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Our holy father St. John of the Ladder struggled in monasticism in the sixth century and
reposed at the age of eighty in the year 603. For forty years he lived as a hermit at Thola,
about five miles from St. Catherine’s Monastery on Mount Sinai. Later he became the abbot,
and it was during that time that he wrote his famous book “The Ladder of Divine Ascent.”1
This major contribution to spiritual literature has been read and studied for centuries by
monastics and laity alike. It was read out loud during meals in the court of Tsar Ivan
Vasilyevich in the sixteenth century. Why is this book so important, and why has it retained its
popularity as a spiritual guide for so many centuries, even until our own day?

The book is a collection of insights into various aspects of the spiritual life, drawn from the
life of St. John himself and his struggles to overcome the passions and grow closer to Christ.
The book is metaphorically referred to as a “ladder,” and each chapter is a step on the ladder.
The goal is to grow spiritually through each step and ascend to the top, where we will
encounter our Savior Himself and the kingdom of heaven. Some of the topics covered in the
book are: remembrance of wrongs, slander, talkativeness and silence, lying, despondency,
gluttony, purity and chastity, love of money and greed, vainglory and pride, meekness, humility,
and prayer. St. John also includes many examples from the lives of monastics whom he has
met along the way, in order to facilitate our comprehension of the deep insights that he reveals
to us. Itis hoped that by understanding St. John’s insights and explanations we can better
understand ourselves and in particular how each topic in the book relates to our own spiritual
lives. Most importantly, in gaining this understanding, it is hoped that we can better struggle
with and overcome these various passions and sins with which we all struggle on a daily basis.
In other words, using a ladder as a symbol. the book is a collection of wisdom which offers
knowledge and inspiration to anyone who reads this book with a humble and sincere heart and
who genuinely desires to repent and grow closer to Christ.

In the Gospel that we listened to today, the father of a demon-possessed young man seeks
healing for his son. When the disciples failed to cast out the demon, the Lord commands that
the demoniac and his father be brought to Him. The father asks if the Lord can do anything to
help his son. The way the father spoke shows us that, although very grieved and sincerely
wanting his son to be healed, he did not have a very strong faith in our Lord, at least not yet.
When our Savior told him that “all things are possible for him who believes,” the man “cried out
and said with tears, ‘Lord, | believe, help my unbelief.” It is at this point that the Lord casts out
the demon from the boy and the boy is healed. The father teaches all of us a very important
lesson. We should turn to the Lord and ask Him for the gift of faith, and if we already have
faith, that our faith would be stronger and more perfect. We can go further by realizing that we
should ask the Lord for help with everything in our lives. For example, why not ask the Lord to
help us so that we would say our prayers attentively and with fervor, ask the Lord to help us to
forgive each other and not to remember wrongs, which is so often hard for us to do on our
own, to help us to be humble and to conquer pride, to help us when we fast and need to
control our stomachs, and so on. Remember, everything is a gift from God, including life itself.
We were not spawned spontaneously. God created us as His children. Children know when
their father loves and cares for them. That is why we turn to the Father when we seek wisdom,
comfort, and help. If we are honest and sincere with ourselves and acknowledge our
imperfections, then we must constantly beseech the Lord to help us as we struggle to conquer
all of our sins and temptations. Our life is full of opportunities for us to become more like the
honest humble father in today’s Gospel. Sickness, difficulties, economic hardship, persistent
personal problems, and so many other common challenges reveal the weakness of our faith
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and the brokenness of our souls, because there is always room for improvement in how we
respond. The Lenten disciplines of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving, and other spiritual practices
that reorient us to God, help us catch a glimpse of how much room we have to grow in the
Christian life. Lent is a time in particular to confess our sins and hear in spoken words an
assurance of the Lord’s forgiveness, if we are truly sorry for our sins. The more that we pray,
fast, and otherwise humble ourselves before the Lord, the clearer our spiritual vision will be and
the more we will see the infinite chasm between the holiness of God and our own
shortcomings and failings.

The Good News is that our Savior has bridged that gap through His death and resurrection.
May the Lord help all of us to grow in holiness and successfully climb the rungs of the ladder
so that we may ascend to God and His kingdom on high where God has prepared a place for
everyone who loves Him. Amen!

1. My personal recommendation for the best edition of this book is “The Ladder of Divine
Ascent,” published by Holy Transfiguration Monastery, Boston, Mass., 1978. Other translations
are available, but | find them to be confusing and sometimes incomprehensible.
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