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Brethren, when Christ came as a high 

priest of the good things that have 

come, then through the greater and 

perfect tent (not made with hands, that 

is, not of this creation), he entered once 

for all into the Holy Place, not with the 

blood of goats and calves, but with his 

own blood, thus obtaining eternal                     

redemption. For if the blood of goats 

and bulls, with the sprinkling of the 

ashes of a heifer, sanctifies those                           

who have been defiled so that their 

flesh is purified, how much more will 

the blood of Christ, who through                        

the eternal Spirit offered himself                      

without blemish to God, purify our                          

conscience from dead works to worship 

the living God!   

At that time, the disciples were on the 

road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus 

was walking ahead of them; they were 

amazed, and those who followed were 

afraid. He took the twelve aside again 

and began to tell them what was to              

happen to him, saying, "See, we are                         

going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of 

Man will be handed over to the chief 

priests and the scribes, and they will 

condemn him to death; then they will 

hand him over to the Gentiles; they will 

mock him, and spit upon him, and flog 

him, and kill him; and after three days 

he will rise again." James and John, the 

sons of Zebedee, came forward to him 

and said to him, "Teacher, we want you 

to do for us whatever we ask of 

you." And he said to them, "What is it 

you want me to do for you?" And they 

said to him, "Grant us to sit, one at your 

right hand and one at your left, in your 

glory." But Jesus said to them, "You do 

not know what you are asking. Are you 

able to drink the cup that I drink,                             

or be baptized with the baptism that                  

I am baptized with?" They replied,              

"We are able." Then Jesus said to them, 

"The cup that I drink you will drink; 

and with the baptism with which I am 

baptized, you will be baptized;  but to 

sit at my right hand or at my left is not 

mine to grant, but it is for those for 

whom it has been prepared."  When the 

ten heard this, they began to be angry 

with James and John.  So Jesus called 

them and said to them, "You know                      

that among the Gentiles those                           

whom they recognize as their rulers 

lord it over them, and their great                          

ones are tyrants over them. But it is                          

not so among you; but whoever wishes 

to become great among you must                        

be your servant, and whoever wishes                 

to be first among you must be slave                   

of all. For the Son of Man came not                         

to be served but to serve, and to give his 

life a ransom for many."   
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Whenever we experience guilt and 

shame because of something we 

have done wrong, we need to ask 

ourselves a question.  Do we feel 

that way because we are sorrowful 

that we have disobeyed God or 

because we cannot stand being 

less than perfect in our own eyes 

or those of others?  The first kind 

of humiliation is spiritually 

beneficial and may lead to 

repentance, but the second kind is 

simply a form of pride that easily 

paralyzes us in obsessive despair. 

At this point in our lives, most of 

us probably experience some 

mixture of these two types of 

shame.  As we grow closer to 

Christ, the first must increase and 

the second must decrease. 

When we wonder if there is hope for the healing of our 

souls in this way, we should remember St. Mary of Egypt. 

She stands as a brilliant icon of how to repent from even 

the most shameful sins. Mary experienced a healthy form 

of guilt when her eyes were opened to how depraved she 

had become through her life of addiction to perverse 

sexual pleasure.  Through the intercessions and guidance 

of the Theotokos, she venerated the Holy Cross at the 

Church of the Holy Sepulcher and received Communion 

on her way to decades of ascetical struggle in the desert. 

When the monk Zosima stumbled upon her almost 50 

years later, he was amazed at her holiness.  He saw this 

holy woman walk on water and rise up off the ground in 

prayer, but like all the saints she knew only her own sins 

and perpetual need for the Lord’s mercy. 

Perhaps what makes St. Mary of Egypt’s story such a 

beautiful icon of true repentance is that she was 

genuinely humble before God.  She was not sorrowful for 

her sin out of a sense of wounded pride, obsessive self-

centered guilt, or fear of what others thought of 

her.  Instead, she said earnestly to the Theotokos “Be my 

faithful witness before your Son that I will never again 

defile my body by the impurity of fornication, but as soon 

as I have seen the Tree of the Cross I will renounce the 

world and its temptations and will go wherever you will 

lead me.”  And she did precisely that, abandoning all that 

she had known for the long and difficult journey that led 

to the healing of her soul.  Her focus was completely on 

doing  whatever  it  took  to  reorient  her life toward God,                      

to purify her desires so that she would 

find true fulfillment in Him. 

Today the Orthodox Church calls us all 

to follow her example of repentance, 

regardless of the details of how we have 

sinned in thought, word, and deed. By 

commemorating a notorious sex addict 

who became a great saint, we proclaim 

that no sin is so shameful that we 

cannot repent of it.  An honest look at 

our lives, as we should all take during 

Lent, dredges up shame and regret in 

various forms.  St. Mary of Egypt 

reminds us to accept humbly the truth 

about our failings as we confess our 

sins, call for the Lord’s mercy, and do 

what is necessary to find healing. Her 

example reminds us not to be 

paralyzed by prideful obsessions that 

block us from being freed from slavery 

to our passions.  Even her depraved way of life did not 

exclude St. Mary of Egypt from acquiring remarkable 

holiness.  If she did not let a perverse form of pride deter 

her from finding salvation, then no one should be 

ashamed to kneel before Christ in humility. The Savior 

did not reject her and He will not reject us when we come 

to Him as she did. 

In today’s gospel text, James and John related to Christ 

in a very different way, for they wanted the best positions 

of power when He came into His Kingdom.  The Lord 

challenged their prideful delusions by reminding the 

disciples that humility, not self-exalation, is the way to 

life eternal.  He said “For even the Son of Man did not 

come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a 

ransom for many.”  How shocking that today we 

celebrate honest, humble repentance from a woman with 

a truly scandalous past while some of the men closest to 

Christ in His earthly ministry think only of getting 

worldly power for themselves. 

Perhaps the key difference is that St. Mary of Egypt got 

over obsession with herself.  Instead of assuming that she 

was “damaged goods” for whom there was no hope, she 

humbly died to self by taking up her cross.  Indeed, her 

repentance began in the context of venerating the Holy 

Cross at the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. The rest of her 

journey required profound faith, sacrifice, and courage. 

To undo with God’s help the harm that she had done to 

herself through years of debauchery must have been 
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incredibly difficult. But sustained by the Lord’s mercy 

and the intercessions of the Theotokos, that is precisely 

what she did over the remaining decades of her life. 

Today, so near the end of Lent and only a week from 

Palm Sunday, we see that this is the path we must take 

also.  In order to follow it, we must not be paralyzed in 

prideful shame about anything we have said, thought, 

done, or otherwise experienced or participated in at any 

point in our lives.  Instead, we must have the brutal 

honesty and deep humility of St. Mary of Egypt, a woman 

with a revolting past who became a shining beacon of 

holiness.  That is how she found healing for her soul and 

it is how we will find healing for ours also. The good news 

of this season is that the Lord makes such blessedness 

possible for us all through His Cross, His descent into 

Hades, and His glorious resurrection on the third 

day.  But in order to participate in the great mystery of 

His salvation, we too must get over our pride, accept His 

mercy, and actually repent.  If St. Mary of Egypt could do 

that with her personal history, we can too. 

                                           Fr. Philip LeMasters  
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This is the fifh Sunday of Great Lent, the last before we 

enter Holy Week. The Gospel lesson, taken from St. Mark 

(10:32-45), is meant to prepare us for the events of our 

Lord’s Passion, Death and Resurrection. As they are mak-

ing their way to Jerusalem the Lord tells his disciples for a 

third time what will happen to him when he gets to Jerusa-

lem. 

In spite of, or perhaps because of, all the wonders they 

have witnessed, the disciples are unable to “hear” what the 

Lord is telling them. As we would say today, they are in a 

state of “denial.” St. Luke is a little stronger in his observa-

tion. He says, “They understood nothing about all these 

things; in fact, what he said was hidden from them, and 

they did not grasp what was said” (Luke 18:34). 

We can see that Luke might be closer to the truth because 

no sooner had Jesus told them of the terrible things that 

will occur, James and John come and ask Jesus that they 

be granted to sit one on his right hand and one at his left, 

in his glory (Mark 10:37). They clearly do not understand 

what they are asking. Not only is it presumptuous of them 

to ask for such a thing, it shows that they really did not 

“hear” what the Lord was telling them. 

However, the Lord is gentle with them. He says: “Are you 

able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the 

baptism that I am baptized with?” (v. 38) By not repeating 

the predictions of his impending suffering, but rather 

phrasing his response in the form of a challenge, the Lord 

means to both encourage and admonish James and John. 

When they rather naïvely respond, “We are able,” the Lord 

tells them that they will indeed drink of his cup and be 

baptized with his same baptism, but, he says: “to sit at my 

right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for 

those for whom it has been prepared” (v. 40). 

We can understand two things from the way the Lord tells 

them who will take the places of honor in the Kingdom. 

The first is that places of honor will be given on merit. Just 

because these two were chosen to be disciples does not 

mean that they will necessarily be given the highest places 

of honor. Many people who came before and after have 

shared in the Lord’s cup and baptism. Each has a place 

that has been prepared for them. 

The second is that the disciples had no way of understand-

ing the magnitude of the Lord’s true glory. Remember how 

St. Paul describes and explains the Lord’s glory: “To which 

of the angels has he ever said, ‘Sit at my right 

hand?’” (Hebrews 1: 13). 

The real difficulty came when the other ten disciples 

heard what James and John had asked Jesus (v. 41). 

They were furious. But the Lord diffuses their anger by 

redirecting them to the heart of the matter. He gathers 

them around him and says: “You know that among the 

Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it 

over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. 

But it is not so among you” (v. 42-43). He wants them to 

understand the true significance of what will happen in 

Jerusalem: the way of earthly kingdoms and foolish pow-

er-grabbing will give way to God’s Reign. 

He gave them this rule to follow: “Whoever wishes to be-

come great among you must be your servant, and whoev-

er wishes to be first among you must be slave of all” (v. 

44). The person who assumes leadership must be pre-

pared to empty himself or herself and to serve those over 

whom they exercise authority. If we ever needed such an 

example of true leadership, it is certainly today. This say-

ing of our Lord is a powerful reminder of what happens 

when people follow their own desires and not the way of 

God. 

Finally the Lord offered Himself as their example to fol-

low. He said, “For the Son of Man came not to be served 

but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (v. 

45). When we find ourselves feeling discouraged and dis-

respected, this is an important passage to contemplate. 

Perhaps we have been mistreated at work, or provoked at 

home. We are overcome with a sense of being humbled 

and perhaps humiliated. It is then that we need to reflect 

on these words of the Lord. However much our humilia-

tion, it cannot compare to the distance between the Fa-

ther’s throne in heaven and the judgment seat of Pilate. 

Jesus lowered the Heavens for us, and by lowering Him-

self, He changed the world. He offers us the opportunity 

to drink his cup and share in his baptism. Will we be 

ready and able to do so? 

                                                   Fr. Nicholas Apostola  

The Servant of All 
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Saint Mary of Egypt 
This Sunday, the Fifth of Great 

Lent, we celebrate Saint Mary 

of Egypt, and she perhaps is 

the quintessential example of 

repentance. We read her life 

this week, a truly, a 

magnificent and wonderful 

life. It is so wonderful that 

Saint Sophronius actually 

comments, parenthetically, 

that there will be those who 

cannot believe that this really 

happened because of the 

weakness of their flesh[1]. 

What was St. Mary’s 

repentance? What did it 

consist of? It is the same for us 

as for her. It is when our 

conscience changes, when our 

conscience convicts of us 

something.  

Now in her case, of course, it 

was a great shift. She had gone 

from leading an incredibly 

heedless life to recognizing her 

impurity and going deeply into 

the desert. She made a 

complete shift in her life. We 

make little micro shifts and we go back and forth. 

Let us see what the Church says about her repentance. 

Let us feel it in our heart. We just sang it in the Vespers.  

“The pollution of past sins prevented thee from entering 

the church to see the elevation of the Holy Cross, but 

then thy conscience and the awareness of thine actions 

turned thee, 0 wise in God, to a better way of life, and 

having looked upon the icon of the blessed Maid of God, 

thou has condemned all thy previous transgressions, 0 

Mother worthy of all praise, and so has gone with 

boldness to venerate the Precious Cross.”  

So it says that “thy conscience and the awareness of thine 

actions turned thee.”  

Now of course she was venerating the Most Holy Cross, 

the Precious Cross that was in Jerusalem. It was in a 

larger piece at that time. And she was changed. But it 

wasn’t the Cross that changed her. It wasn’t the Mother  

of God that changed her. It was her repentance and her 

turning to God that changed her. 

And this change actually took a long time. If you read her 

life carefully, it took 17 years[2] from the time of her 

repentance for her to no longer be plagued with carnal 

thoughts and imaginings and 

drinking songs and desire for  

wine  and  for  meat  and  for 

all of the things that she  had 

before. It took her 17 years to 

be cleansed of those desires, 

and she wasn’t indulging in 

any of them; she was in the 

desert and seeing no people 

whatsoever, eating almost 

nothing, being burned by the 

sun and frozen by the frost. 

And yet it took 17 years, 

which included such things 

as: lying on the ground for a 

day and a night, begging the 

Lord to remove from her 

these thoughts of songs and 

these desires and these 

carnal imaginings and, as the 

life says, a desire for 

embraces. 

But the pivotal thing was her 

conscience turned. And after 

her repentance she still 

thought of herself as dust and 

ashes and as sinful Mary. 

So this gives us an indication, 

brothers and sisters, of how we should live.  

What we have to do is this: We have to cultivate in 

ourselves the knowledge of what’s wrong with us, that 

there are things that we just don’t do right, and there are 

things we do that are wrong. We must cultivate this idea 

in ourselves. The world doesn’t like us to do this because 

it’s just too hard to do, so the world labels it as 

sometimes poor self-esteem or as not having faith. 

Saint Mary had great faith such that when she prayed she 

was above the ground a forearm’s length. But she also 

was well aware of her sinful life and never forgot it, not a 

day, not a moment. 

It’s said of Saint Peter the Apostle that he desired, when 

he was going to be crucified he asked to be crucified 

upside down because he didn’t feel he was worthy to be 

crucified in the same way that his Lord was crucified. 

This is the same Peter, of course, who denied the Lord 

three times before His crucifixion during His trial.  

He never forgot that. Even though the Lord cleansed him 

of that sin and restored him and told him to “feed My 

lambs, feed My sheep”[3]. And Peter of course did all 

those things, fed the lambs and fed the sheep and became 

a great apostle. But he never forgot that sin. 

 

http://www.orthodox.net/sermons/great-lent-sunday-05_2011-04-09+mary-of-egypt-shows-us-how-to-repent+how-to-cultivate-a-repentanct-spirit.html#_edn1
http://www.orthodox.net/sermons/great-lent-sunday-05_2011-04-09+mary-of-egypt-shows-us-how-to-repent+how-to-cultivate-a-repentanct-spirit.html#_edn2
http://www.orthodox.net/sermons/great-lent-sunday-05_2011-04-09+mary-of-egypt-shows-us-how-to-repent+how-to-cultivate-a-repentanct-spirit.html#_edn3
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apostle, never forgot that he sinned against the Lord 

when Joseph wanted to divide up his inheritance and 

divide it four ways for four sons, Ruben and Jude and 

James and Jesus; and Jude didn’t want to do it. He said 

our Lord was not Joseph’s son. So he wanted to divide it 

three ways. So James (he was one of the seventy 

Apostles, and the first bishop of Jerusalem) offered to 

have his portion be given to 

the Lord. Jude repented of 

that sin many times over, 

and never forgot it. He 

referred to himself as Jude 

the brother of James[4], even 

though he was one of the 

twelve apostles, and his 

brother was not.  

This is the kind of feeling we 

should have to cultivate 

about ourselves, brothers 

and sisters: Humility,  so 

that our conscience can turn. 

Now in our case our 

conscience is going to have 

to turn every day, so we 

must cultivate it with 

silence, with prayer, with 

fasting, with reading of the 

Holy Scriptures and holy 

things, with long services.  

Short services don’t cut it, 

really. Oh, they’re helpful, 

but long services really help. 

And if you don’t know this, take me on my word and try 

it. It will be hard. Sometimes it will be boring. Sometimes 

you will think, ‘Wow, I’m just thinking about everything 

but the services.’ But if you go to long services for a long 

time, it really changes you, it kind of warms you, and it 

shapes you. 

What things are there that kill our conscience? Well, how 

about responding to five hundred text messages a day on 

your smart phone? I think we should call them stupid 

phones. I’m not so sure this technology is good for our 

souls. Oh, yes, it can be used in a good way. But now we 

are flooded by stuff all the time. How about watching a 

lot of TV? How about reading magazines that are 

frivolous or even sinful? How about gossip, pride and 

indulgence of our desires? The list is very long, actually, 

of the things that kill the conscience, compared to the list 

of things that enable the conscience to turn. It’s really a 

very small list of things that enables the conscience to be  

changed and a long list that can kill the conscience. 

We must cultivate in ourselves, brothers and sisters, all 

things that can turn our conscience and make us aware. 

 

Saint Mary of Egypt lived 17 years of heedless sin. It 

never crossed her mind during that time that she was 

sinning. She just did it. She did terrible things. She edited 

her  story,   she  t old   Abba  

Zosimas,   because  she   just  

couldn’t bear to tell him all 

the things that she had done. 

But she was not ashamed of 

any of them until her time of 

repentance, and then she had 

changed so magnificently. 

Let me read you one thing 

also that applies to this from 

matins. I read things from 

matins as often as possible in 

this sermon[5] because, to be 

honest, the majority of my 

flock never hears matins,  and 

I  think  that  it’s  the  most  

important service that you can 

attend in the week. Part of 

that is because it comes in our 

usage after Vespers so that 

there is a time, of softening, 

getting you ready for deeper 

prayer[6]. It is very hard to 

pray walking through the 

door. Also, the content of 

matins is so beautifully, intricately theological. But it’s 

not just theological; there’s a warmth to the prayers of 

Matins that is truly amazing. Whether it is said in the 

morning (unless it is abbreviated almost beyond 

recognition) or in the evening, it does not matter. Truly, 

this is a service that I lament that so much of my flock 

does not experience. It’s very, very important. 

The following is from one of the sessional hymns during 

the canon, after the third ode.  

“I am held fast in the mire of sin, and there is no strength 

or courage in me; the tempest of my trespasses has 

overwhelmed me. Look upon me, 0 Virgin, I entreat 

Thee, for thou has borne the Word Who alone loves 

mankind. Deliver me from every sin, from all the 

passions that destroy my soul, and from every ill inflicted 

by the enemy, that I may sing with joy. Intercede                                 

with  thy  Son  and  God, 0  Undefiled,  that  remission  of  

http://www.orthodox.net/sermons/great-lent-sunday-05_2011-04-09+mary-of-egypt-shows-us-how-to-repent+how-to-cultivate-a-repentanct-spirit.html#_edn4
http://www.orthodox.net/sermons/great-lent-sunday-05_2011-04-09+mary-of-egypt-shows-us-how-to-repent+how-to-cultivate-a-repentanct-spirit.html#_edn5
http://www.orthodox.net/sermons/great-lent-sunday-05_2011-04-09+mary-of-egypt-shows-us-how-to-repent+how-to-cultivate-a-repentanct-spirit.html#_edn6
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transgressions may been given to those who in faith take 

refuge beneath thy protection.” 

“I am held fast in the mire of sin.” That’s what Saint 

Mary tells about herself when she repented. And for 

those 17 years that she was held fast in that mire, she felt 

it deeply. And after she was delivered from it and lived 

more like an angel than a human being, she still 

remembered. 

We must cultivate in ourselves this feeling. Ask yourself, 

do you feel this about yourself? Do you really feel deeply 

that you are held fast in the mire of sin, that there is no 

strength in you, or courage in you? This is not to feel 

absolutely defeated, this is not to say I can’t accomplish 

anything. This is to say I can’t accomplish anything with-

out help. We must have this humility about ourselves. We 

must understand and then and we will change. 

But we must have the right disposition. And the right 

disposition is to say I am a terrible sinners, the worst of 

all sinners and yet God will save me by His mercy. We 

must cultivate this feeling. Saint Mary had it, and we 

should be in awe of her repentance. But not believe for a 

moment that her repentance is only a unique experience, 

a unique event not to be repeated. No, it should be 

repeated every day, with us too. God calls us to this level 

of repentance also. 

So cultivate this idea in your heart, brothers and sisters. 

It’s not easy to do. Like I said, there are things you can 

do. Prayer and fasting, giving yourself more time for 

prayer, the Jesus prayer, is pretty much essential. Things 

you shouldn’t do: Watching television and foolish books 

and gossip and all the rest. 

But primarily, with all these things that you should do 

and shouldn’t do, you must put your trust in God 

completely, and that’s what Saint Mary did and that’s 

what all the saints did. And the reason we are mediocre is 

because we don’t do this completely. 

So may God help us to completely trust in God. 

“The blessing of the Lord be upon you through His grace 

and love for mankind, always now and ever and unto the 

ages of ages. Amen.”[8] 

    Fr. Seraphim Holland  

______________________ 

Notes: 

[1] “And let no one think (continues St. Sophronius) that I have had the 
audacity to write untruth or doubt this great marvel --may I never lie 
about holy things! If there do happen to be people who, after reading this 
record, do not believe it, may the Lord have mercy on them because, 
reflecting on the weakness of human nature, they consider impossible 
these wonderful things accomplished by holy people.” (From the Life of St 
Mary of Egypt, read on the fifth Thursday of Great Lent - http://
www.orthodox.net/saints/mary-of-egypt.html) 
[2] See “The Life of Mary of Egypt by the numbers” – http://
www.orthodox.net/journal/2011-04-05+life-of-saint-mary-of-egpyt-by-
the-numbers.html and http://www.orthodox.net/journal/2011-04-
05+life-of-saint-mary-of-egpyt-by-the-numbers.doc  
[3] John 21:15-17 “So when they had dined, Jesus saith to Simon Peter, 
Simon, son of Jonas, lovest thou me more than these? He saith unto him, 
Yea, Lord; thou knowest that I have affection for thee. He saith unto him, 
Feed my lambs.  (16)  He saith to him again the second time, 
Simon, son of Jonas, lovest thou me? He saith unto him, Yea, Lord; thou 
knowest that I have affection for thee. He saith unto him, Feed my 
sheep.  (17)  He saith unto him the third time, Simon, son of Jonas, hast 
thou affection for me? Peter was grieved because he said unto him the 
third time, hast thou affection for me? And he said unto him, Lord, thou 
knowest all things; thou knowest that I have affection for thee. Jesus saith 
unto him, Feed my sheep.  
[4] For example: “Jude, the servant of Jesus Christ, and brother of James, 
to them that are sanctified by God the Father, and preserved in Jesus 
Christ, and called:  (2)  Mercy unto you, and peace, and love, be 
multiplied.” (Jude 1:1-2 KJV)  
[5] It is our custom at St Nicholas, as often as possible to give a short 
homily between Vespers and Matins, during our vigil service for Saturday 
night. Some people leave after Vespers and never hear the matins service.  
[6] Matins is just as effective is served IN ITS ENTIRETY in the morning, 
before liturgy. Morning is a wonderful time to pray, when our thoughts 
are more collected. A very short matins, with much of the “meat” taken 
out of it, served in the morning, is not so useful. We would prosper much 
more as a people if this unfortunate practice, of serving services that have 
the name, but not the content that is so beneficial to the soul.  
[7] Romans 8:26 Likewise the Spirit also helpeth our infirmities: for we 
know not what we should pray for as we ought: but the Spirit itself 
maketh intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered.  
[8] This is the last blessing said by the priest at the end of Vespers, just 
prior to the beginning of the Six Psalms of Matins.  
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