. Then Saint 
Mark wept bitterly and said, ‘Alas, today there are Christians in name only, but not in deeds.’

     In today’s Gospel the disciples of Jesus are unable to heal a young man who is 
characterized as a “lunatic.”  After Jesus heals the young man, He tells his disciples that they 
were unsuccessful because they have no faith.  At first hearing, these words may seem harsh, 
and perhaps unfair.  The disciples had been with the Lord for sometime already.  They were still 
in a learning phase as they were being spiritually nurtured by our Savior.  While they had not  
yet reached full spiritual maturity, can we say, as the Lord said, that they had no faith?  We 
would have to say yes, because in the example given from the life of St. Mark of Athens, we 
see a literal demonstration fulfilled of the words of Jesus of what faith the size of a mustard 
seed can accomplish.  This event from the life of St. Mark teaches us that Jesus was not 
speaking metaphorically.  Jesus specifically cites the mustard seed, because a mustard seed is 
extremely tiny, like a tiny speck when placed upon the finger.  If faith this tiny and small can 
move a mountain, then the potential accomplishments of one who has great faith are 
unimaginable.  In order to receive the gift of faith, one must struggle greatly.  Faith is not, and 
cannot be handed to us on a silver platter.  In as much as it is a gift from God and we don’t 
“earn” it, we are all, nonetheless, engaged in a spiritual war.  Two mighty weapons to aid us in 
this struggle are cited by our Lord today:  prayer and fasting.  There is no mention of prayer or 
fasting accompanying the disciples’ attempts to heal the young men.  If they are, therefore, 
being passive, or even unaware of the fact that they are in the midst of a fierce spiritual battle, 
then how is it possible for them to have any amount of faith at all, even as small as a mustard 
seed?  

     Today’s Gospel begs us to take a good look at ourselves.  How aware are we of the spiritual 
battle that we are engaged in?  Do we pray and fast?  Do we go to Holy Confession on a 
regular basis, and I don’t mean only once a year?  Do we study Holy Scripture and nourish our 
souls on a daily basis with the word of God?  Do we carefully weigh our words before we 
speak, and do we ask God’s blessing and help before all of our undertakings?  Do we go to 
church on the Holy Feast Days, or are we a Sunday only kind of Christian?

     It is not my purpose to browbeat anyone or to put anyone down, nor to make anyone feel 
inadequate.  If at all, I should browbeat myself only and put myself down, because I am the first 
of sinners.  If the holy disciples had no faith, then where does that leave me?  If St. Mark could 
weep bitterly and lament that the Christians of his day are Christians in name only, but not in 
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deeds, then what does that say about the Christians of today?  Can we even compare 
ourselves to the Christians who lived in the time of St. Mark?  I can tell you that we are 
lightyears apart.  Where does that leave us, and what can we do about it?  This does not mean 
that we are hopelessly lost.  First of all, we must always remember that God is all-merciful and 
loves all of us dearly and wants all of us to be saved.  Secondly, the lessons we learned today 
should teach us humility, which is good for us.  The Elder Ephraim of Arizona of blessed 
memory says this about the spiritual warfare that we are engaged in:  “If there were no 
temptations, pride and other passions would have turned us into other Lucifers. 
But our good Father, God, allows afflictions to come upon us so that we may be 
guarded by humility, which will lighten the burden of our sins.”  Pride leads to 
perdition, and we are constantly waging a war against pride.  Pride is the father of all sins, and 
the first step to faith and sanctity is humility.  What is humility?  Humility means that when we 
are criticized, we do not become angry and defensive.  Furthermore, humility means that we 
can sincerely find and acknowledge truth in the criticisms hurled against us.  And certainly 
humility does not mean that we should respond in like kind and criticize others in return.  The 
only criticisms that we should hurl are those which we hurl and direct against ourselves.  
Remember the old adage, “If you you don’t have something good to say, then don’t say 
anything at all.”  Sadly, however, too often we accept judging and criticizing others as an 
ordinary part of our lives.  This path can only lead us into the abyss of depravity and 
condemnation, and certainly the seed of Christ cannot grow in our hearts if we judge and 
slander others.  Let us learn humility.  Humility breeds kindness, and kindness breeds love ~ 
and God is love.  We may not be able to move mountains, but if we do not judge others and 
are humble, then God will find a place for us in His heavenly kingdom.  Amen. 
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