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       Akathist services to the Virgin Mary, also known as The Salutations, characterize the worship in many Orthodox Churches during Friday evenings of Great Lent, although an akathist may be sung to nearly every saint and are held at other seasons and for many intentions.  The term akathist – from the Greek akathistos – as with many arcane words, lend to it the sound of some remote and ancient prayer, intended to invoke a sense of the inscrutable.  All the word means is “not to sit,” or by implication to remain standing.  It defines the worshippers’ customary posture during the Salutations to the Virgin.  In some churches, people remain standing for hours on end, as by offering an arduous Lenten struggle in itself will achieve the intended spiritual result and thus answer our prayers.

        However, it is a means to an end and indeed entails something more from us, with even greater gravity: to remain vigilant.  Thus, it is not to be understood as a physical stance and posture alone.  It is a state of spiritual attention and focus.
       During Great Lent, or especially so, it is fruitful and customary to examine two matters of import: sin & forgiveness.  The former is emblematic of Lent itself, while the latter usually precedes our Lenten effort.  Let us look at that first.

Forgiveness and Health 
        In a book entitled: Dare to Forgive  Edward Hallowell examines the phenomenon of forgiveness from psychological, chemical and biological perspectives.  Usually, when Christians think of the act of forgiveness, we assume that the guilty person who has been forgiven gets the better deal, as it were, and walks away scot-free from his or her infraction or offense.  Or we think of a good Christian “turning the other cheek.”  We envision that the forgiving person is performing a noble, altruistic deed of great merit.  According to this study, this is not entirely true and the primary beneficiary may very well be the forgiver himself.  For example, actual research studies have shown that a forgiving person who lets go of his anger, anxiety, grudge or bitterness to others often attains physical benefits.  Blood pressure is lowered and the heart rate is reduced.  By further contrast we have learned that, for someone who retains a lingering resentment or inability to forgive offenses, the body’s immune system is seriously impaired and stressed.  The ability to forgive enables the forgiver to function properly, to move on to newer and presumably higher stages and encounters in his or her life.  Meanwhile, the person who harbors angers and grudges remains emotionally bogged down, in a spiritual rut, festering old wounds that remain unhealed.  He becomes closed not only to others but also to his own advancement.

       Viewed in this way, we can readily see that developing and fostering a forgiving attitude is intrinsic not only to social, ethical, moral and elementary Christian behavior but impacts our well-being and functioning as healthy persons.  This has implications for us as individuals and as members of society.

       Thus, our participation in the Akathist ought to encourage us to be vigilant about our angers and wise in helping to focus on our ability to forgive.  Let us become more aware of those obstacles that hamper our conduct so that we might become rightfully conscious of the salvation already attained for us by Our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

Learning from our sins
       Being unforgiving – which is without question a Christian sin – leads us to reflect upon the customary duty and inclination of believers to flee from our sins and to refrain from untoward behaviors.  We are asked to confess and avoid all sinful attitudes, to run from them, to put our impediments aside, to be more Christ-like and thus to become better Orthodox Christians.  Or should we? The question arises: are sins merely a distraction in our pursuit and journey toward Christ, or can they be hidden opportunities for spiritual growth?  Avoidance does not usually accomplish the intended result.  Facing our flaws head-on with a clear eye has a better chance of success.

       One of my favorite saints from my teen years has been St. John Climacus. At this time of year, we turn to the 6th century record of his struggles in overcoming sin, which is described in his book: “The Ladder of Divine Ascent.” In it, he counsels us first to identify specific sins that corrupt our soul and impede our journey to Christ.  We must identify them clearly in order that we may better renounce them.  In other spiritual writings, we learn a counsel which looks strange, at first; that is:  not to abandon our sins too quickly, but to remain vigilant and to reflect upon them.  In brief: search the root of your sin, don’t let go of your internal enemy, until you have adequately known, fathomed its origin and thus become better able to conquer it – with the Lord’s help.  We are to ask ourselves: “why does this sin possess me?” “Why do I behave in this way, when I want to do otherwise?” Might a certain sin come from our youth, from some unintended parental example, or from a behavior we learned from peers and that lingers on in our life with a consistency of behavior that has become ingrained?  Or is it fostered by the environment in which we find ourself or from external and unexamined which impact on our life?  Do I marginalize my sin, or trivialize it, or justify it in my mind in order to explain it away?  At best, this attitude would afford only temporary relief and could lead to self-deception which is seen as the culprit behind all sins, the source of which is often ascribed to the evil one.

       The patron of our Cathedral is Saint George, portrayed in many icons as slaying a dragon.  Over the years, however, I have come to give that wily dragon his due.  It is a formidable foe and – as with many adversaries – we may learn much from them about ourselves, our strengths, our weaknesses.  The lesson here is that we carefully examine this foe of ours, who may indeed reside within our own patterns of behavior and result in sins we thought we overcame and had truly set aside.  Each of us have our own dragons that intimidate us and traumatize our personal lives.

       All of these thoughts bring us to the Sacrament of Penance, of earnest Confession and of sincerely seeking Absolution for our sins and infractions – especially during Great Lent.  In our ascetic tradition, it is nearly impossible to overcome our sins by ourselves.  Our own efforts alone are simply not enough.  We need Christ. And it requires the practical, objective guidance of our spiritual father to serve as a sounding board as we examine the troubling aspects of our lives.  It would also include the counsel of our trusted, good friends and fellow worshippers.  Only with such examination and with accompanying repentance can we rightfully – and authentically – approach our priest and pastor for absolution.      
       Otherwise, we are faced with a grievous caveat: we run the risk that our sins return with a vengeance.  We fall down from that ladder of divine ascent into the grip of the dragon.  And, as St. John Climacus warned, this flaw happens to the best of us.

      In his classic book: The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, Vladimir Lossky once wrote:  “It is neither activity nor passivity that characterizes the spiritual man in the world. It is vigilance.”                
 © 2007 All rights reserved   

May be reproduced with permission of the author
