Made With Faith
Prayers and Devotions for the Orthodox Home

December
2017
Important Dates:
6th St. Nicholas the Wonderworker (Wednesday)
13th Ven. Herman of Alaska (Wednesday)
25th Nativity of Christ/Christmas (Monday)
26th Synaxis of the Theotokos (Tuesday)
27th Firstmartyr Stephen (Wednesday)
Christians are made, not born.
(Tertullian, 2nd century)

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
Made With Faith is a collection of materials for prayers
and devotions in the Orthodox home. At a convenient time, three
days a week: Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, the family is to
gather for a short time in a comfortable place set apart for this
purpose – in your Icon Corner, at your kitchen/dining-room
table, or den, etc. Even if you gather at a place other than the Icon
Corner, set up icons (e.g., of Christ, the Theotokos, patron
saint(s)) and light a candle prior to beginning. Turn off all
extraneous devices: cell phones, televisions, computers, electronic
games, and music players.
Prayer and Devotion time is composed of three parts: 1) The
Trisagion Beginning Prayers, 2) the Gospel reading and Saint of
the Day account, and 3) the Concluding Prayers. It is important
to say the same Beginning and Concluding prayers each time so
that your children learn these fundamental prayers by heart. If
your child(ren) are old enough and capable, have them read the
Gospel and/or Saint of the Day account. Parents, read these
selections in advance both to digest them yourselves and to
prepare for explaining their content in a way your child(ren) can
understand. By teaching, parents will learn that much more
themselves.
Three immediate benefits will result from practicing this
Prayer and Devotion time. One, your faith will become a normal,
real, and deep part of everyday life. Two, the faith practiced in
daily life will harmonize and illuminate what we pray and do in
the services of the Church. Three, devotions three days a week
will engender a genuine desire to pray and read the Scriptures
more often while relying on the vast experience of the saints of
God for guidance.
The contents of this book are just a start, but an important
start. May our homes and our lives be filled with the grace of the
Holy Spirit who makes us anew in Jesus Christ our Lord to the
glory of God the Father.

The Trisagion (thrice-holy) Beginning Prayers
Making the sign of the Cross (+), we say:
+In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
Amen.
+Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy on us.
+Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy on us.
+Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy on us.
+Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, now
and ever and unto ages of ages. Amen.
O Most-holy Trinity, have mercy on us.
Lord, cleanse us from our sins.
Master, pardon our transgressions.
Holy One, visit and heal our infirmities for Thy name’s sake.
Lord, have mercy. Lord, have mercy. Lord, have mercy.
+Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, now
and ever and unto ages of ages. Amen.
Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name. Thy
kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give
us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses as we
forgive those who trespass against us. And lead us not into
temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen.

Concluding Prayers
The Theotokion:
Rejoice, O Virgin Theotokos, Mary full of grace, the Lord is with
you. Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the Fruit of
your womb, for you have borne the Savior of our souls.
The Creed:
+I believe in one God, the Father almighty, Maker of heaven and
earth, and of all things visible and invisible.
+And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the Onlybegotten, begotten of the Father before all ages; Light of Light,
true God of true God, begotten not made, of one essence with the
Father by whom all things were made; who for us men and for our
salvation came down from heaven and was incarnate of the Holy
Spirit and the Virgin Mary, and became man; and He was
crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered, and was
buried; and the third day He rose again from the dead; He
ascended into heaven and sits at the right hand of the Father; and
He shall come again with glory to judge the living and the dead.
+And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the Giver of life, who proceeds
from the Father, who with the Father and the Son together is
worshiped and glorified, who spoke by the prophets; in one, holy,
catholic, and apostolic Church. I acknowledge one baptism for
the remission of sins. I look for the resurrection of the dead and
the life of the world to come. Amen.
For the Living:
Lord Jesus Christ, our God, bless our grandparents, parents,
brothers, sisters, family, and friends, especially _____, and
preserve them in Your grace unto salvation. +Amen.
For the Departed:
Lord Jesus Christ, our God, grant eternal rest and life in Your
kingdom to our family and friends departed this life, _____, in
the hope of the Resurrection to come. +Amen.

F

riday, December 1

Read Luke 20:19-26.
Look at the coins and try to make out all of the letters and words.
The top coin is a denarius from the ancient Roman Empire used
at the time of Jesus; the bottom is a United States penny. The
Roman denarius bears this inscription: COS VI CAESAR DIVI,
meaning, “Consul for 6th time, Caesar, [son] of God.” Explain
that the man on the coin was Caesar Augustus, the Roman
emperor when Jesus was born, who claimed to be divine because
his adoptive father, Julius Caesar, was declared to be a “god”
after he died. Some people in America who don’t believe in God
may object to using a United States penny because of its
inscription: “IN GOD WE TRUST”; likewise, the Jews who
believed in God objected to using a Roman denarius because it
bore the inscription of a false Roman “god,” their emperor.
Jesus avoids their religious trap. Just because you use the things
of this world and give honor to government officials doesn’t
mean you worship them. What’s most important is that as we
use the things of this world including the country and laws in
which we live we always worship the true God alone as we
should. This means believing that Jesus Christ is the Son of God,
the Savior of the world, trusting in Him, and following His
commandments of love.
When we do that, we will use
everything we have, even our money, possessions, and time to
serve God in His holy Church.

Read the life of the holy Prophet Nahum:
The Holy Prophet Nahum, whose name means
“God consoles,” was from the village of Elkosh (in
Galilee, northern Israel).
He lived during the
seventh century B.C.
The Prophet Nahum
prophesies the ruin of the Assyrian capital city of
Nineveh because of its iniquity, the destruction of the
Israelite kingdom, and the blasphemy of the Assyrian
King Sennacherib against God. The Assyrian king
Ashurbanipal died in 632 B.C., and over the next
twenty years, his empire began to crumble. Nineveh
fell in 612 B.C.
Nahum differs from most of the prophets in as
much as he does not issue any call to repentance, nor
does he denounce Israel for infidelity to God. He
simply states what God is going to do.
Details of the prophet’s life are unknown. He died
at the age of forty-five, and was buried in his native
region. He is the seventh of the Twelve so-called
Minor Prophets because their prophetic books are
smaller.

M

onday, December 4

Read Luke 20:27-44.
Look at the icon of Moses before the burning bush. Note that the
Virgin Mary and Christ are in the burning bush in the icon.
Explain that we understand the burning bush from which the
Son of God spoke to Moses to be an icon, or picture, of the Virgin
Mary herself. Why? Just as God was in the bush which was on
fire but did not burn up, so the Son of God was inside of the
Virgin Mary and she was not burned up.
Jesus mentions this passage from the Book of Exodus (chapter 3)
to teach that all the faithful are alive in God, even if their bodies
die. There is nothing in this universe that can destroy our life
with God because we have the grace and power of the Holy Spirit
within us in Christ. Even our bodies will be raised on the Last
Day to be reunited with our souls to live forever in the Kingdom
of God. The burning bush shows this, as does the Virgin Mary,
as do the incorrupt relics of many saints in the Church.
All this is possible because God became a Man in the Person of
Jesus Christ our Savior. This is what Jesus means when He
points out that King David’s son – a human being – is also the
Lord, that is, God. In Christ, our human nature shares in God’s
divine nature, and we are given God’s eternal life through Him.

Read the life of the great Martyr Barbara:
The Holy Great Martyr Barbara lived and suffered during the reign of the emperor
Maximian (305-311). Her father, the pagan Dioscorus, was a rich and illustrious man in
the Syrian city of Heliopolis. After the death of his wife, he devoted himself to his only
daughter.
Seeing Barbara’s extraordinary beauty, Dioscorus decided to hide her from the eyes of
strangers. Therefore, he built a tower for Barbara, where only her pagan teachers were
allowed to see her. From the tower there was a view of hills stretching into the distance.
By day she was able to gaze upon the wooded
hills, the swiftly flowing rivers, and the meadows
covered with a mottled blanket of flowers; by
night the harmonious and majestic vault of the
heavens twinkled and provided a spectacle of
inexpressible beauty. Soon the virgin began to ask
herself questions about the First Cause and
Creator of so harmonious and splendid a world.
Gradually, she became convinced that the idols
were merely the work of human hands. Although
her father and teachers offered them worship, she
realized that the idols could not have made the
surrounding world. The desire to know the true
God so consumed her soul that Barbara decided
to devote all her life to this goal, and to spend her
life in virginity.
The fame of her beauty spread throughout the
city, and many sought her hand in marriage.
Despite her father’s wishes, she refused all of
them.
Barbara warned her father that his
persistence might end tragically and separate
them forever. Dioscorus decided that the temperament of his daughter had been
affected by her life of seclusion. He therefore permitted her to leave the tower and gave
her full freedom in her choice of friends and acquaintances. Thus Barbara met young
Christian maidens in the city, and they taught her about the Creator of the world, about
the Trinity, and about the Divine Logos (the Word, or Son of God). Through the
Providence of God, a priest arrived in Heliopolis from Alexandria disguised as a
merchant. After instructing her in the mysteries of the Christian Faith, he baptized
Barbara, then returned to his own country.
During this time a luxurious bathhouse was being built at the house of Dioscorus. By
his orders the workers prepared to put two windows on the south side. But Barbara,
taking advantage of her father’s absence, asked them to make a third window, thereby
forming a Trinity of light. On one of the walls of the bath-house Barbara traced a cross
with her finger. The cross was deeply etched into the marble, as if by an iron
instrument. Later, her footprints were imprinted on the stone steps of the bathhouse.
The water of the bathhouse had great healing power. Saint Simeon Metaphrastes
compared the bathhouse to the stream of Jordan and the Pool of Siloam, because by
God’s power, many miracles took place there.

When Dioscorus returned and expressed dissatisfaction about the change in his
building plans, his daughter told him about how she had come to know the Triune God,
about the saving power of the Son of God, and about the futility of worshipping idols.
Dioscorus went into a rage, grabbed a sword and was on the point of striking her with it.
The holy virgin fled from her father, and he rushed after her in pursuit. His way became
blocked by a hill, which opened up and concealed the saint in a crevice. On the other
side of the crevice was an entrance leading upwards. Saint Barbara managed then to
conceal herself in a cave on the opposite slope of the hill.
After a long and fruitless search for
his daughter, Dioscorus saw two
shepherds on the hill. One of them
showed him the cave where the saint had
hidden. Dioscorus beat his daughter
terribly, and then placed her under guard
and tried to wear her down with hunger.
Finally he handed her over to the prefect
of the city, named Martianus. They beat
Saint Barbara fiercely: they struck her
with rawhide, and rubbed her wounds
with a hair cloth to increase her pain. By
night Saint Barbara prayed fervently to
her Heavenly Bridegroom, and the
Savior Himself appeared and healed her
wounds. Then they subjected the saint to
new, and even more frightful torments.
In the crowd where the martyr was
tortured was the virtuous Christian
woman Juliana, an inhabitant of
Heliopolis. Her heart was filled with
sympathy for the voluntary martyrdom of the beautiful and illustrious maiden. Juliana
also wanted to suffer for Christ. She began to denounce the torturers in a loud voice, and
they seized her.
Both martyrs were tortured for a long time. Their bodies were raked and wounded
with hooks, and then they were led naked through the city amidst derision and jeers.
Through the prayers of Saint Barbara the Lord sent an angel who covered the nakedness
of the holy martyrs with a splendid robe. Then the steadfast confessors of Christ, Saints
Barbara and Juliana, were beheaded. Her father, Dioscorus himself, executed Saint
Barbara. The wrath of God was not slow to punish both torturers, Martianus and
Dioscorus. They were killed after being struck by lightning.
In the sixth century the relics of the holy Great Martyr Barbara were transferred to
Constantinople. Six hundred years later, they were transferred to Kiev by Barbara, the
daughter of the Byzantine Emperor Alexius Comnenos, who married the Russian prince
Michael Izyaslavich. They rest even now at Kiev’s Saint Vladimir cathedral, where an
Akathist to the saint is served each Tuesday.

W

ednesday, December 6

Read Luke 21:5-7, 10-11, 20-24.
Look at the pictures and explain that what Jesus told His
disciples about the destruction of the city of Jerusalem and its
Temple happened about forty years later in the year 70 A.D. The
Romans came and surrounded Jerusalem beseiging it for two
years. They eventually entered the city and demolished the
Temple because the Jewish people were rebelling against the
Roman government. Jesus explains in other places that this
happened to the Jewish capital because they refused to repent
and believe the truth about Christ, that He is the Son of God;
rather, they crucified Him and went from bad to worse away
from God.
Read verses 10-11 again. Note that we witness many of these
things happening even today in the world. Explain that Jesus is
trying to warn us to wake up and believe the truth. The whole
world has been corrupted because of unbelief. Just as Jerusalem
was destroyed, so the entire world will come to an end
eventually. All the disasters, wars, and tragedies are signs of
this end.
So Jesus wants us to be prepared and to trust in Him. Though
the whole world disappears, we have peace and security in Jesus
Christ and God. Christ submitted to be crucified, but He rose
from the dead on the third day. He ascended into heaven, and
He teaches us to follow Him.

Artist’s rendering of the Roman destruction of Jerusalem, 70 A.D.

Roman stone carving of the capture of Jerusalem Temple objects
(see the seven-branched Candlestand)

Read the life of St. Nicholas the Wonderworker,
Archbishop of Myra in Lycia:
Saint Nicholas, the Wonderworker, Archbishop of Myra in Lycia is famed as a great
saint pleasing unto God. He was born in the city of Patara in the region of Lycia (on the
south coast of modern-day Turkey), and was the only son of pious parents Theophanes
and Nonna, who had vowed to dedicate him to God.
From his childhood Nicholas thrived on the study of Divine Scripture; by day he
would not leave church, and by night he prayed and read books, making himself a
worthy dwelling place for the Holy Spirit. Bishop Nicholas of Patara rejoiced at the
spiritual success and deep piety of his nephew. He ordained him a reader, and then
elevated Nicholas to the priesthood, making him his assistant and entrusting him to
instruct the flock. The priest Nicholas displayed great kind-heartedness towards the
flock, and towards the afflicted who came to him for help, and he distributed all his
inheritance to the poor.
There was a certain formerly rich inhabitant of
Patara, whom Saint Nicholas saved from great
sin. The man had three grown daughters, and in
desperation he planned to sell their bodies so they
would have money for food. The saint, learning of
the man’s poverty and of his wicked intention,
secretly visited him one night and threw a sack of
gold through the window. With the money the
man arranged an honorable marriage for his
daughter. Saint Nicholas also provided gold for
the other daughters, thereby saving the family
from falling into spiritual destruction.
In
bestowing charity, Saint Nicholas always strove to
do this secretly and to conceal his good deeds.
The Bishop of Patara decided to go on
pilgrimage to the holy places at Jerusalem, and
entrusted the guidance of his flock to Saint
Nicholas, who fulfilled this obedience carefully
and with love. When the bishop returned, Nicholas asked his blessing for a pilgrimage
to the Holy Land. Along the way the saint predicted a storm would arise and threaten
the ship. Saint Nicholas saw the devil get on the ship, intending to sink it and kill all the
passengers. At the entreaty of the despairing pilgrims, he calmed the waves of the sea by
his prayers. Through his prayer a certain sailor of the ship, who had fallen from the
mast and was mortally injured was also restored to health.
Upon the death of Archbishop John, Nicholas was chosen as Bishop of Myra after one
of the bishops of the Council said that a new archbishop should be revealed by God, not
chosen by men. One of the elder bishops had a vision of a radiant Man, Who told him
that the one who came to the church that night and was first to enter should be made
archbishop. He would be named Nicholas. The bishop went to the church at night to
await Nicholas. The saint, always the first to arrive at church, was stopped by the

bishop. “What is your name, child?” he asked. God’s chosen one replied, “My name is
Nicholas, Master, and I am your servant.”
After his consecration as archbishop, Saint Nicholas remained a great ascetic,
appearing to his flock as an image of gentleness, kindness and love for people. This was
particularly precious for the Lycian Church during the persecution of Christians under
the emperor Diocletian* (284-305). Bishop Nicholas, locked up in prison together with
other Christians for refusing to worship idols, sustained them and exhorted them to
endure the fetters, punishment and torture. The Lord preserved him unharmed. Upon
the accession of Saint Constantine as emperor, Saint Nicholas was restored to his flock,
which joyfully received their guide and intercessor.
Despite his great gentleness of spirit and purity
of heart, Saint Nicholas was a zealous and ardent
warrior of the Church of Christ. Fighting evil
spirits, the saint made the rounds of the pagan
temples and shrines in the city of Myra and its
surroundings, shattering the idols and turning the
temples to dust.
In the year 325 Saint Nicholas was a
participant in the First Ecumenical Council. This
Council proclaimed the Nicean Symbol of Faith
(the Creed), and he stood up against the heretic
Arius with the likes of Saints Sylvester the Bishop
of Rome, Alexander of Alexandria, Spyridon of
Trimythontos, and other Fathers of the Council.
Saint Nicholas, fired with zeal for the Lord,
assailed the heretic Arius with his words, and also
struck him upon the face. For this reason, he was
deprived of the emblems of his episcopal rank and
placed under guard. But several of the holy Fathers had the same vision, seeing the
Lord Himself and the Mother of God returning to him the Gospel and omophorion.*
The Fathers of the Council agreed that the audacity of the saint was pleasing to God, and
restored the saint to the office of bishop.
Having returned to his own diocese, the saint brought it peace and blessings, sowing
the word of Truth, uprooting heresy, nourishing his flock with sound doctrine, and also
providing food for their bodies. Even during his life the saint worked many miracles.
One of the greatest was the deliverance from death of three men unjustly condemned by
the Governor, who had been bribed. The saint boldly went up to the executioner and
took his sword, already suspended over the heads of the condemned. The Governor,
denounced by Saint Nicholas for his wrong doing, repented and begged for forgiveness.
Witnessing this remarkable event were three military officers, who were sent to
Phrygia by the emperor Constantine to put down a rebellion. They did not suspect that
soon they would also be compelled to seek the intercession of Saint Nicholas. Evil men
slandered them before the emperor, and the officers were sentenced to death.
Appearing to Saint Constantine in a dream, Saint Nicholas called on him to overturn the
unjust sentence of the military officers.
He worked many other miracles, and struggled many long years at his labor.
Through the prayers of the saint, the city of Myra was rescued from a terrible famine.

He appeared to a certain Italian merchant and left him three gold pieces as a pledge of
payment. He requested him to sail to Myra and deliver grain there. More than once, the
saint saved those drowning in the sea, and provided release from captivity and
imprisonment.
Having reached old age, Saint Nicholas peacefully fell asleep in the Lord. His
venerable relics were preserved incorrupt in the local cathedral church and flowed with
curative myrrh, from which many received healing. In the year 1087, his relics were
transferred to the Italian city of Bari, where they rest even now. The name of the great
saint of God, the hierarch and wonderworker Nicholas, a speedy helper and suppliant
for all hastening to him, is famed in every corner of the earth, in many lands and among
many peoples. In Russia there are a multitude of cathedrals, monasteries and churches
consecrated in his name. There is, perhaps, not a single city without a church dedicated
to him.
__________
* The Diocletian persecution was the most extensive Empire-wide persecution of
Christians in the ancient Roman world.
* The omophorion is the distinctive vestment worn by a Bishop which drapes over the
shoulders.

F

riday, December 8

Read Luke 21:37-22:8.
Look at the illustration and ask: Who was Judas Iscariot? Judas
was one of the original twelve apostles of Christ, chosen by Him
and sent out to preach the Kingdom of God, heal diseases, and
cast out demons. Here we see Judas with a money-bag in his
hand meeting with the Jewish chief priests. What did Judas
agree to do for money? He agreed to betray Christ over to the
Jewish authorities so they could get rid of Jesus. This led to
Jesus’ crucifixion and death.
In the Gospel reading, what was Jesus doing during the day? He
taught publicly in the temple. Why didn’t the Jewish authorities
arrest Jesus in the temple? The authorities were afraid of the
people, that the people, who listened to Jesus, would side with
Him. So the authorities were glad when Judas came to them
because now they had a way into Jesus’ private life.
What is the lesson for us? No one is immune from the
temptations of greed, not even the closest of Jesus’ followers,
certainly not people who pride themselves in being religious (like
the chief priests). Yet Jesus, who knows everything before it
happens, humbly went along with all their schemes knowing He
would die on the Cross; but He also knew He would rise from the
dead!
So let us humbly follow Christ fighting off the temptations of
greed, wealth, and power. We will have to put our own self
desires to death, but we will be raised to a new life in the peace of
Christ.

Read the life of the Venerable Patapius of Thebes:
Saint Patapius was born at Thebes in Egypt into a pious Christian family. Reaching
the age of maturity, he scorned the vanities of the world and so went into the Egyptian
desert where he became known for his ascetic* deeds. Though he wished to dwell in
silence, people began to come to him for advice.
He went eventually to Constantinople, where he obtained a cell at the city wall, near
the Blachernae church. But here, too, he quickly became known. The sick began to
throng about, and he having been vouchsafed the gift of healing, began to help all the
needy.
After a life adorned with virtue and miracles, Saint Patapius fell asleep in the Lord
and was buried in the church of Saint John the Baptist.
__________
* Ascetic refers to training in various spiritual disciplines such as fasting, vigils, and
celibacy; a practice of such disciplines is called asceticism.

M

onday, December 11

Read Mark 8:11-21.
Look at the two images; one is Jesus multiplying the loaves and
fish to feed the multitudes, the other of bread rising because of
yeast in the dough. The one is an action of the grace of God in
Christ, the other a natural process. The one is a matter of faith
and trust in God, the other a matter of human reasoning, pride,
and habit.
Jesus warns against the leaven (i.e., yeast) of the Pharisees.
Explain that this is a reference to our human reasoning and
habit, like the yeast in a batch of dough which causes the dough
to rise just as it’s supposed to do. The Pharisees wanted to argue
with Jesus, asking for a sign in accordance with their way of
thinking which was proud and sure of self. But Jesus would not
give them a sign because His way of doing things is not
according to the way we think. We are proud and puffed up in
our ways, but Jesus is humble.
The greatest thing a disciple of Christ can learn is to humbly
trust Christ and not rely on our own thinking. Jesus provides for
us, and we need not worry or be anxious. We need only to
believe in God and Christ. Jesus is God(!) who was born and
died for us to take away our sin and pride, who was raised for us
from the dead to give us life and to give it abundantly.

Read the life of the Venerable Daniel the Stylite of
Constantinople:
Saint Daniel the Stylite was born in the village of Bethara, near the city of Samosata
in Mesopotamia. His mother Martha was childless for a long while and in her prayers
she vowed that if she had a child, she would dedicate him to the Lord. Her prayers were
heard, and Martha soon gave birth to a son, who was without a name until he was five
years of age.
The boy’s parents desired that since he was born through
the good-will of God, he should also receive his name from
God. They took their son to a monastery located nearby and
approached the igumen.* The igumen gave orders to take
down one of the service books, and unrolled it at random. He
found the Prophet Daniel mentioned in it. Thus did the boy
receive his name. The parents asked that he might remain at
the monastery, but the igumen would not accept him, since
he was still only a small boy. At twelve years of age, saying
nothing to no one, the child left home for the monastery.
His parents were happy when they learned where their son
was, and they went to the monastery. Seeing that he was still
going about in his worldly clothes, they besought that the
igumen should clothe him in the angelic garb. That Sunday
the igumen fulfilled their request, but permitted them often
to visit their son. The brethren of the monastery were
astonished at the saint’s ascetical efforts.
Once, Saint Simeon the Stylite* visited the monastery. He
foretold to the young monk, that he too would undertake the
feat of pillar-dwelling. Saint Daniel continued with his
ascetic life in seclusion. When the place of a new exploit was
revealed to him in a vision, he withdrew into the Thracian
wilderness together with two disciples. They set up a pillar,
upon which Saint Daniel dwelt for 33 years. People thronged
to the pillar, the unfortunate and those who were sick, and all
received help and healing from Saint Daniel. Byzantine
emperors also sought the prayers of the holy ascetic. The
most notable of the saint’s predictions was about a great fire
in Constantinople. Saint Daniel possessed also the gift of
gracious words. He guided many onto the path of correcting
their lives. The monk reposed in his eightieth year.
__________
* Igumen, literally the leader of a monastery, also known as an abbot
* Stylite means one who lives on a pillar (Gk., stylos)

W

ednesday, December 13

Read Mark 8:30-34.
Look at the icon of the Crucifixion of Christ. Note that Jesus told
His disciples in advance that this had to happen to Him. Ask:
When Jesus predicted His death, what did He say would happen
after He was going to die? Jesus would rise from the dead on the
third day.
Ask: After Jesus predicted His own death and resurrection, how
did the Apostle Peter react? Peter, the leader of the apostles,
began to rebuke Jesus, that is, he began to scold and contradict
Jesus for what He said. Why would Peter do that to His Lord?
Peter did not want His Lord to suffer, be rejected by the religious
authorities, and to die; the rejection of Christ would also mean
the rejection of the Christ’s followers. If you are following
someone you know is going to fail in what they’re doing – for
instance, a team going into a game, or staff going into a certain
job – wouldn’t you be upset and try to change the leader?
But the Cross of Christ is necessary, not only for Jesus to suffer
and die, but for each of us to suffer and die. Explain: Jesus says
to deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow Him. We have to
die to our sinful desires – selfishness, greed, pridefulness, lust for
pleasure, etc. – and suffer ridicule from the world around us
which sees such denial as a threat. We do this because being
cleansed from sins and sinful desires is the only way to see and
know God.
And remember, Jesus rose from the dead! People who die in sins
remain dead, but people who die to sins will live forever with
God. Only in this way of Christ are we saved.

Read the life of St. Herman, Wonderworker, of Alaska:
Saint Herman came from a family of merchants of Serpukhov, a city of the Moscow
diocese. His name before he was tonsured, and his family name are not known. There is
a possibility, however, that his baptismal name was Gerasimus. He had a great zeal for
piety from his youth, and he entered monastic life at sixteen. First he entered the
Trinity-Sergius Hermitage which was located near the Gulf of Finland on the Peterhof
Road, about 10 miles from Saint Petersburg. He also spent time at at Sarov, where he
first met Father Nazarius, who became his Elder at Valaam. Later, Saint Herman
followed him to Sanaxar where Saint Theodore was their igumen.
At the Saint Sergius Hermitage there occurred the
following incident to Father Herman. On the right side
of his throat under his chin there appeared an abscess.
The swelling grew rapidly, disfiguring his face. It
became difficult for him to swallow, and the odor was
unbearable. In this critical condition Father Herman
awaited death. He did not appeal to a physician of this
world, but locking his cell he fell before an icon of the
Mother of God. With fervent tears he prayed, asking of
Her that he might be healed. He prayed the whole
night. Then he took a wet towel and with it wiped the
face of the Most Holy Mother, and with this towel he
covered the swelling. He continued to pray with tears
until he fell asleep from sheer exhaustion on the floor.
In a dream he saw the Virgin Mary healing him.
When Herman awoke in the morning, he found to his
great surprise that he was fully healed. The swelling
had disappeared, even though the abscess had not broken through, leaving behind but a
small mark as though a reminder of the miracle. Physicians to whom this healing was
described did not believe it, arguing that it was necessary for the abscess to have either
broken through of its own accord or to have been cut open. But the words of the
physicians were the words of human experience, for where the grace of God operates
there the order of nature is overcome. Such occurrences humble human reason under
the strong hand of God’s Mercy.
For five or six years Father Herman continued to live in the Saint Sergius Hermitage,
and then he transferred to the Valaam Monastery, which was widely scattered on the
large islands in the waters of the great Lake Ladoga. A spiritual mission was organized
in 1793 with volunteers from the monks of the Valaam Monastery. They were sent to
preach the Word of God to the native inhabitants of northwestern America, who had
come under the sovereignty of Russia only ten years before. Saint Herman was one of
the members of this mission which also included: Archimandrite Joseph (Bolotoff), the
Hieromonks, Juvenal, Macarius, Athanasius, Stephan and Nectarius, Hierodeacons,
Nectarius and Stephen, and the monk Joasaph. After five years of productive labor, the
other members of this mission died one after another until in the end only Father
Herman remained. The Lord permitted him to labor longer than any of his brethren in
the apostolic task of enlightening the Aleutians.

Father Herman chose as his place of habitation Spruce Island, which he called New
Valaam. This island is separated by a strait about a mile and a quarter wide from
Kodiak Island on which had been built a wooden monastery for the residence of the
members of the mission, and a wooden church dedicated to the Resurrection of the
Savior. On Spruce Island he dug a cave out of the ground with his own hands, and in it
he lived his first full summer. For winter there was built for him a cell near the cave, in
which he lived until his death. The cave was converted by him into a place for his burial.
A wooden chapel, and a wooden house to be used as a schoolhouse and a guest house
were built not too distant from his cell. A garden was laid out in front of his cell. For
more than forty years Father Herman lived here.
Father Herman worked, and everything that he
acquired as a result of his immeasurable labors was used
for the feeding and clothing of orphans and also for books
for his students. His clothes were the same for winter as
for summer. He did not wear a shirt; instead he wore a
smock of deer skin, which he did not take off for several
years at a time, nor did he change it, so that the fur in it
was completely worn away, and the leather became glossy.
Then there were his boots or shoes, undercassock, an
ancient and faded out overcassock full of patchwork, and
his headdress, called a klobuk. He went everywhere in
these clothes, and at all times; in the rain, in snowstorms,
and during the coldest freezing weather.
A small bench covered with a time-worn deerskin
served as Father Herman’s bed. He used two bricks for a
pillow; these were hidden from visitors by a skin or a shirt.
There was no blanket. Instead, he covered himself with a wooden board which lay on
the stove. This board Father Herman, himself called his blanket, and he willed that it be
used to cover his remains; it was as long as he was tall.
The Elder ate very little. As a guest, he scarcely tasted the food, and remained
without dinner. In his cell his dinner consisted of a very small portion of a small fish or
some vegetables. His body, emaciated as a result of his labors, his vigils, and fasting,
was crushed by chains which weighed about sixteen pounds. These chains are kept to
this day in the chapel. Telling of these deeds of Father Herman, his disciple, the Aleut
Ignaty Aligyaga, added, “Yes, Apa led a very hard life, and no one can imitate his life!”
(The Aleutian word “Apa” means Elder or grandfather.)
The Bishop Peter once asked, “How do you manage to live alone in the forest, Father
Herman? Don’t you ever become lonesome?” He answered, “No I am not there alone!
God is here, as God is everywhere. The Holy Angels are there. With whom is it better to
talk, with people, or with Angels? Most certainly with Angels.”
Father Herman’s success was a result of His living the Gospel of Christ, especially
toward the Alaskan natives. He always interceded before the governors in behalf of
those who had transgressed. He defended those who had been offended. He helped
those who were in need with whatever means he had available. The Aleuts, men, women
and children, often visited him. Some asked for advice, others complained of
oppression, others sought out defense, and still others desired help. Each one received
the greatest possible satisfaction from the Elder. He discussed their mutual difficulties,

and he tried to settle these peacefully. He was especially concerned about reestablishing
understanding in families. If he did not succeed in reconciling a husband and wife, the
Elder prevailed upon them to separate temporarily. The need for such a procedure he
explained thus, “it is better to let them live apart, or believe me, it can be terrible if they
are not separated. There have been incidents when a husband killed his wife, or when a
wife destroyed her husband.” Father Herman especially loved children. He made large
quantities of biscuits for them, and he baked cookies for them; and the children were
fond of the Elder. Father Herman’s love for the Aleuts reached the point of self-denial.
Once when an epidemic was brought on a ship and for a month the natives died by
the hundreds, Father Herman ministered that whole time to both the recovering and the
dying. He built a school for children and taught them the Faith. He was known for his
eager and persuasive preaching and teaching, and Father Herman frequently engaged
persons concerning the meaning of life and the Orthodox Faith. On one occasion Father
Herman was invited aboard a frigate where he addressed the captain and crew
concerning love and the purpose of life. He concluded with these words: “For our own
good, and for our own fortune, let us at least promise ourselves that from this very
minute we will try to love God more than anything and to fulfill His Holy Will!”
When the account of the martyrdom of Peter the Aleut was told to Father Herman,
the Elder stood up before an icon reverently, made the sign of the Cross and
pronounced, “Holy newly-martyred Peter, pray to God for us!” He personally battled
with evil spirits on Spruce Island and in his cell; therefore, he greeted any visitor with a
prayer (to which an evil spirit would never respond, “Amen”). He fed birds with dried
fish, an ermine which lived under his cell, and bears from his hand. Many times he
predicted future events in people’s lives which then came to pass. Father Herman
stopped a destroying flood by prayer and an icon of the Theotokos placed as a barrier in
a sandy bank.
The time of the Elder’s passing had come. Quietly, the Elder bowed his head on his
disciple Gerasim’s chest; the cell was filled with a sweet-smelling odor; and his face
glowed, and Father Herman was no more! Thus he died in blessedness, he passed away
in the sleep of a righteous man in the eighty-first year of his life of great labor the 25th
day of December 1837 (the 13th of December according to the Julian Calendar).
The administrator of the colony Kashevarov had forbidden the burial of the Elder
until his own arrival. But a storm continued for a full month, and although the body lay
in state for a full month in the warm house of his students, his face did not undergo any
change at all, and not the slightest odor emanated from his body. No one arrived from
the harbor, and the inhabitants of Spruce Island alone buried the remains of the Elder in
the ground placing a wooden memorial marker above the grave. After this the wind
quieted down, and the surface of the sea became as smooth as a mirror.
One evening, above the village Katani (at Afognak) an unusual pillar of light which
reached up to heaven was seen above Spruce Island. Astonished by the miraculous
appearance, experienced elders and Gerasim Vologdin and his wife Anna said, “It seems
that Father Herman has left us,” and they began to pray. After a time, they were
informed that the Elder had indeed passed away that very night. This same pillar was
seen in various places by others. On the night of his death a vision was seen in another
of the settlements on Afognak; it seemed as though a man was rising from Spruce Island
into the clouds.

F

riday, December 15

Read Mark 9:33-41.
Look at the icon of Jesus and the children. Explain: Jesus often
pointed to children when talking about the Kingdom of God.
Children, especially very young children, are simple, humble
people, the exact opposite of most adults. Adults tend to
complicate things and be prideful. Ask: About what were Jesus’
disciples arguing in the Gospel reading? – who was the greatest!
How did Jesus respond to their argument? He said the greatest
should be known for how much they serve, to be like an
unassuming child. How could the disciples be arguing about
who was the greatest when God (Jesus Christ) was walking
along beside them? He is the greatest! Just to be walking
alongside Christ should be enough!
As with children, when it comes to the Kingdom of God, the
simplest things are just as, if not more, important than the
others. In the name of Christ, giving a cup of cold water to
someone is as important as casting out a demon. What matters
is our motivation for doing things: for Christ and not for
ourselves, to glorify God and not to glorify ourselves. This hard
lesson can only be learned by denying oneself and walking with
Christ in faith and humility.

Read the life of the Hieromartyr Eleutherius, his
mother Avanthia, and the Eparch Caribus:
Saint Eleutherius, the son of an illustrious Roman citizen, was raised in Christian
piety by his mother. His virtue was such that at the age twenty, he had been elevated to
bishop of Illyria. In the reign of the emperor Hadrian (117-138 A.D.), Saint Eleutherius
was tortured for his bold preaching about Christ, then was beheaded at Rome with his
mother Evanthia. The Eparch* Caribus, who had tortured Saint Eleutherius, also came
to believe in Christ and was executed.
__________
* Eparch is the title of a ruler of a city.

M

onday, December 18

Read Mark 9:42-10:1.
The phrase “causes you to sin”(v. 43, 45, 47) is the same as
“causes…to stumble” (v. 42). In this Gospel, Jesus is warning
against things that make people stumble, trip, and fall in their
faith in Christ. The greatest sin is to fall away from Christ, to
doubt Him, and not believe in Him as God and Savior.
Depending how we speak to and treat others, we can lead them
to doubt and disbelief in Christ, a very grievous thing.
How could our hand, or foot, or eye cause us to stumble in our
faith in Christ? It depends on what we do with our hand, where
our foot takes us, and what our eye takes in – if we participate in
bad, evil, and godless things, we stumble in our faith and lead
ourselves into eternal punishment (that is, hell). If evil becomes
a part of who we are, then we have to cut it out (like amputating
an infected limb) in order to enter the kingdom of God.
Jesus says to use salt on ourselves. Salt is a preservative which,
even though it burns, or stings, prevents infection. Our salt is
our faith in Christ in the grace of the Holy Spirit who drives sin
away and keeps us safe with God.

Read the life of the
companions at Rome:

Martyr

Sebastian

and

his

The Holy Martyr Sebastian was born in the city of Narbonum in Gaul (modern
France), and he received his education at Mediolanum (now Milan). Under the coreigning emperors Diocletian and Maximian (284-305) he occupied the position of head
of the imperial guards. Saint Sebastian was respected for his authority, and was loved
by the soldiers and those at court. He was a brave man filled with wisdom, his word was
honest, his judgment just, insightful in advice, faithful in his service and in everything
entrusted to him. He was a secret Christian, not out of fear, but so that he could provide
help to the brethren in a time of persecution.
The noble Christian brothers Marcellinus and Mark had been locked up in prison,
and at first they firmly confessed the true Faith. But under the influence of the tearful
entreaties of their pagan parents (Tranquillinus and Marcia), and also their own wives
and children, they began to waver in their intent to suffer for Christ. Saint Sebastian
went to the imperial treasurer, at whose house Marcellinus and Mark were held in
confinement, and addressed the brothers who were on the verge of yielding to the
entreaties of their family. He encouraged them to remain faithful to Christ, not to be
swayed by brief, earthly promises, and to focus on the everlasting kingdom of God.
Then Saint Sebastian said that if necessary, he would be willing to endure torment and
death in order to show them how to give their lives for Christ.
So Saint Sebastian persuaded the brothers to go through with their act of martyrdom,
and his speech stirred everyone present. bThey saw how his face shone like that of an
angel, and they saw how seven angels clothed him in a radiant garment, and heard a fair
Youth say, “You shall be with Me always.”
Zoe, the wife of the jailer Nicostratus, had lost her ability to speak six years
previously, and she fell down at the feet of Saint Sebastian, by her gestures imploring
him to heal her. The saint made the Sign of the Cross over the woman, and she
immediately began to speak and she glorified the Lord Jesus Christ. She said that she
had seen an angel holding an open book in which everything Saint Sebastian said was
written. Then all who saw the miracle also came to believe in the Savior of the world.
Nicostratus removed the chains from Marcellinus and Mark and offered to hide them,
but the brothers refused.
Mark said, “Let them tear the flesh from our bodies with cruel torments. They can kill
the body, but they cannot conquer the soul which contends for the Faith.” Nicostratus
and his wife asked for Baptism, and Saint Sebastian advised Nicostratus to serve Christ
rather than the Eparch. He also told him to assemble the prisoners so that those who
believed in Christ could be baptized. Nicostratus then requested his clerk Claudius to
send all the prisoners to his house. Sebastian spoke to them of Christ, and became
convinced that they were all inclined to be baptized. He summoned the priest Polycarp,
who prepared them, instructing them to fast in preparation for Baptism that evening.

Then Claudius informed Nicostratus that
the Roman eparch Arestius Chromatus
wanted to know why the prisoners were
gathered at his house. Nicostratus told
Claudius about the healing of his wife, and
Claudius brought his own sick sons,
Symphorian and Felix to Saint Sebastian. In
the evening the priest Polycarp baptized
Tranquillinus with his relatives and friends,
and Nicostratus and all his family, Claudius
and his sons, and also sixteen condemned
prisoners. The newly-baptized numbered
64 in all.
Appearing before the eparch Chromatus,
Nicostratus told him how Saint Sebastian
had converted them to Christianity and
healed many from sickness. The words of
Nicostratus persuaded the eparch.
He
summoned Saint Sebastian and the
presbyter Polycarp, and was enlightened by
them, and became a believer in Christ.
Nicostratus and Chromatus, his son
Tiburtius and all his household accepted holy Baptism. The number of the newlyenlightened increased to 1400. Upon becoming a Christian, Chromatus resigned his
office of eparch.
During this time the Bishop of Rome was Saint Gaius. He blessed Chromatus to go to
his estates in southern Italy with the priest Polycarp. Christians unable to endure
martyrdom also went with them. Father Polycarp went to strengthen the newlyconverted in the Faith.
Tiburtius, the son of Chromatus, desired to accept martyrdom and he remained in
Rome with Saint Sebastian. Of those remaining, Saint Gaius ordained Tranquillinus as
a presbyter, and his sons Marcellinus and Mark were ordained deacons. Nicostratus, his
wife Zoe and brother Castorius, and Claudius, his son Symphorian and brother
Victorinus also remained in Rome. They gathered for divine services at the court of the
emperor together with a secret Christian named Castulus, but soon the time came for
them to suffer for the Faith.
The pagans arrested Saint Zoe first, praying at the grave of the Apostle Peter. At the
trial she bravely confessed her faith in Christ. She died, hung by her hair over the foul
smoke from a great fire of dung. Her body then was thrown into the River Tiber.
Appearing in a vision to Saint Sebastian, she told him about her death.
The priest Tranquillinus was the next to suffer: pagans pelted him with stones at the
grave of the holy Apostle Peter, and his body was also thrown into the Tiber. Saints
Nicostratus, Castorius, Claudius, Victorinus, and Symphorian were seized at the
riverbank, when they were searching for the bodies of the martyrs. They were led to the
eparch, and the saints refused his command to offer sacrifice to idols. They tied stones
to the necks of the martyrs and then drowned them in the sea.

The false Christian Torquatus betrayed Saint Tiburtius. When the saint refused to
sacrifice to the idols, the judge ordered Tiburtius to walk barefoot on red-hot coals, but
the Lord preserved him. Tiburtius walked through the burning coals without feeling the
heat. The torturers then beheaded Saint Tiburtius, and his body was buried by
unknown Christians.
Torquatus also betrayed the holy Deacons Marcellinus and Mark, and Saint Castulus.
After torture, they threw Castulus into a pit and buried him alive, but Marcellinus and
Mark had their feet nailed to the same tree stump. They stood all night in prayer, and in
the morning they were stabbed with spears.
Saint Sebastian was the last one to be tortured. The emperor Diocletian personally
interrogated him, and seeing the determination of the holy martyr, he ordered him
taken out of the city, tied to a tree and shot with arrows. Irene, the wife of Saint
Castulus, went at night in order to bury Saint Sebastian, but found him alive and took
him to her home.
Saint Sebastian soon recovered from his wounds. Christians urged him to leave
Rome, but he refused. Coming near a pagan temple, the saint saw the emperors
approaching and he publicly denounced them for their impiety. Diocletian ordered the
holy martyr to be taken to the Circus Maximus to be executed. They clubbed Saint
Sebastian to death, and cast his body into the sewer. The holy martyr appeared to a
pious woman named Lucina in a vision, and told her to take his body and bury it in the
catacombs. This she did with the help of her slaves. Today his basilica stands on the
site of his tomb.

W

ednesday, December 20

Read Mark 10:11-16.
Look at the images and identify what is happening in each one
(clockwise from top left): bride and groom (husband and wife)
being crowned during the Marriage Service; Baptism of a child;
receiving Holy Communion; and Chrismation of a child. These
are images of holy family life; in them, God is bringing people
into communion with Himself and each other. Note that God
intends this communion to be forever.
What are two things Jesus talks about which break that
communion with God? He talks about divorce and the rebuking
of children, both common things in the ancient and modern
worlds.
Divorce proceeds from and leads to adultery,
unfaithfulness to one’s spouse, which is ultimately unfaithfulness
to God who made marriage. Rebuking of children proceeds from
and leads to pride, putting aside the simple, which is ultimately
putting aside God who made the simple as examples of pure
faith.
How can we remain faithful to God? We should love what God
has made: our spouses and children, and find in these simple
gifts the kingdom of God.

Read the life of the Hieromartyr Ignatius of Antioch:
The Hieromartyr Ignatius the God-Bearer, was a disciple of the holy Apostle and
Evangelist John the Theologian, as was also Saint Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna. Saint
Ignatius was the second bishop of Antioch, and successor to Bishop Euodius, Apostle of
the Seventy.
Tradition suggests that when Saint Ignatius was a little boy, the Savior hugged him
and said: “Unless you turn and become as little children, you shall not enter into the
Kingdom of Heaven” (Mt. 18:3). The saint was called “God-Bearer” (Theophoros),
because he bore God in his heart and prayed unceasingly to Him. He also had this name
because he was held in the arms of Christ, the incarnate Son of God.
As Bishop of Antioch, Saint Ignatius was zealous and spared no effort to build up the
church of Christ. To him is attributed the practice of antiphonal singing (by two choirs,
back and forth) during church services. He had seen a vision of the angels in heaven
alternately singing praises to God, and divided his church choir to follow this example.
In the time of persecution he was a source of strength to the souls of his flock, and was
eager to suffer for Christ.
In the year 106 the emperor Trajan (98-117), after his victory over the Scythians,
ordered everyone to give thanks to the pagan gods, and to put to death any Christians
who refused to worship the idols. In the year 107, Trajan happened to pass through
Antioch. Here they told him that Bishop Ignatius openly confessed Christ, and taught
people to scorn riches, to lead a virtuous life, and preserve their virginity. Saint Ignatius
came voluntarily before the emperor, so as to avert persecution of the Christians in
Antioch. Saint Ignatius rejected the persistent requests of the emperor Trajan to
sacrifice to the idols. The emperor then decided to send him to Rome to be thrown to
the wild beasts. Saint Ignatius joyfully accepted the sentence imposed upon him. His
readiness for martyrdom was attested to by eyewitnesses, who accompanied Saint
Ignatius from Antioch to Rome.
On the way to Rome, the ship sailed from Seleucia stopped at Smyrna (on the west
coast of modern-day Turkey), where Saint Ignatius met with his friend Bishop Polycarp.
Clergy and believers from other cities and towns thronged to see Saint Ignatius. He
exhorted everyone not to fear death and not to grieve for him. In his Epistle to the
Roman Christians, he asked them to assist him with their prayers, and to pray that God
would strengthen him in his impending martyrdom for Christ: “I seek Him Who died for
us; I desire Him Who rose for our salvation... In me, desire has been nailed to the cross,
and no flame of material longing is left. Only the living water speaks within me, saying,
‘Hasten to the Father.’”
From Smyrna, Saint Ignatius went to Troas. Here he heard the happy news of the
end of the persecution against Christians in Antioch. From Troas, Saint Ignatius sailed
to Neapolis (in Macedonia) and then to Philippi.
On the way to Rome Saint Ignatius visited several churches, teaching and guiding the
Christians there. He also wrote seven epistles: to the churches of Ephesus, Magnesia,
Tralles, Rome, Philadelphia, and Smyrna, and a letter to Saint Polycarp, who mentions a
collection of the letters of Saint Ignatius in his letter to the Philippians. Saint Irenaeus
of Lyons (+202) quotes from Saint Ignatius’s letter to the Romans (AGAINST
HERESIES 5:28:4). All these letters have survived to the present day.

The Roman Christians met Saint Ignatius with great joy and profound sorrow. Some
of them hoped to prevent his execution, but Saint Ignatius implored them not to do this.
Kneeling down, he prayed together with the believers for the Church, for love between
the brethren, and for an end to the persecution against Christians.
On December 20, the day of a pagan festival, they led Saint Ignatius into the arena,
and he turned to the people: “Men of Rome, you know that I am sentenced to death, not
because of any crime, but because of my love for God, by Whose love I am embraced. I
long to be with Him, and offer myself to him as a pure loaf, made of fine wheat ground
fine by the teeth of wild beasts.”
After this the lions were released and tore him to pieces, leaving only his heart and a
few bones. Tradition says that on his way to execution, Saint Ignatius unceasingly
repeated the name of Jesus Christ. When they asked him why he was doing this, Saint
Ignatius answered that this Name was written in his heart, and that he confessed with
his lips Him Whom he always carried within. When the saint was devoured by the lions,
his heart was not touched. When they cut open the heart, the pagans saw an inscription
in gold letters: “Jesus Christ.” After his execution Saint Ignatius appeared to many of
the faithful in their sleep to comfort them, and some saw him at prayer for the city of
Rome.
Hearing of the saint’s great courage, Trajan thought well of him and stopped the
persecution against the Christians. The relics of Saint Ignatius were transferred to
Antioch (commemorated on January 29), and on February 1, 637, were returned to
Rome and placed in the church of San Clemente.

F

riday, December 22

Read Mark 10:23-32.
Look at the icon of Christ’s birth. Where was He born, and into
what was He placed after He was born? – a cave and a manger
(an animals’ feeding trough). Explain: Jesus came into the
world with no worldly wealth, and He never had riches His
entire life on earth. Jesus Christ is God become Man, who came
to show us the way to God and eternal life which does not depend
on being rich or wealthy. This is why when Jesus calls disciples,
He calls them to give up riches, wealth, and material things for
the sake of the most important thing, knowing God.
Ask: What does Jesus say about people who are rich and their
ability to enter the kingdom of God? He says it is very difficult
for rich people (who trust in riches) to enter God’s kingdom.
Why? – because rich people think they have everything they need
right here and now and do not think they need anything more,
namely, God or His kingdom. How did the disciples react to
Jesus teaching about being rich? They realized how difficult it is
for anyone to be saved because everyone struggles with the
temptation to trust in riches and material things more than to
believe in God.
If we follow Christ, we will be amazed like the disciples because
Jesus’ teaching is so opposite the ways of the world. Yet trusting
in Christ and learning to put away things that get in the way of
Christ, God continues to take care of us. This is no more true
than going with Christ to His Cross, but then rejoicing in His
resurrection from the dead.

Read the life of the Martyr Anastasia and her
companions:
The Great Martyr Anastasia, a Roman by birth, suffered for Christ at the time of
Diocletian’s persecution of Christians. Her father was a pagan, but her mother was
secretly a Christian. Saint Anastasia’s teacher in her youth was an educated and pious
Christian named Chrysogonus. After the death of her mother, her father gave Saint
Anastasia in marriage to a pagan named Publius, but feigning illness, she preserved her
virginity.
Clothing herself in the garb of a
beggar, and accompanied by only one
servant, she visited the prisons. She fed,
doctored, and often ransomed captives
who were suffering for their faith in
Christ. When her servant told Publius
about everything, he subjected his wife to
a beating and locked her up at home.
Saint Anastasia then began to correspond
secretly with Chrysogonus, who told the
saint to be patient, to cleave to the Cross
of Christ, and to accept the Lord’s will.
He also foretold the impending death of
Publius in the sea. After a certain while
Publius did indeed drown, as he was
setting out with a delegation to Persia.
After the death of her husband, Saint
Anastasia began to distribute her
property to the poor and suffering.
Diocletian was informed that the
Christians who filled the prisons of Rome
stoically endured tortures.
He gave
orders to kill them all in a single night,
and for Chrysogonus to be sent to him at
Aquileia. Saint Anastasia followed her
teacher at a distance.
The emperor interrogated Chrysogonus personally, but could not make him renounce
his faith. Therefore, he commanded that he be beheaded and thrown into the sea. The
body and severed head of the holy martyr were carried to shore by the waves. There by
divine Providence, the relics were found by a presbyter named Zoilus who placed them
in a coffer, and concealed them at his home.
Saint Chrysogonus appeared to Zoilus and informed him that martyrdom was at hand
for Agape, Chione, and Irene, three sisters who lived nearby. He told him to send Saint
Anastasia to them to encourage them. Saint Chrysogonus foretold that Zoilus would
also die on the same day. Nine days later, the words of Saint Chrysogonus were fulfilled.
Zoilus fell asleep in the Lord, and Saint Anastasia visited the three maidens before their
tortures. When these three martyrs gave up their souls to the Lord, she buried them.

Having carried out her teacher’s request, the saint went from city to city ministering
to Christian prisoners. Proficient in the medical arts of the time, she zealously cared for
captives far and wide, healing their wounds and relieving their suffering. Because of her
labors, Saint Anastasia received the name Deliverer from Potions, since by her
intercessions she has healed many from the effects of potions, poisons, and other
harmful substances.
She made the acquaintance of the pious young widow Theodota, finding in her a
faithful helper. Theodota was taken for questioning when it was learned that she was a
Christian. Meanwhile, Saint Anastasia was arrested in Illyricum. This occurred just
after all the Christian captives there had been murdered in a single night by order of
Diocletian. Saint Anastasia had come to one of the prisons, and finding no one there,
she began to weep loudly. The jailers realized that she was a Christian and took her to
the prefect of the district, who tried to persuade her to deny Christ by threatening her
with torture. After his unsuccessful attempts to persuade Saint Anastasia to offer
sacrifice to idols, he handed her over to the pagan priest Ulpian in Rome.
The cunning pagan offered Saint Anastasia the choice between luxury and riches, or
grievous sufferings. He set before her gold, precious stones and fine clothing, and also
fearsome instruments of torture. The crafty man was put to shame by the bride of
Christ. Saint Anastasia refused the riches and chose the tools of torture.
But the Lord prolonged the earthly life of the saint, and Ulpian gave her three days to
reconsider. Charmed by Anastasia’s beauty, the pagan priest decided to defile her
purity. However, when he tried to touch her he suddenly became blind. His head began
to ache so severely that he screamed like a madman. He asked to be taken to a pagan
temple to appeal to the idols for help, but on the way he fell down and died.
Saint Anastasia was set free, and she and Theodota again devoted themselves to the
care of imprisoned Christians. Before long, Saint Theodota and her three sons accepted
a martyrdom. Her eldest son, Evodus, stood bravely before the judge and endured
beatings without protest. After lengthy torture, they were all thrown into a red-hot
oven.
Saint Anastasia was caught again and condemned to death by starvation. She
remained in prison without food for sixty days. Saint Theodota appeared to the martyr
every night and gave her courage. Seeing that hunger caused Saint Anastasia no harm
whatsoever, the judge sentenced her to drowning together with other prisoners. Among
them was Eutychianus, who was condemned for his Christian faith.
The prisoners were put into a boat which went out into the open sea. The soldiers
bored holes in the boat and got into a galley. Saint Theodota appeared to the captives
and steered the ship to shore. When they reached dry land, 120 men believed in Christ
and were baptized by Saints Anastasia and Eutychianus. All were captured and received
a martyr’s crown. Saint Anastasia was stretched between four pillars and burned alive.
A certain pious woman named Apollinaria buried her body, which was unharmed by the
fire, in the garden outside her house.
In the fifth century the relics of Saint Anastasia were transferred to Constantinople,
where a church was built and dedicated to her. Later the head and a hand of the Great
Martyr were transferred to the monastery of Saint Anastasia [Deliverer from Potions],
near Mount Athos in northwestern Greece.

M

onday, December 25

Read Matthew 2:1-12.
Today is the great Feast day of Christmas, the Nativity (Birth) of
Jesus Christ our Lord in the flesh. The word “Christmas” literally
means “Christ’s Mass,” that is, the Divine Liturgy with Holy
Communion served on the day of Christ’s Birth. The celebration
of Christmas is truly complete with the reception of the Body and
Blood of Christ; this is how Christ is born in us today, and this is
how we, like the Magi (the “wise men”), come and worship Him.
How did the Magi know where to find Jesus? They were guided
by two things: one, the star which led them from their home
country in the East (Persia); and two, the words of the Prophet
Micah – “Bethlehem, in the land of Judah.” Thus God guided
them and us to find Christ the Lord, both by God’s marvelous
creation around us, and finally through His word which tells us
specifically where Jesus is located.
The Magi completed a long and difficult journey to find Christ.
They brought expensive gifts to Him. If we believe that Jesus is
our Savior, we also will spare no expense to come and worship
Him. Contrast that with King Herod and the Jewish leaders who
lived in the same country as Jesus but ignored and then tried to
destroy Him.
Also read Matthew 1:18-25 and Luke 2:1-20 which give the
details of Jesus’ Birth as depicted in the icon. The detail in the
bottom left corner of the icon shows the devil (as an older man)
trying to trick Joseph into thinking that Mary was not a virgin,
but that she had her Child with another man.

Toparion of the Feast (Hymn of the Day)
Thy Nativity, O Christ our God, has shown to the world the light
of wisdom! For by it, those who worshiped the stars were taught
by a star to adore Thee, the Sun of Righteousness, and to know
Thee, the Orient from on high. O Lord, glory to Thee!
[Sun of Righteousness (see Malachi 3:20); Orient (lit., Sunrise; see Jeremiah 23:5)]

W

ednesday, December 27

Read Mark 11:23-26.
Look at the icon and explain that in it Christ is cursing a fig tree
which had no fruit on it. The next morning as Jesus and His
disciples went past the tree, they saw that the tree was
completely dried up from the roots. After Peter expressed
amazement at this, Jesus spoke the words of today’s Gospel
reading about moving mountains.
Jesus speaks about three related things: faith, prayer, and
forgiveness. Faith without doubting has power to mountains.
Prayer is the voice of faith which asks God. Forgiveness keeps
prayer focused on what is most important, communion with God
and one another. Most of the time, the most impressive thing
that ever takes place in our lives is the forgiveness of sins. It is
truly a miracle that God forgives us who sins against Him over
and over again. It is truly a miracle for us to be able to forgive
others because we continually and mutually sin against each
other.
God gives us great and powerful faith not to show off before
other people. He gives us faith to trust in His mercy and grace in
Christ. Trust in Christ enables us to pray without any doubts of
God’s love for us. We can ask God anything in prayer. Such
prayer exists because we live in love with all those around us,
even our enemies, because God lives in love with us.

Read the life of the Firstmartyr and Archdeacon
Stephen:
The Holy Protomartyr and Archdeacon Stephen was the eldest of the seven deacons
appointed by the Apostles themselves (Acts 6:1-7), and therefore he is called
“archdeacon.” He was the first Christian martyr, and he suffered for Christ when he was
about thirty. In the words of Asterias, he was “the starting point of the martyrs, the
instructor of suffering for Christ, the foundation of righteous confession, since Stephen
was the first to shed his blood for the Gospel.”
Filled with the Holy Spirit, Saint Stephen preached Christianity and defeated Jewish
teachers of the Law in debate. The Jews maligned Saint Stephen, saying that he had
uttered blasphemy against God and against Moses. Saint Stephen came before the
Sanhedrin (Jewish High Council) and the High Priest to answer these charges. He gave
a fiery speech, in which he recounted the history of the Jewish nation, and denounced
the Jews for persecuting the prophets, and also for executing the promised Messiah,
Jesus Christ (Acts 7).
During his speech, Saint Stephen suddenly saw the heavens opened and Jesus Christ
standing at the right hand of God. The Jews shouted and covered their ears, and rushed
at him. They dragged him out of the city and stoned him, but the holy martyr prayed for
his murderers. Far off on the heights stood the Mother of God with the holy Apostle
John the Theologian, and she prayed fervently for the martyr. Before his death Saint
Stephen said, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. O Lord, lay not this sin to their charge.”
Then he joyfully gave up his pure soul to Christ.
The body of the holy Protomartyr Stephen, left to be eaten by beasts, was secretly
taken up by the Jewish teacher Gamaliel and his son Habib, who buried Stephen on his
estate. They both believed in Christ, and later received holy Baptism. Saint Stephen is
also commemorated on August 2 (translation of his relics) and on September 15
(uncovering of his relics in the year 415).

F

riday, December 29

Read Mark 12:1-12.
Look at the picture of the vineyard and the wicked vinedressers.
On the left side is the owner of the vineyard leasing it out to
vinedressers; on the right are the servants and son of the owner
being abused and killed by the wicked vinedressers. Ask: What is
the job of the vinedressers to whom the vineyard is leased? They
are to tend the grapevines, harvest the fruit, and produce wine
for a profit. Instead, they tried to steal the vineyard from its
owner.
Explain that Jesus tells this parable as a picture of what
happened in the nation of Israel. God is the owner; the
vinedressers are the Israelites, the Jewish people. Ask: What did
God hope the nation of Israel would produce? God hoped for
fruits of faith and love, and people devoted to Him in
thankfulness for His blessings of life. Instead, what did Israel
eventually do with God’s nation, even when He sent His own Son
Jesus to it? They tried to take God’s blessings for themselves to
do with what they wanted, even killing God’s Son on the Cross
because Jesus spoke against them.
What Jesus teaches about Israel is true for His Church. God will
always be the owner of the vineyard. He will never give it away
to wicked people; rather, He will entrust it to people who do His
will. The proof of God’s plan is the resurrection of His crucified
Son from the dead. God wants people – Christians – who want
to share in His blessings, and they will remain forever in the
vineyard, but the disobedient and evil will be destroyed.

Read the account of the martyred Holy Innocents:
14,000 Holy Infants were killed by King Herod in Bethlehem. When the time came
for the Incarnation* of the Son of God and His Birth of the Most Holy Virgin Mary, Magi
in the East beheld a new star in the heavens, foretelling the Nativity of the King of the
Jews. They journeyed immediately to Jerusalem to worship the Child, and the star
showed them the way. Having worshipped the divine Infant, they did not return to
Jerusalem to Herod, as he had ordered them, but being warned by God in a dream, they
went back to their country by another way. Herod finally realized that his scheme to
find the Child would not be successful, and he ordered that all the male children two
years old and younger at Bethlehem and its
surroundings be killed (Matt. 2:16-18). He
thought that the divine Infant, Whom he
considered a rival, would be among the
dead children.
The murdered infants thus became the
first martyrs for Christ. The rage of Herod
fell also on Simeon the God-Receiver (Luke
2:25-35), who declared before everyone in
the Temple that the Messiah had been
born. When the holy Elder died, Herod
would not give permission for him to be
properly buried. On the orders of King
Herod, the holy prophet and priest
Zachariah was also killed.
He was
murdered in Jerusalem between the
Temple and the altar (Mt. 23:35) because
he would not tell the whereabouts of his
son John, the future Baptist of the Lord
Jesus Christ.
The wrath of God soon fell upon Herod
himself: a horrid condition struck him
down and he died, eaten by worms while
still alive. Before his death, the impious king murdered the chief priests and scribes of
the Jews, and also his brother, and his sister and her husband, and also his own wife
Mariam, and three of his sons, and seventy men of wisdom who were members of the
Sanhedrin. He initiated this bloodbath so that the day of his death would not be one of
rejoicing, but one of mourning.

