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     During the fifth week of Great Lent the holy Church places before us an amazing example of 
repentance, a life that is unparalleled in the depth and strength of its repentance — namely, the 
life of St. Mary of Egypt.  According to the typikon, the church rubric, on the fifth Thursday of 
Great Lent we read in church the Great Canon of Repentance by St. Andrew of Crete, along 
with the life of St. Mary.  Our venerable Mother Mary lived in the fourth century and her edifying 
life was passed down orally until the seventh century, when it was recorded by St. Sophronios, 
the Patriarch of Jerusalem.

     During Great Lent a holy priestmonk and Elder, St. Zosimas, encounters St. Mary in the 
desert near the Jordan River, and he begs her to tell him about her life for the sake of his 
edification.  During her discourse she tells him that while living in the world, her depravity and 
licentiousness were so great, she was amazed how the earth did not open its jaws, and how 
hell did not swallow her alive.  Although God created us pure and chaste, because of our 
spiritual brokenness it is necessary that we wage spiritual warfare in order to not defile our 
bodies, which St. Paul likens to living temples of the Holy Spirit.  

     Holy Scripture tells us that we are all created in the image and likeness of God, and 
therefore it is not licentiousness that is normal, which is what the devil and the world tells us, 
but purity and chastity, because we are made in God’s image.  Succumbing to depravity and 
uncleanness is an aberration, a symptom of the fact that we are all spiritually sick and in need 
of healing through repentance.  Our God-like image has hardwired us externally to reject 
selfishness and to generously serve our neighbor with love and good deeds.  When we live a 
life of service to others, is it any wonder that we experience authentic and lasting peace, joy, 
and happiness?  Interiorly, to restore that God-like image which has been broken, we follow the 
prayer given to us by the Church:  “That we may complete the remaining time of our life in 
peace and repentance.”    St. Theophan the Recluse, a great mentor of the spiritual life, 
teaches us that for as long as we live, every breath that we breathe should not merely be the 
expelling of air from our lungs but a breath of repentance.

       Except that she left her home in Egypt, went to Alexandria, and lived a life of depravity for 
seventeen years, nothing else is known about St. Mary’s life except for her incredible life of 
repentance after the light of Christ finally penetrated her heart by breaking through the 
darkness which engulfed her soul.  Venerable Mary was a very rare individual, and from time to 
time we encounter such great individuals even in our own time, such as St. John Maximovitch, 
the Elder Paisios of the Holy Mountain, and the Elder Porphyrios.  There are also other holy 
ones whose lives and struggles remain hidden from us and of whom we don’t know.  After her 
earth shattering conversion to a life of repentance, Mary spent the rest of her life alone and 
exposed to the elements in the wilderness, devoting the rest of her life to prayer, fasting, and 
repentance.  In the beginning she subsisted on two loaves of bread for three years, after which 
she lived on the wild herbs that grew in the desert.  She had no shelter, and was constantly 
exposed to the extreme heat and the extreme cold.  After many years of repentance and 
spiritual struggles, she became so grace filled that she walked on water and floated in the air 
while praying,  She knew the Holy Scriptures by heart even though she never read a Bible, 
having been taught directly by the Holy Spirit, and she received the gift of clairvoyance. 

    We learn from Mary’s life that there is no soul, no matter how sinful, that is beyond 
redemption and God’s mercy.  St. Mary’s life is very moving and edifying, and instills within us 
a deep remorse for our own sins, yet inspires us at the same time to struggle in our own 
humble way to repent.  Obviously none of us could subsist on two loaves of bread for three 
years, or survive in the wilderness totally exposed to the extreme heat and the extreme cold.  
However, let’s be honest.  Isn’t there room for realistic improvement in our lives, and aren’t we 
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all capable of doing better?  For example, is it impossible for us to consistently say our prayers 
on a daily basis?  Is it unrealistic for us to fast according to the rules of the church?  Is it too 
hard for us to go to Confession more often?  Why, then, are these things which seem so simple 
actually so difficult for us to do?  Are we expected to be like superman and run faster than a 
speeding bullet or leap over tall buildings in a single bound?  Yet it would almost seem that this 
is exactly what we are being asked to do when just saying our prayers and fasting seems so 
hard for us.  If we could motivate ourselves, with God’s help, to do better with what is within 
the realm of reasonable possibility, we would make major progress in fixing our brokenness 
and receiving gifts of the Holy Spirit.  If, for example, prayer became the most important priority 
in our lives, which it should be, we would experience an unfathomable transformation.  

     A physical illness does not usually appear spontaneously, but is often related to many other 
factors, such as lifestyle, diet, and whether or not we indulge in drugs or alcohol.  Often when 
one organ is diseased, illness will spread to other parts of the body as well.  We know that 
Mary was addicted to carnal sins.  However, I don’t believe that her addiction appeared 
spontaneously, and I’m sure that there were other factors which collectively resulted in such an 
extreme example of an impure life.  However, as I have already said, we don’t know very much 
else about her life.  But we do know about our own lives.  When we go to our medical doctor 
with an ailment we must relate all symptoms to him if he can correctly diagnose and treat us.  
The priest concludes the prayers before hearing Confessions with the admonishment, “Behold, 
child, Christ invisibly stands here to hear your confession.  Be not ashamed, neither be afraid, 
and hide nothing from me.  Rather, fear not to tell me all that you have done, so that you may 
receive forgiveness from our Lord Jesus Christ.  Behold, His Icon is before us, and I am only 
the witness, that I may bear witness before Him of all that you tell me.  If you hide any thing 
from me, you shall have the greater sin.  Take heed, therefore, that having come to the place of 
the Physician, you not depart unhealed.  

    We grow in the spiritual life in increments.  A baby doesn’t start to walk overnight.   First the 
infant lifts his head, then he learns to roll over, and eventually advances to being able to crawl.  
Then, one day, the baby will stand up, totter, and fall down.  But the baby never gives up and 
despairs.  The child will always get up again and again as many times as it takes.  And 
eventually the baby will walk.  It is the same thing in the spiritual life.  I believe that we should 
set incremental and achievable goals for ourselves, never despair when we fall, and just keep 
getting back up.  I believe that in this way the Lord, with our sincere repentance, can transform 
us as we gradually grow in grace, peace, love, generosity and repentance.  This struggle is not 
for a season, it is for a lifetime.

     For as long as we shall live, let every breath that we take be a sincere prayer to God for 
mercy, “That we may complete the remaining time of our life in peace and repentance.”  Amen.   
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