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Commitment in Spiritual Life

Meditation:


“Go in through the narrow gate; for wide is the gate and broad is the way that leads to destruction, and many are the ones entering in through it. For narrow is the gate, and constricted is the way that
leads away into life, and few are the ones finding it” (Matthew 7:13-14).


When our Lord Jesus Christ said that we should “go in through the narrow gate,” He did not mean it as a commandment for Christians to seek narrow gates, but He meant it as a sign. It is a sign of what a Christian’s life will be like if he/she decides to follow God. God does not want us to choose the most difficult ways of living or to try to be as miserable as possible in this world so as to enter the heavenly kingdom. But if we, Christians, offer our lives to Christ and commit to Him, we will go through tribulations (i.e. the narrow gate) due to the evilness of this world. Do not be weary though, for when God sees that we are trying our best to stand steadfast by Him, He will immediately send help from above in a miraculous way to pull us out to safety.

Objective:

· Commitment (seriousness) in Spiritual Life

Memory Verse:

“Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? As it is written: For Your sake we are killed all day long” (Romans 8:35,36).

References:

· New King James Bible
· A sermon by Father Angelos in El-Manial Church during the revival in the year 1997
Introduction:


We all strive to be saints during this life but many times we fall short to achieving our goal and we feel like we are dragged back to where we started. We then wonder how these people that the Church mentions in the Synaxarium became the saints they are. These saints lived in the same evil world we live in; they were tempted with the same temptations that we are tempted with, and some of them even lived a worse life than us all. So why these people are saints and we are not? The answer to the question is very simple. Maybe these people lived a part of their life in darkness and evil, like St. Moses the black, but at one point, they made a commitment to God and did not turn back away from it. They became committed and serious about their spiritual life, no matter what risks, dangers, or losses they had to endure as a result of their steadfast stand to such a decision.

Lesson Outline:


Most of us live in a state of a coma. We work in the morning, watch TV in the evening, eat when hungry, and sleep when tired. We don’t have any set standards or spiritual goals in our lives. We then
go to confession and say that we feel like sinners and do not know what to do. First and foremost, we need to sit with ourselves and know whether we are serious about Jesus Christ or not, whether we are
willing to do what it takes for us to be His or not; or are we so weak that after hearing His calling and seeing his open loving arms, we decide to be sad at the Word and go away grieving (Mark 10:22) like the rich man.


Most of us are always looking for things to do to earn the heavenly kingdom. It would be our dream come true if our father of confession would give us a list of 1, 2, 3… to do that will guarantee us heaven. Unfortunately, God is not like that. God does not work with lists or requirements. We cannot just give Him what is His’ and then we’re free to do whatever we want. The commandment is very clear, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your mind, and with all your strength” (Mark 12:30). A full and complete life commitment to worship God and to follow Him to the ends of the earth is our key to abide in Him. No space for the world or any of its desires should be present after Jesus comes in.

Characteristic Features of a Serious Spiritual Life


When we meditate on the lives of the saints of our Church, we always see four characteristic features in their spiritual life. These four aspects or characteristics should be the cornerstone and the blue print of our own spiritual lives.

A. Clarity of goal


The first point to a successful serious spiritual life is a clear goal; eyes wide open on the road; a mission; a plan. Sadly however, we sometimes even forget the reason why we come to church. Who can boldly say, “I come to church to meet with Jesus?” Who of us is actually coming to church to ask for a favor from God, to meet with friends, to just satisfy his parents, or to not even feel guilt for not going to church on Sundays; and who among us is actually coming to church to have a personal chat with Jesus?


Since we do not have a clear goal, we are lost and confused. We do not know which college to go to, what field to major in, whom to marry, what job to accept, etc. Our Church fathers did not have that confusion in their lives. They had a clear goal.


Even when their neck was under the sword, their goal was still clear, Jesus Christ. No one could shake their faith; their goal was clear. Their clear goal was “my life does not matter; my life does not make a difference; I do not care if I live or die, as long as I live with Jesus Christ; that is how much clear I see the way.” Their vision was so clear that the Church decided to name those who died for Jesus Christ Martyrs, which means, “to see.” Martyrdom means the “vision” or the “revelation.”

In Church manuscripts, there is a story about an emperor that was persecuting Christians. One day he was torturing an 87-year-old man by the name of Polycarp. The emperor felt so sad for that old man and for what he was going through; he told him, “Have mercy on your age and deny Jesus Christ so that I may grant you mercy.” With all faith and with all clarity of goal the old man Polycarp told him, “87 years I lived with Jesus Christ and He never betrayed me; how can I betray him now?” St. Polycarp is indeed a deserving saint in our Church; may we all ask for his prayers and supplications to the Lord Jesus Christ on our behalf that He may grant us clarity of goal.


Let us all have a clear and an apparent Jesus. Lets us not put Him on a balance, see what we need to give up to have Him, and then weigh it out. How can one weigh an Absolute such as our Lord Jesus Christ with relative things of this world? And if Jesus is our Absolute, then there is no other absolute out there, for there can only be One Right Absolute. “Do not love the world nor the things in the world. The world is passing away, and its lust. But the one doing the will of God abides forever” (1 John 2:15-17).

B. Determination


Second point to a successful serious spiritual life is persistence. One can imagine all the thoughts that went through St. Anthony’s head when he decided to go live in the desert. The devil definitely had tried to discourage him, telling him how cold and hot the desert will be, how full of snakes and wild beasts it will be, and how lonely it will be. But because of St. Anthony’s determination on living with Jesus Christ, Christianity all around the world now enjoys the heavenly aspect of Monasticism.


A few years ago, when Russia was a communist Country, Christianity was outlawed. Priests, clergy, and any testifying Christians were arrested and locked up in concentration camps. They were tortured to extremes to deny Christ, but just like St. Polycarp, they all had a clear goal and were determined in their commitment to follow Jesus Christ, no matter the circumstances.


One day, one of the priests in the prison saved his one and only meal of the day, a piece of bread, to use it as the bread of offering, for he longed for a liturgy and communion. He gathered all the clergy and they all decided to pray a liturgy but did not know where’s a worthy place in such a dirty prison cell to use as an altar to officiate the sacrament. With some simple meditation, they remembered that an altar is a place where Jesus Christ is sacrificed, so with all unity, they went towards the most tortured prisoner among them, the one lying in the corner covered with wounds and blood, who could not move out of pain, who has not denied Christ despite of all the tortures he experienced, and decided that his body was a worthy altar to sacrifice Jesus on. They placed the bread on him and started praying the liturgy.


Why couldn’t they just deny Jesus Christ and go back home to their families and to a normal painless life? To them, that life they would have earned if they had denied Jesus Christ would have been more horrible and painful than the life of starvation and torture they were experiencing in prison.


During early Christianity, when Arianos became a governor over one of the Christian Roman villages, he made a declaration that when he comes into the city the next day, he would kill all people inside the Church, thus starting an era of Christian persecution. He decided that he will spare the villagers who will not go to Church for he will assume that they have denied Jesus Christ and decided to worship the emperor. The next day came, and Arianos marched into the city with his army as he declared, and to his surprise all the streets and the houses were deserted but for one crippled old lady with a cane in the middle of the street. He rode his horse towards her and he commended her on her decision to obey him and to deny Jesus Christ so as to live. The old crippled lady with all disappointment said, “I am but an old crippled lady and everybody was in a hurry to go to church and the church is crowded, and no one had the time to carry me in, but I am a Christian...” It is said that on that day blood flowed in the roads and the streets of the village for it was a great massacre and a mass slaughter. When people from neighboring cities heard what happened, they all came down to the village to be martyred too. Why didn’t these simple villagers just deny Jesus Christ, even just publicly in order to live, to raise their children and to pass down their lands? The answer is that they couldn’t. They saw the goal so clearly and they had determination that can move mountains.


We all might make decisions to follow Jesus Christ, but we are not determined when it comes down to it at the first temptation we face; we start compromising, making excuses and then we finally let it slide. We have to be strict and serious when it comes to Jesus Christ. When we start fasting, let us fast all the way, no compromising or making deals or even cutting corners. When we decide to pray everyday, let us actually pray everyday, no matter how tired or busy we are. “But let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes’ and your ‘No’ ‘No’. For whatever is more than these is from the evil one” (Matthew 5:37). All these saints that we read about and try to take as examples “did not love their soul even until death” (Revelation 12:11), and that is why they earned the heavenly kingdom.

C. Exertion and struggle


The third point to a successful serious spiritual life is puffing effort in it and exerting oneself to keep it burning with holy fire. One might think that the martyrs had it easy. All they needed to do is to confess their faith, and in just a matter of minutes, they were killed, put out of their misery and behold, they are in heaven. The truth is that martyrdom is such a powerful representation of faith that only the strong in Christ can undergo it.


During the era of persecution, a monk went to his spiritual father, requesting that he would be dismissed so that he can go to the nearest city’s governor to confess his faith and be a martyr. His spiritual father prohibited him from going and instructed him that if he prays 10 minutes twice a day, let him extend his prayers to two hours in the morning and four hours at night. The monk, disappointed by what he had heard, decided to go get martyred despite of his spiritual father’s warning.


After a few minutes of torturing, the monk denied Jesus Christ and knelt down, offering incense to the idols. Going back to the desert ashamed, the monk walked in to his spiritual father and told him what happened and asked for his forgiveness. He also asked him why he couldn’t get martyred. His spiritual father, with a fatherly look, told him that he failed because he was lazy in his spiritual life, inside his cell. The spiritual father also told him, “He who cannot offer sweat in his room cannot offer his blood in the arena of persecution.”

Let us always remember that feeling Jesus Christ should be translated to something practical that we do. In other words, spiritual life is a living translation of love and feelings for God.


We are always complaining about how long the liturgy is and how boring praying is. We are not prepared to offer our lives to martyrdom unless we offer our personal comfort to Jesus Christ in our spiritual life, in our homes. No one said that one would not get tired if he/she stands during liturgy. Let us get tired, standing during liturgy; let us stand in all fear and respect while Jesus Christ Himself is being sacrificed in front of our eyes on the altar; let us exert ourselves physically and mentally to show God how much we love Him.


St. Paula of Tamoh was a 100 years old monk in the desert. One day, he was doing his prostrations (matanias), and suddenly Jesus Christ appeared to him and told him, “Enough struggle and strive, my beloved Paula.” St. Paula raised his tears filled eyes and said, “God, I haven’t had thorns in my head or nails in my limbs, or a spear in my side. What did I offer to you of my body that is worthy enough for me to stop striving?” If Jesus Christ appears to us, what is He going to say? Is He going to tell us it is enough exerting ourselves, or is He going to say enough laziness, compromise, slumber and hammering more nails in His hands?


Let us always remember that God is never pleased with anything you offer from yourself but is pleased with anything you offer of yourself. God may not be pleased if you offer him money that you can live without, but He will be pleased with just two mites like those offered by the widow out of need. God is more pleased with the smell of sweat than the smell of incense. St. Mar Isaac says, “Blessed is he whose cheeks were burned with tears of striving.”

In Church manuscripts, there is a story about a circus man who asked God what he could do to live more for Him? God spoke to him and told him to go to the desert and join the monastery. God also spoke to the abbot of the monastery and instructed him to ordain that young man to be a monk immediately, with no reservations or testing. The circus man was ordained as a monk, even though he knew not how to read, how to pray, or even how to praise God. The rest of the monks got annoyed with him and asked the abbot of the monastery to kick that monk out of the monastery, for he did not know how to do anything and was not worthy to be a monk. The abbot, seeing that the request was unanimous, instructed all the monks to go with him to tell the monk the decision. When the monks entered the Church, the abbot asked them to stand aside in a dark area so as not to disturb the monk when he comes in to pray his one final prayer, and after the prayer, they can go to tell him the decision. The monk walked in the Church with a sack in his hand and knelt in front of the altar. He then took off his clothes and opened the sack, pulling out a circus custom and putting it on. He also brought out of the sack three colorful balls that he twirled in the air while jumping around and shaking his hat that had bells at the end of it. The monk kept twirling the balls in the air and ringing the bells so much that he started sweating. Suddenly, St. Mary came out of her icon and wiped off the monk’s sweat with her hands. Shocked by such a scene, all the monks rushed to the monk and asked him to forgive them for what they were planning to do to him. He, looking amazed at what’s happening, told them that throughout his life he knew nothing but a circus trick that he performed to people. That circus trick, which was all that he had, he decided to offer it to God in front of his altar everyday.


No matter how simple or how few are the things we can do, let us offer them to Jesus Christ. He is capable of transforming such small talents to numerous powerful gifts that are able to show God’s glory to men. But let us offer all that we have to Jesus Christ, not saving anything to the evil world we live in.

D. Particularity


The fourth and final point to have a successful, serious spiritual life is particularity. We must be very particular in everything. We must be particular in our free time, in our senses, in our thoughts and with our friends, or else, our crown will be stolen and there will be no more days to make up for lost time.


We say that we are too busy and have no time for all that spiritual stuff. We say that there is no way we can stay up all night praying, stand up in mass for 4 hours, or even fast all day without eating anything. But unfortunately, we all do these things already but not for Jesus Christ. We stay up all night talking to friends and having slumber parties. We play basketball for hours, not just standing up, but even running and sweating. We stay up late at night talking on the phone or thinking about something, not eager to eat. But how many times do we offer a fasting and are not eager for it to end?


We are capable of doing all those things but unfortunately not for Jesus Christ. We live seriously in everything but not in a spiritual life.

Conclusion:


Seriousness in spiritual life leads to commitment, and commitment leads to success. Indecisiveness
in spiritual life leads to leniency, and leniency will definitely lead to failure, no matter how small the
degree of compromise in spiritual life is. With failure, condemnation and anger from the Almighty are accompanied; “I know your works, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were cold or hot. So then, because you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will vomit you out of my mouth” (Revelation 3:15-16).


The Church fathers have always meditated on such a concept and always warned about the smallest glitches in our spiritual lives, which are more than capable of destroying the whole life. A huge ship is bound to sink if it has a hole in its bottom; the smallest hole will still take such a ship down. Struggling against every sin in our lives, big or small, will fortify us against defeat and will be the stepping stone towards God’s grace. Beware of “the little foxes that spoil the vines” (Song of Songs 2:15).


Let us all, today, actually now at this moment, stand up in prayer and raise our hearts and make a commitment to God; say to Him that no matter how strong the world rages against us, we are His’, and we will never forsake Him because He never forsook us. Let us tell Him that we now have a clear goal, which He is. Let us tell Him that we will persist till death in our spiritual life. Let us tell Him that we will exert our hearts, our souls and our bodies to show Him how much we love him. Let us tell Him that we will be particular in everything we do from now on. If the enemy overcomes us, let us pray to Him that He sends power from above to come and save us in a miraculous way. Through the intercession of St. Mary and the prayers of St. Polycarp, St. Anthony, and all the martyrs that gave up their lives for Him throughout time all over the world, may God grant us a spiritual life from above. May He be the sole owner of our lives and our eternity. Amen.




Matthew 13:44-46

	44
	"Again, the kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and hid; and for joy over it he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.

	45
	"Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant seeking beautiful pearls,

	46
	"who, when he had found one pearl of great price, went and sold all that he had and bought it.




The Treasure Hidden in a Field

[image: image1.png]ITS PLAIN SENSE AND SPIRITUAL SENSE (ORIGEN): 

Now a man who comes to the field, whether to the Scriptures or to the Christ who is formed both from things manifest and from things hidden, finds the hidden treasure of wisdom whether in Christ or in the Scriptures. For, going round to visit the field and searching the Scriptures and seeking to understand the Christ, he finds the treasure in it. Having found it, he hides it, thinking that it is not without danger to reveal to everybody the secret meanings of the Scriptures or the treasures of wisdom and knowledge in Christ. And, having hidden it, he goes away. Now he is focused on the heavy labor of devising how he shall buy the field, or the Scriptures, that he may make them his own possession, receiving from the people of God the oracles of God with which the Jews were first entrusted. But when one taught by Christ has bought the field, the kingdom of God, according to another parable, is like a vineyard that is "taken from" the first and given to other nations bringing forth its fruits. The one who bought the field in faith, as the fruit of his having sold all else that he had, no longer was keeping anything that was formerly his, for they would be a distracting source of evil to him. 
And you will give the same application, if the field containing the hidden treasure is Christ.


Those who give up all things and follow Him have, as it were in another way, sold their possessions. Thus by having sold and surrendered them and having received in their place a noble resolution from God their helper, they may purchase, at great cost worthy of the field, the field containing the hidden treasure. 
COMMENTARY ON MATTHEW 10.6
LIKE TREASURE HIDDEN IN A FIELD (HILARY): 

Through the comparison of a treasure in the field of our hope, Christ points to wealth that has been covered up, for God is discovered in humanity. In compensation for it, all the resources of the world are to be sold in order that with the clothing, food and drink of the needy we may buy the eternal riches of the heavenly treasure. But we must realize that the treasure was found and hidden, for he who found it could certainly have carried it off in secret at the time he hid it; and carrying it off, there would have been no need for him to buy it. But an explanation is needed here as to both the matter concerned and what was said. Thus the treasure was hidden because it was necessary to buy the field. The treasure in the field, as we said, signifies Christ in the flesh, who was found freely. Indeed, the preaching of the Gospels has no strings attached, but the power to use and own this treasure with the field comes at a price, for heavenly riches are not possessed without a worldly loss. 
ON MATTHEW 13.7
SELLING EVERYTHING TO BUY THAT FIELD (St. GREGORY THE GREAT): 

See how the kingdom of heaven is compared with a treasure hidden in a field. Someone finds and hides it, and in his joy goes and sells everything he has and buys that field. We should note that the treasure, once discovered, is hidden to protect it. It is not enough to guard our pursuit of heavenly delight from wicked spirits if we do not hide it from human praise. In this present life we are, as it were, on the road by which we proceed to our homeland. Wicked spirits lie in wait along our route like bandits. Those who carry their treasure openly on the road are asking to be robbed.


I say this, however, not because our neighbors should not see our good works, for it is written, "Let them see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven," but that we may not seek praise from outside for what we do.


We must let our work be in the open in such a way that our intention remains secret. Then we provide an example to our neighbors from our good work, and yet by the intention by which we seek to please God alone, we always choose secrecy. The treasure is heavenly delight, and the field in which the treasure is hidden is the discipline of the pursuit of heaven. One who renounces the pleasures of the body and conquers all earthly desires by observing the heavenly discipline, so that nothing his body favors is compelling any longer and his spirit no longer fears anything that might destroy his bodily life, is truly one who sells everything and buys the field.
FORTY GOSPEL HOMILIES 11.1 
One Pearl of Great Value 
IN SEARCH OF FINE PEARLS (ORIGEN): 

NOW among the words of all kinds that profess to announce truth, and among those who report them, he seeks pearls. Think of the prophets as, so to speak, the pearls that receive the dew of heaven and become pregnant with the word of truth from heaven. They are goodly pearls that, according to the phrase here set forth, the merchant seeks. And the chief of the pearls, on the finding of which the rest are found with it, is the very costly pearl, the Christ of God, the Word that is superior to the precious letters and thoughts in the law and the prophets. When one finds this pearl all the rest are easily released.

Suppose, then, that one is not a disciple of Christ. He possesses no pearls at all, much less the very costly pearl, as distinguished from those that are cloudy or darkened.... The muddy words and the heresies that are bound up with works of the flesh are like the darkened pearls and those that are produced in the marshes. They are not beautiful. 
COMMENTARY ON MATTHEW 10.8
THE PEARL ONE'S HEART WAS SET ON (HILARY): 

As regards the pearl, the reasoning is the same. But this passage is of value for the merchant who has long been steeped in the law. After lengthy labors, he finds out about this pearl and abandons those things that he obtained under the yoke of the law. For he carried on business for a long time and found the pearl that his heart was set on. He must pay the price of this one pearl he desired at the expense of all his other work. 
ON MATTHEW 13.8
THE MERCHANT SOLD ALL THAT HE HAD (THEODORE OF MOPSUESTIA): 

Many who were entirely foreign to religion immediately recognized, by divine grace, the greatness of Christ, in that they despised all their former things and looked to this thing alone, recognizing that the one who is salvation is for them. Then he adds, again, that many people, even of those who have been exceedingly zealous about religion, when they recognize the greatness of the preaching, shall turn aside from old things. Such, for instance, was Paul, who had displayed a great deal of zeal for the law, but who, when he came to see the greatness of the gospel, disdained everything having to do with the law. He himself says, "But what things were gain to me, those I counted as loss for the sake of Christ"; and again, “I count all things but loss, and count them as dung, that I may win Christ." He seems to have said this both on account of those Greeks who were devoted to religion and, again, in account of the Jews.
FRAGMENT 75
COMPARING EARTHLY PEARLS WITH HEAVENLY (St. GREGORY THE GREAT): 

Again, the kingdom of heaven is said to be like a merchant who is seeking fine pearls. He finds one really precious pearl, and, having found it, he sells everything he has in order to buy it. In the same way, he who has a clear knowledge of the sweetness of heavenly life gladly leaves behind all the things he loved on earth. Compared with that pearl, everything else fades in value. He forsakes those things that he has and scatters those things that he has gathered. His heart yearns for heavenly things, and nothing on earth pleases him. The allure of earthly things has now dissipated, for only the brilliance of that precious pearl dazzles his mind. Solomon justly says of such love, "Love is strong as death," because just as death destroys the body, so ardent desire for eternal life cuts off the love for material things. For love makes insensitive to extraneous earthly desires the person whom it has swept off his feet.
FORTY GOSPEL HOMILIES 11.2 
THE KINGDOM IS LIKE A MERCHANT (PETER CHRYSOLOGUS): 

Let no one who hears this take offense at the name merchant. Here Christ is speaking of a merchant who shows mercy, not of one who is always usuriously investing his profits from capital. This merchant is the one who provides for the adornment of virtues, not the incentive of vices. He weighs the dignity of morals, not the weight of jewels. He wears necklaces of integrity, not of luxury. He flaunts not a display of sensual pleasure but the earmarks of discipline. Therefore this merchant exhibits pearls of heart and body, not in human trading but in heavenly commerce. He displays them not to trade for a present advantage but for a future one. He trades in order to gain not earthly but heavenly glory. He seeks to procure the kingdom of heaven as the reward of his virtues and to buy, at the price of innumerable other goods, the one pearl of everlasting life.
SERMONS 47.2

 NAME: ____________________________
first                                        last                                                       .
Commitment in Spiritual Life

Verse to memorize: 
	Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? As it is written: For Your sake we are killed all day long.

Romans 8:35,36
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What are three characteristics of a serious spiritual life? 
2. Give an example of a Saint who practiced exertion and struggle in his/her spiritual life:
3. What is the danger of being indecisive in our spiritual life?










































� Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, Matthew 1-13, by the Institute of Classical Christian Studies, Thomas C. Oden and Manlio Simonetti, InterVarsity Press, 2001
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