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Our Holy Father St. Basil was born in 329 at Caesarea in Cappadocia into a family of saints.
His sister St. Macrina (19 July) was the real spiritual leader of the family. His parents St. Basil
the elder and St. Emmelia (1 Jan.) were well-known for their virtues, their care for the poor, and
for having guided their ten children on the path of holiness. His mother and his brothers — St.
Naucratius, St. Gregory of Nyssa (10 Jan.) and St. Peter bishop of Sebaste (9 Jan.) all
embraced the monastic life. His grandmother, St. Macrina the elder was a disciple of St.
Gregory the Wonder-worker. His family being wealthy, St. Basil received the best education
available and at the highest level, excelling in every branch of learning. He became best
friends with his schoolmate, St. Gregory the Theologian.

Upon completion of his education, Basil returned to his own country (356) to find that his
mother and sister had transformed the family home into a women’s monastery. He also
discovered that his brothers were also leading the monastic life in the vicinity. Basil felt in his
heart that it was vain to seek after the wisdom of this world. He abandoned his promising
career as an academic and lawyer and decided to find a spiritual father to guide him in the path
of spiritual struggles. St. Basil later became one of the first and greatest of the Holy Fathers of
the Church, the great theologians of the patristic tradition who expounded the theology of the
dogmas of the Christian faith. St. Basil was not an “arm chair theologian,” if you pardon the
expression. | cast no aspersions upon the great theologians of the church who are not known
for great spiritual struggles. It is not for me to judge anyone, and | have a high regard for a
number of theologians of contemporary times who were not called to the monastic life.
Nonetheless, every true theologian not only writes eloquently about the faith, but lives and
practices the faith as well. In other words, they not only talk the talk, but they walk the walk.
St. Basil led the ascetic life of manual work, meditation on Holy Scripture and prayer, and gave
away all of his possessions to the poor, keeping nothing for himself beyond what was
necessary to cover his body and to survive the day. He owned only one tunic and coat, wore a
long hair cloth at night, and slept on the floor. He denied himself the use of a bath, and would
never have a fire lit on winter days, which can be bitterly cold in the mountains of Pontus where
he engaged in his spiritual struggles. He lived on bread and water and a few vegetables on
feast days. He himself said that he treated his body like a rebellious slave which had to be
kept under with a heavy hand.

St. Basil loved God and man more than he loved wealth or possessions. He was very strict
in following our Lord’s injunction to help the poor, to “feed the hungry, to clothe the naked, and
to shelter the homeless.” During a dreadful famine in 367 he distributed the last of the goods
that remained to him, and made the rich and the hoarders of corn open their granaries by the
eloquence of his Homilies on Riches. He supervised the distribution of food. Having studied
medicine while at university, he put his medical skills at the service of the sick. St. Basil wrote
that “Those who love their neighbors as themselves possess nothing more than their neighbor;
yet surely, you seem to have great possessions! How else can this be, but that you have
preferred your own enjoyment to the consolation of the many...For the more you abound in
wealth, the more you lack in love.” Accordingly, with St. John Chrysostom, he believed that
owning or possessing anything above what you needed was the same as stealing from the
poor.

St. Basil gave away all of his wealth in order to open himself to receive salvation. That
would not have been as a reward for good behavior, but because struggling to take even the
smallest of steps in humble obedience toward Christ is the only way to open the dark and
diseased corners of our souls to receive His healing light. And there is no surer way to do that
than to turn away from our pride and self-centeredness and to bless the living icons of God in
whom we encounter and serve our Lord every day, namely our suffering neighbors. As our
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Savior said of the wealthy finding salvation, “With men this is impossible, but with God all
things are possible.” He was not speaking of the salvation of only the elites of this world, but
of all of us who are far more enslaved to pride, the praise of others, and the love of material
comforts than we would like to admit. Christ calls us all to turn away from whatever holds us
back from taking up our crosses and following Him. That is precisely how we can all open our
hearts to receive the healing mercy of the Lord for our salvation, for by His grace “with God all
things are possible.” St. Basil gave away much and sacrificed much for the sake of the Lord
and out of love for his fellow man. The spiritual treasure which he received in return far
outweighed the material wealth which he gave away. Let us too, brothers and sisters,
remember the philanthropic example of our Holy Father St. Basil, and emulate his generosity as
our hearts and consciences guides us. Let us cherish the opportunity to help others and to
share our blessings which God has bestowed upon us. Let us remember the words of our
Lord, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moths and vermin destroy, and
where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moths
and vermin do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your
treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matt. 6:19-21). Amen.
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