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			Foreword

			These three bind and secure the union of all – faith, hope, love; 
and the greatest of these is love, for God Himself is so called.1

			In his classic ascetic treatise, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, St John Climacus (c. 579-649) colourfully and skilfully paints for us an icon of man’s progression to perfection – or completeness – in the spiritual life which, in its fulness, is nothing less than union with and participation in the divine nature of the one true God, the Holy Trinity. But St John warns us that there is only one proper motive for setting out on this path and that is love for God. In the first step of his allegorical ladder, he says: ‘The man who renounces the world from fear is like burning incense that begins with fragrance but ends in smoke. He who leaves the world through hope of reward is like a millstone that always moves in the same way. But he who withdraws from the world out of love for God has obtained fire at the very outset; and like fire set to fuel, it soon kindles a larger fire.’2 Neither fear of God, nor hope of reward then, are wholly appropriate reasons for setting foot on the ladder. It is far better to do so out of love, and our God must be our First Love!

			In the book you now hold, Archimandrite Zacharias enjoins us to live in remembrance of our First Love, or in other words, to draw ever nearer to God. He embellishes St John’s icon with motifs from his own experience: we discern clearly for example the image of his spiritual grandfather, St Silouan the Athonite, standing on the thirtieth and final step of the ladder, in the embrace of Christ the Rewarder of the contest. St Silouan in turn grasps the hand of his spiritual son Blessed Elder Sophrony of Essex, whose own arm is outstretched as he reaches towards his son, Father Zacharias, and beyond him to all of us as we attempt to make our own way up the ladder.

			The essence of this way of divine ascent is presented to us here by Father Zacharias. He outlines for us the three stages of the spiritual life as he shares with us the teaching of Elder Sophrony, who followed the path trodden by St Silouan. He describes the first stage as a visitation of the Divine Spirit, which encourages man to conclude a covenant with God. The second stage consists of a long and arduous struggle through God’s providential withdrawal of His grace; it is during this stage that we learn the painful truth about ourselves as we are instructed in the ways of the Lord by the Holy Spirit. The last stage involves our reacquisition – this time for all eternity – of the inalienable grace of salvation. So read on, dearly beloved reader, and take careful note of every detail, for you hold in your hands a salvific map by which to travel, drawn by experienced guides, St Silouan the Athonite, Elder Sophrony and Archimandrite Zacharias. They will be by your side on your way to spiritual wholeness.

			Once again, I invoke the blessing of the All-holy and Life-giving Trinity upon this book, upon the Patriarchal Stavropegic Monastery of St John the Baptist, the ‘spiritual meadow’ in which it was cultivated and brought to fruition, and upon its Hegumen Archimandrite Kyrill and those with him in Christ. Among them is one of the sponsors of my monastic tonsure whom I am blessed to have as a highly esteemed and most beloved brother in Christ: Archimandrite Zacharias.

			+ BASIL

			Bishop of Wichita and the Diocese of Mid-America 
Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese of North America

			February 9, 2009 
Leave-taking of the Meeting of the Lord in the Temple

			

			
				
					1	St John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 30:1; trans. Archimandrite Lazarus Moore (Boston, MA: Holy Transfiguration Monastery, 1991), p. 225.

				

				
					2	Ibid., Step 1:13, p. 7.

				

			

		

	
		
			 

			Editorial Preface

			This book about the teaching of Archimandrite Sophrony is written by one of his closest disciples, Archimandrite Zacharias, who was fortunate enough to hear first-hand many of the sayings of the Staretz which he now brings forth to supplement the writings. There where many themes about which Father Sophrony would teach but about which he did not write a book, a chapter or an article. One of these, the three stages of the spiritual life, is now offered together with explanations and illustrations. Father Zacharias draws on his experience of bringing together in talks and articles various themes concerning Father Sophrony and St Silouan, and explaining them to the faithful. There are of course references to the writings of Father Sophrony on the one hand, for those who wish to follow up this book by studying his writings, but on the other hand the reader will also find abundant examples of oral teaching.

			Father Zacharias has used for quotation from Scripture the King James Version (the Authorised Version of 1611) for the most part. In view of the many contemporary English versions now available, some words of explanation are due for his preference for 16th-17th century English. Above all the author clearly values the poetic and rhetorical quality of the Authorised Version, as well as its mainly literal faithfulness to the Greek original.

			There are, however, further weighty reasons for the choice of the Authorised Version. This, together with the Anglican Book of Common Prayer and the medieval layprimers, constitute the models used for the Liturgy and prayers at the Monastery of St John the Baptist, Tolleshunt Knights, founded by Archimandrite Sophrony, of which Father Zacharias is a hieromonk and spiritual father. In the early 1960s Father Sophrony supervised the translation of the Orthodox Liturgy into English from the Old Church Slavonic by the distinguished translator, Rosemary Edmonds, compared it with the original Greek text and provided biblical footnotes. Their choice of translation style was a deliberate effort to use ‘liturgical English at its noblest,’ as the Preface declares.1 Father Sophrony blessed this English text for use at the Monastery in Essex. Following this spirit, at the services of Hours and at Matins and Vespers, the troparia and kondakia and many other prayers are couched in what may appear to some as merely archaic but which is in fact greatly valued as authentic liturgical English. Consequently, Father Zacharias has found it entirely natural to use the Authorised Version in his theological expositions.

			During the course of the book, however, certain inadequacies of translation in certain specific instances will be mentioned. In these instances Father Zacharias has adopted his own translation or explanation. An important category of translations of the Old Testament must be mentioned, that is the Greek Septuagint Version (abbreviated as LXX). This translation was made by Jewish scholars to help those in the diaspora who had lost the ability to read Hebrew. This was the version used by the Church Fathers. Septuagint readings have generally been adopted in preference to the Authorised Version.

			A few words about the structure of the book which describes how, according to the teaching of Elder Sophrony, the spiritual life has three stages. The text begins by outlining a few foundational truths about this way of life. This is followed by the first stage, which results in a covenant with God. The spiritual striver dedicates himself entirely to Him and experiences great blessings and happiness for a time. The second stage involves God’s seeming withdrawal of His grace-filled presence. This is a period of spiritual aridity in the life of the one who has offered himself to the Lord, and the main concern of this part of the book is to show how the suffering involved in this stage can be turned into a true blessing. The next section does not take the reader straight on to the final stage of the spiritual life, being in continuity with the second stage. It describes certain indispensable consolations and spiritual supports (with particular emphasis on the Liturgy) without which the believer will be prone to despair. These supports are in fact the means made available to us by our Church by which grace may be revived in us during the struggle that is the second stage. And finally, the book concludes with the third stage, when man is firmly established in the life of grace, for he has freely chosen that part ‘which shall not be taken away from him.’2 For he has sold everything in order to acquire the precious pearl. He has embraced it with his whole being, and the life of the world to come has become his life on this earth.

			

			
				
					1	The Orthodox Liturgy, trans. Stavropegic Monastery of St John the Baptist (Oxford University Press, 1982), p. 6.

				

				
					2	Luke 10:42.

				

			

		

	
		
			 

			FOUNDATIONS

			The Just Shall Live by Faith

			(Heb. 10:38)

		

	
		
			 

			1. 
 
FROM FAITH TO FAITH

			IF WE ARE TO BELONG to the Church of Christ, the new creation, we need the gift of faith. This gift is the most important of the many gifts which the Holy Spirit bestows upon the members of the Body of Christ. Our gift of faith will attach us to this glorious Body, the Church, of which Christ Himself is the Head, and will allow us to enter into communion with the abundance of divine life that flows from the Head of this Body into its members. In this wise, we, small and weak members though we be, become, through our communion in the Body of the Lord Jesus, partakers of the gifts of the strong members of this Body – the Saints, who dwell both on earth and in heaven.

			Thus are we enabled to grow strong and overcome sin, and to become rich even though we are poor; we are regenerated and in our turn become precious in the sight of God. But if we live negligently in the Church of Christ we fail to be in harmony with the life of this Body, we fail to honour the gift contained within it – the Holy Spirit – and we become a burden to all its other members, that is, our brethren in Christ. It is therefore infinitely important that we discover and explore our gift of faith so that in due time it may bear such fruit as will sustain both our own life and that of our brethren.

			At first, our faith is necessarily immature and needs to grow and develop within us. This first faith involves the turning of our whole being towards God; it orientates our spirit towards the One God who is without beginning. Our faith, then, gradually enters upon an intermediate stage, which consists of hoping and trusting in God, particularly in situations where humanly speaking everything seems to be without hope. And eventually, we grow into a more perfect form of faith: the disposition of the soul is now stable, and she begins to live the words of the Apostle: ‘For unto you it is given not only to believe on Christ, but also to suffer for his sake.’1

			We should add, however, that our faith is not simply an inner matter; it always reflects the times we live in as Christians. The Fathers of the fourth century – a time of great flowering for the Church – repeatedly said that the Christians of the last times would neither have the strength to endure ascetic hardship nor be able to perform the godly works of the Fathers of old. But they added that those who would succeed in simply keeping the faith would be more greatly glorified in heaven than those Fathers who had worked miracles and even raised the dead to life. In other words, it is the privilege of our time to preserve the fulness of our faith, and this requires a greater measure of grace than that by which our Fathers raised the dead. The Lord Himself asked, ‘when the Son of man cometh, shall he find faith on the earth?’2 His words reflect the same thing: if faith be found among men at His Second Coming, this will be something very great indeed. we see that God judges us with respect to the generation in which we live. Father Sophrony would say that we are all leaves on the same tree of humanity and nothing can separate us from the life of this tree. So if our time is characterised by a general falling away from the faith of our Fathers, our success in preserving it will be the more sublime because of the apostasy surrounding us.

			But we must be resolute: either we live according to our faith or we do not. The Book of Revelation says we must not allow ourselves to loiter, lukewarm in the false security of a kind of middle ground.3 In our day, we are witnessing a dynamic increase of evil, and we find ourselves caught in a surge of iniquity even as it gathers force. As Christians we must place ourselves in a different, indeed a contrary, dynamic increase which grows not away from but towards God, so that evil itself will spur us on to do good. Father Sophrony had the gift of discerning God’s purposes when people asked him how to cope with distressing situations: he knew that even the most tragic circumstances can have great spiritual benefits hidden within them. But we are wholly responsible for the direction we choose to follow: we can either remain inert and lifeless, or we can engage with the dynamic increase of life in God.

			The spiritual consequences of this choice are described in the Book of Revelation: ‘He that is unjust, let him be unjust still: and he which is filthy, let him be filthy still: and he that is righteous, let him be righteous still: and he that is holy, let him be holy still.’4 Similarly, when the Lord spoke of the mystery of His Heavenly Kingdom in the Parable of the Talents, we see that, to those who succeeded in multiplying the talents entrusted to them, the Lord addressed the following word: ‘well done, thou good and faithful servant: thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things.’5 In other words, each Christian is not only a disciple of the Cross but also a disciple of blessedness, of the Kingdom of God. Because we follow the way of the Cross we become disciples of the blessed life which springs from the Cross and Resurrection of the Lord. Thus it is clear that, if on that Last Day we too want to hear the Lord say, ‘well done, thou good and faithful servant…’, we must possess the kind of faith which is so pleasing to Him because it is unmoved by the prevailing tendency towards evil.

			However, there are many wrong kinds of faith, and the matter is not as straightforward as we might have thought. For example, many are content to confess a faith which is basically vague and unreasonable. They might claim that it is enough to believe that God exists and that it is not necessary to go to church. But the Apostle James says that this sort of attitude can be found even among the demons: ‘Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble.’6 So there is a demonic kind of faith, but no one has ever said that this kind of faith saves, for it contains no love. It is plain belief – cold, intellectual and dead. But our desire is for the faith that saves, and this faith, as the Apostle Paul says, ‘worketh by love’,7 and places us in a living and life-giving relationship with God.

			Certain psychologists, meanwhile, suggest that our desire for faith is nothing but a symptom, that faith is the result of fear, fear being the prior psychological condition, and that our attempts to combat and overcome that fear are a sort of wishful thinking which we call faith. We say the opposite: fear springs from faith. Faith is the prior condition and it engenders fear, a healthy and salutary fear, the fear of God. Once we have awakened to the reality of God, we strive to believe in God as He wants us to believe in Him, aware that ‘if ye believe not that I am [He who Is], ye shall die in your sins.’8

			We do not, then, accept that faith is an empty concept or a form of self-deceit. We acknowledge, with the Apostle James, that faith can be empty or self-deceiving, but our aim, by contrast, is to acquire true faith. This involves drawing near to the Lord and entering deeply into the life of God so as to be instructed in His mysteries. We must believe that God is the Absolute Truth of indestructible Being, that God is, that He is the Being. In Him there are two aspects: God is and God exists. God is the Being which is unknowable and beyond participation. But He also exists because through His energy He enters into a living and personal relationship with His reasonable creatures. Indeed, when we believe that God is the Being we believe that He is The One who Is (ὁ Ὤν in Greek), for He revealed Himself to Moses as ‘I AM THAT I AM’.9 However, the Greek ὁ Ὤν expresses both aspects: that God’s Being is an active state – that He is personal, and that His existence is the energy which flows forth from His Being to us. (When people say that they have lost their faith, it is not faith which they have lost, but God’s energy that unites them to Him: they have lost grace.) Briefly, the complete truth about God is that He is and that He exists, being a personal God who acts. As St Paul expresses it: ‘He that cometh to God must believe that he is, and that he is a rewarder of them that diligently seek him.’10 He is the Judge of the living and the dead.11

			This realisation marks the start of our faith: by diligently seeking Him, we place ourselves before the living God. Though this is only the beginning, we have already gained an eschatological perspective: He who has come, will come again, and He will judge us according to our works. To enter into a dynamic faith of this sort ignites and sustains our concern to be sanctified, our concern that, in the undying Day of His Kingdom, we too may be able to see the Face of God which is the eternal blessedness of all the Saints. In other words, preliminary faith sets man’s face towards the true God. It is his awakening to true life, for he can now acknowledge that God is the only true reality. He accepts the truth of all the mysteries of faith, and his steps are henceforth directed by the commandments of the Gospel. This is a new beginning and the word of God is its foundation.

			As Christians, we believe in a personal and living God and not in some sort of remote and self-centred God who is immersed in contemplation of himself and cannot enter into communion with created beings. For us the proof of God’s existence is His energy, His grace, by which we partake in His life. Man is full of doubts, but no sooner does the grace of God touch his heart than all the clouds are dispelled. The divine life that has become active in him is not of this world and no purely human thought can withstand it. Man’s first faith, then, turns his being unto God, instils within him the fear of God and lays hold of his heart.

			Indeed, it is this fear of God that helps our heart emerge. Scripture refers to man’s ‘deep heart’12 to which God’s visitation is directed from morning till evening and from evening till morning.13 When Job asks, ‘what is man, that thou shouldest magnify him?’,14 Holy Scripture characteristically gives the answer straight away: man is the target of God (κατεντευκτὴς Θεοῦ).15 The man whose heart has been targeted by God will come to stand before God and converse with Him on ‘equal’ terms as he intercedes for the salvation of the whole world, for God has given him this honour. God desires this equality of communication with man; He does not see him as a thing which He has simply ‘brought into being’, but as His ‘image’, His equal, with whom He can communicate.

			Throughout Scripture we find countless instances of God addressing man as His equal: ‘He who shall confess in me before men, in him will I confess also before my Father which is in heaven.’16 If by His Spirit we enter into a personal relationship with Him, we then confess in Him, not so much with words, but through a living sensation of God within us. For He will have entered our heart and there, in us, He confesses our salvation by His grace. St Silouan confirms this extraordinary truth when he says that the Spirit bears witness in our heart to our salvation.17

			Another way in which the Lord speaks to us on equal terms is when He says: ‘If ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.’18 This equality is further revealed in the Lord’s Prayer: ‘Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive them that trespass against us.’19 At first glance His withholding of forgiveness might seem severe. But if we consider who He is and who we are – after all, He is the eternal God and the Creator of all and we are simply His creatures – then we see that the situation is in fact a most unequal one: so wonderfully merciful is His judgment!

			God truly wants man to be His equal, His likeness. God directs His gaze towards man and seeks out his deep heart. His desire is for man’s heart to know ‘a spiritual and divine sensation’ (νοερὰ καὶ θεία αἴσθησις).20 This kind of inner life, not the mere exercise of thought, is what elevates man’s existence above that of animals. Rational thought may distinguish us from them, but if it is occupied merely with our physical well-being, then we are hardly above the level of an animal feeding itself. If our inner life is dissipated in the things of this world it will surely end in the grave along with our physical body. But, as we have said, our divine calling is so much higher than this: God wants man’s deep heart to know the living, spiritual and divine sensation of His presence within her. And when man becomes aware of this treasure in his heart, a godly fear comes upon him.

			As soon as this godly fear takes hold of our heart and we begin to feel God’s life-giving energy, we enter into a personal relationship with the personal God, with the God who has revealed Himself, God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. This relationship is an event which transcends all human understanding. Some say, ‘we cannot understand you Christians. You say that God is three and one at the same time. How is this possible? Our religion is so much more logical: God is one, He is almighty, He is this, that, and the other.’ But by saying that Christianity is illogical, they simply confirm that our faith has been revealed by God and is therefore true: revealed truth is not subject to human logic, it is beyond it. Indeed, how can they trust a definition of faith that is no more than the product of human reasoning? By insisting that their faith is logical, they discredit it by proving only that it lacks the true character of revelation which far surpasses human conception.

			If however we enter into a relationship with the personal God, trusting in Him whose essence and nature are unapproachable, inconceivable and intangible, this very faith will cause God Himself to reach down to us in the form of His incorruptible grace, in the form of His uncreated energy which flows from His very Being. Thus does He bridge the gulf between His pre-eternal, uncreated essence and His limited, yet reasonable creature.

			God may well seek man’s heart. But because man uses his freedom wrongly and has become enslaved by so many attachments, God’s grace is prevented from entering man’s heart and dwelling there. Nevertheless, our sins are as nothing compared to God’s goodness. In His eyes they are but superficial dust which can be wiped off at a single stroke. And once the fear of God lays hold of our heart, we begin to see how unable we are to pursue a relationship with God. It is by His grace alone that we are rendered able to do so.

			Thus do we embark on an adventure with God. This adventure is incredibly creative. Man now understands that this is the sole purpose for which he has been created, that God planned this for all men before the ages, and that man’s true and final destination is union with God. But this relationship with God obliges him to risk giving up everything. Man sees that his present state with its many attachments will only hinder his passage to the other bank of the river. He knows he cannot yet be united with God, as ‘there shall in no wise enter into the Kingdom any thing that defileth.’21 He understands that if he is to be saved he must undertake the work of his own sanctification ‘without which no man shall see the Lord.’22 Therefore, man invests the whole talent of this earthly life which God has entrusted to him, holding back nothing, so as to multiply it by thirty, sixty or an hundred.23

			It is then that he enters into knowledge of the second kind of faith, which can be summarised as ‘hope against hope’. when, humanly speaking, there is no hope of salvation in himself, man hangs everything on the mercy of God, and puts his trust in Him who alone is able to raise even the dead.24 For example, the Apostle Paul says that God permitted him to reach the threshold of death so that ‘he should not trust in himself, but in God which raiseth the dead.’25

			When man possesses this degree of faith he can make great progress, because such faith is pleasing to God. God responds, and man’s relationship with Him intensifies. Certain psalms and prayers include the petition: ‘I am thine, save me’26 – for instance, in the Midnight Service. But who are we to say to God, ‘I am thine, save me’? we must first prove to God that we are His by acting upon this charismatic type of faith.

			Such faith is linked with charismatic despair.27 Only charismatic despair can truly lead us to risk everything for the sake of pleasing God, because such despair is the only authentic path to hoping, against hope, in Him alone.

			We find many examples of this kind of faith in the Scriptures. One striking example is Abraham. It is written that Abraham believed in ‘God, who quickeneth the dead, and calleth those things which be not as though they were.’28 Abraham’s faith, then, was such that he was able, ‘against hope, to believe in hope.’29 It is important for us to comprehend in what way Abraham believed, for he is the father of all those who have believed after him. Most importantly, Abraham believed in God as the God of Life Who by a single word brings everything from non-being into being and quickens the dead. He also believed at a time when human reason would have seen only utter hopelessness. In other words, Abraham’s hope was authentic, being based on faith which was not just an intellectual acceptance of the mystery of God’s power. His wholehearted faith led to such inner conviction as enabled him to surrender his whole being to the word of God and to deliver his whole life to the will of God.

			This exceptional faith justified Abraham before God and made him the father of all the faithful. When God said to him, ‘Come out of your family and your country and follow me’, Abraham did not ask where he was to go. God said, ‘Go to a country that I will show you’,30 without telling him which country. Abraham loved God with his whole heart. Without asking any questions, in utter obedience and perfect faith, he followed God, trusting in His every word. Then God promised him that he would have posterity even though he was deadened by old age. Again, without considering his advanced age, he believed firmly that his God who raises the dead could be the Author of life whatever the circumstances. This man was so pleasing to God that he was accounted worthy of fearful promises of Him, such as the blessing of all the nations of the earth through his seed.31 The beginning of the fulfilment of this promise was the conception of his son, Isaac. Scripture tells us how Abraham loved Isaac32 so as to prepare us for the strange intervention of God a few lines further down. God says to Abraham, ‘Take Isaac, go up on the mountain and offer him in sacrifice.’ In other words: ‘Offer sacrifice of the son of my wondrous promise to you, the son of the miracle by which Sarah has been loosed from her barrenness!’ Here is a great mystery. Abraham was a man wholly dedicated to God and therefore enjoyed all God’s favour. But when he received the son which had been promised him, his heart became attached to Isaac and was thereby divided. To free his heart, God put him through a terrible test: He asked Abraham to sacrifice his beloved son, Isaac. Abraham obeyed, and when God saw that his heart had been restored to its first love through his obedience and readiness to sacrifice his son, He gave Isaac back to him who had put all his confidence in God.

			This second degree of faith involves the conscious heart of man. The heart has been quickened in the first stage, and man has now delivered himself into the hands of the living God. Here he is no longer guided in any particular direction; he has, like Abraham, begun to orbit the Sun of righteousness, placing all his trust in God who raises the dead. Such faith allows man to dwell in God’s presence, for he has placed all his hope in God’s almighty strength and His word.

			No one, however, who has given himself over to God in a spirit of faith will remain untested. Each person will be tested differently, sometimes severely. Some may be threatened by death itself. But if at the moment of testing we stand firm in our faith in Christ and render glory and thanksgiving to Him, our faith, like that of Abraham, will then be stronger than death, for that faith not only overcomes the world, but death itself. That is why an understanding of faith as ‘hope against hope’ is so important. If we are granted such an opportunity, a correct attitude will enable us to gain Christ and all eternity. Indeed, whosoever will give himself over to the Spirit of God with his whole soul will be led by God along the narrow way. He will strip him of his old skin, that he may enter clean into the Kingdom: ‘Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God.’33

			‘God is light’,34 it is said, and when we see Him, we shall also become light as He is.35 But we need to be cleansed in order to possess this blessed vision of the true God. God looks upon every man, but He especially turns His attention towards those who show willingness and readiness to deliver themselves into His hands. For God desires greatly to deal with every single one of us as He did with Abraham and with all His chosen. Indeed the whole of Scripture, which is the history of God’s dealings with man, should be re-enacted in each person. When God sees that man is serious about being saved, He places an obstacle before him so as to test him, and thereby increase the degree of his willingness and determination. He will examine and chastise him as a father would his beloved son.36 Man by means of such testing of his faith is taught how to overcome this first impediment. God then places greater obstacles before him so as to train him to leap ever higher towards Him in faith. Thus is man honoured by God, who grants him the privilege of demonstrating, like Job, the kind of faith that makes man an heir to all the things of God. ‘All that I have is thine,’ says the father to the elder brother of the prodigal son.37 Blessed, therefore, is he who endures in times of trial, and remains unshaken by temptation, even by the threat of death.

			‘Hope against hope’, then, is the very definition of that faith by which insurmountable obstacles are overcome. It gathers all our thoughts and all the powers of our heart into one single point, into one purpose. (This also applies to the perfection of spiritual life, where we strive to unite the mind to the heart, and to concentrate our whole being in the heart so as to be able to live and pray by one single thought, as the hesychasts of the fourteenth century teach us.) So do we resolve to struggle, with God’s help, to overcome every difficulty even unto death. And overcome we must, for our salvation depends on it. At this point man’s heart becomes like a tight knot in which his whole being is concentrated, and he hangs everything on the mercy of God. This is how we begin to believe, as St Paul said of Abraham, in hope against hope. We believe that God ‘is able to raise us up as children unto Abraham’38 and that ‘with God all things are possible.’39 we are gradually made ready to take even that dreadful leap of faith which conquers death.

			Charismatic faith such as Abraham’s takes us from the shore of created things to the shore of the uncreated, bridging the gulf between God and man. And when man shows such faith he will surely arrive at the haven of love, for God is love. His temporal life will be united to the immortal and eternal life of God, and this is the greatest miracle of man’s existence. God deems human life worthy of union with His own divine Life, with His own Being, through grace.

			The fulfilment of this second degree of faith depends on a great effort which is essentially a matter of remembering our first love, of holding steadfastly and faithfully to God and trusting in His love. In the Book of Revelation we read: ‘I know how thou hast borne, and hast patience, and for my name’s sake hast laboured, and hast not fainted. Nevertheless, I have somewhat against thee, because thou hast left thy first love. Remember therefore [the first love] from whence thou art fallen, and repent, and do the first works.’40 On the Day of Judgment when the Lord will place us before Him, some will have the boldness to say, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy name? and in thy name have cast out devils? and in thy name done many wonderful works?’,41 and, ‘We have eaten and drunk in thy presence, and thou hast taught in our streets.’ And the Lord will answer, ‘I tell you, I know you not whence ye are; depart from me, all ye workers of iniquity.’42 How can it be that people perform miracles in His name and yet the Lord does not recognise them? Any one of us, be it for several years on end, or for just one day or even a single moment, can surely muster enough strength to believe in God with all our heart and enter into this spirit of faith, and to know the almighty power of God by which even we might perform a miracle. God, however, does not set much store by this, because He seeks greater things of us. If we want to be just and well-pleasing unto the Lord – for, as the Apostle says, ‘the just shall live by faith’43 – then our faith must be in constant dynamic increase, that in believing, we might ascend ‘from faith to faith’.44

			In other words, the just will be steadfast in this second degree of charismatic faith which, as we have said, is accompanied by charismatic despair. They will hang everything on God’s mercy, risking everything for His sake in order to gain everything. The just shall live unwaveringly by this kind of faith for the whole of their lives. But the Apostle adds a fearful warning: ‘If any man draw back, my soul shall have no pleasure in him.’45 To ‘draw back’ is to give way to slothfulness and pride, to enter upon a lax way of life, to slacken in spiritual courage. The path of faith, however, is the path of dynamic increase in our life in God,46 leading as it does from faith to faith.

			The deepest desire of each one of us is to have a living relationship with God and to enjoy His holy gifts. Even the slightest touch of the grace of God in our heart is ‘better than life’47 as the Psalmist says; it is in fact better than many lives. But we enter solemnly into this serious relationship with God, knowing that we must manifest the stability of the righteous, namely, that we must live by faith. Thus, our faith should continually grow in strength until it attains the third degree of faith – the faith of the just, which is the fidelity that enables us to stand upright and without wavering throughout the stage of God-forsakenness. This highest degree of faith is so perfectly stable that there is no longer any room for the slightest trace of doubt; no longer is it possible for such faith to diminish or draw back from the source of life. Rather, man lives each day as a new event, a new opportunity granted him by the grace of God. The Holy Spirit, at this more mature stage, shows Himself to be at once very delicate and sensitive, and also very severe.

			In the beginning, however, God can be very lenient. Man experiences the spiritual comfort and joy that attend the first grace. And although he is still impure, weak and ignorant, grace does not cease to delight his heart and push him onward – precisely because of his ignorance. God is merciful, and He wants first of all to teach us the great lesson of how His grace works in the soul. However, if we do not conform to His Holy Spirit, the latter will withdraw. The Epistle to the Hebrews has much to say about those who have received great gifts, who have known the power of the word of God as well as the renewal of their being, only to fall by the way. Above all, we read that, it is difficult ‘to renew them again unto repentance,’48 that is, to be restored by God yet again. In other words, the nearer we draw to God, the more demanding the Spirit of God becomes, that we may live the closer to Him and be united with Him eternally. As we have said before, God wants to treat man as His equal, His image, for He has endowed him with great gifts and possibilities so that he can stand before God and embrace the entire wealth of divine life. ‘All that I have is thine.’49

			Having passed through the first two degrees of faith (introductory faith and charismatic faith combined with charismatic despair), and having attained the faith wherein our inner stability reflects the fidelity of the just, we will have convinced God that we are His, and He will answer us and His word remains forever. God will speak His word to man and enter into a final covenant of love with him and, as we know from Scripture, His covenant is eternal. God will answer us with the very words He addressed to His only-begotten Son. we will not only hear Him say, ‘Thou art mine,’50 but also, ‘My son, today have I begotten thee.’51 This is our one and only true calling: to become like unto Jesus Christ, the Son of God.
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