
Fear not little flock ...

Orthodox Christians world-wide, like pretty much everyone else everywhere, are being asked to
temporarily change many aspects of our daily life. These changes are beginning to affect how and even
whether we gather for prayer, and temporarily changing the usual pious actions that accompany our
attendance at church. Yet amidst all this turmoil, if we will listen, we can hear the Lord’s voice saying:
“Fear not, little flock....” (Luke 12:32)

The treasure of Orthodoxy, the heart of the Gospel, is not contained in the small acts of piety that we
practice. When rightly performed, these pious practices may support or “cushion” our Christian Faith, but
they can never contain or encompass it. The righteous use of pious acts is as an aid to prayer; to dispose
us to the reception of grace. Their purpose is to bring us into the remembrance of the living God and the
awareness that He “is everywhere present filling all things”. To the degree that we perform these acts
unconsciously as by an unthinking habit, and not with an awareness of why and for whom we do them,
they are empty and vain. As Fr. Seraphim Rose of blessed memory once wrote: “How often our church
life is just a matter of habit, something we go through outwardly but which does not change us inwardly,
does not make us grow spiritually and lead us to eternal life in God.”

For this reason, even in so-called “normal” years, a suspension of certain pious practices is required by
the Holy Church at various seasons. For instance: from the first announcement of Christ’s Resurrection
in the early hours of Pascha until the evening Vespers on the Day of Pentecost, both kneeling and the
making of prostrations are “forbidden” and we cease to sing or say the opening prayer to the Holy Spirit
“O Heavenly King...,” with which we usually begin every service. We are asked to suspend these usual
practices for one very important reason: so that we will focus all our thoughts and contemplations upon
the heart of the Gospel: Christ is Risen from the dead, trampling down death by death, and upon those in
the tombs bestowing life! 

The present suspension of some pious practices due to the new pandemic – such as reverencing the Holy
Cross, the icons, or the hand of the priest with a kiss; indeed even the recommendation that we
temporarily refrain from attending divine services – may be viewed in this same spirit. Our Lord Himself,
He Who is the Lord of heaven and earth, of time and of history, in His providence and love for us has
given us this time of trial so that, stripped of these outward and external signs of piety, we may
concentrate on the one truly essential heart of the Gospel, which is that Christ is amidst us! As we sing in
the Lenten Great Compline: “God is with us, understand all ye peoples!” During these trying days, let us
turn to Him in a sincere practice of prayer and repentance, not with fear and sadness or empty external
actions, but in the fervent hope of participating in the Resurrection of Life which shall make all things
new. 

“Behold” says the Lord, “These things I have spoken to you, that in Me you may have
peace. In the world you will have tribulation; but be of good cheer, for I have overcome
the world.” (John 16:33)

May He Who rose from the dead, Christ our true God, grant good health, strength and salvation to all!
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