Chaplain’s Reflection — April 4, 2011 — © Very Rev Steven Belonick

“O Lord and Master of my life...”
The Prayer of St Ephraim the Syrian has become a regular companion during our Lenten journey. The prayer is a powerful addition to all our daily services, and we are encouraged to make it part of our personal prayer rule.

Olivier Clement—Orthodox writer, theologian, and faculty member at St. Sergius Institute in Paris, who died in 2009—wrote a reflection on this prayer in a short book entitled Three Prayers (SVS Press, 2000). At this point in time, I think it useful to share some of what he said about the vices and virtues mentioned in St. Ephraim’s prayer. His thoughts penetrate to a deep level of understanding. My hope is that his words will draw you to read his entire reflection on the prayer.

· Sloth—Sloth means forgetfulness. It is the inability to be amazed, to marvel or even to see. It is a kind of slumber, a form of sleepwalking, whether expressed in hyperactivity or in inertia. It is a frame of mind in which the only relevant criteria become utility…It is an anesthetic which affects our whole being, this insensitivity, the closing off of the depths of our heart, the sexual and intellectual frustration—which may be a means of forgetting. It asks—what is the use of everything?

· Lust of power—We need slaves and enemies. We invent them. We lord over others to feel as if we were gods. We have enemies in order to hold them responsible for our anxiety. Torturing others—as it is always their fault—violating their bodies and perhaps even their souls, keeping them at our mercy, on the verge of extinction but without letting them escape into death—this is the experience of a nearly divine omnipotence.

· Idle talk—Idle talk refers to every thought, to every bit of imagination that withdraws from silence, from wonder, from the intensity of being, and from mystery. It refers to any approach to man that claims to explain and simplify him without taking into account all that is in him that cannot be explained or simplified…We live in a civilization of “idle talk,” of idle images, where our excessive needs scuttle our desires…

· Chastity—Chastity is not restricted to continency, as per a moralizing and limited perspective. It refers rather to integration and integrity. A chaste man is no longer fragmented, swept up like a reed by the waves of an impersonal eros. For a monk, chastity does indeed mean continency (though not all continency is chaste). His eros is consumed in agape, in his encounter with the living and personal God, in his inexhaustible admiration—first in pain then in wonder—for the crucified One, the vanquisher of death. Chastity, for a man and a woman who share a noble and faithful love, the way Christ is united to His Church and as God is betrothed to mankind and to the world, exists in the light of a Trinitarian uni-diversity, the transformation of eros—also through agape—into an encounter, an expression of persons engaged in the tenderness of a patient and reciprocal discovery. A thought, a word or an expression is chaste insofar as they are permeated, in all honesty and realism, by this fundamental purity, respect for the body, the gathering up of life into a mystery that gives it both peace and unity.

· Humility—I have nothing that has not been given to me. The thread of my existence, that is so precarious, so often on the verge of breaking, is held together only by the strange will of some Other. The Publican from the parable is a humble man. He…does not claim to be virtuous but depends solely on the mercy of God, while the Pharisee, who is all too perfect, has no need of a Savior. Humility is a virtue we may perceive in others but which we cannot see in ourselves. One becomes humble without seeking to be so, through obedience, detachment, and respect for the unconditional gift of this mystery; in a word, through openness to grace. Humility is expressed in one’s ability to be attentive: to others, to the grain of wood, to a scorpion settled on a step or to a passing cloud...

· Patience—We can learn much from “patience” in humiliation. As a monk might say to those who remain in the world, that which we seek through abstinence, you will find through patience in the face of the inevitable changes and even tragedies of this existence. Patience is indeed a form of interiorized monasticism. Patience puts its trust in time. Not merely ordinary time, where death has the last word and where time erodes, separates and destroys everything, but time mingled with eternity, as it is offered to us by the Resurrection. The time that moves toward death is one of anguish; the time that moves toward the Resurrection is one of hope. When it seems as though God has withdrawn, when a person’s gaze strikes fear into me, or when that gaze turns to stone at the moment of death, when our personal as well as our collective hopes begin to crumble, then patience is our haven. In that regard it is like the love which St. Paul says, “bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. (1 Cor.13:7)

· Love—Everything truly culminates in a “love” that is a synthesis of every “virtue,” whose essence is Christ. God bears a “foolish love” toward His creatures. According to St. Symeon the New Theologian, a man who sanctifies himself becomes “a poor man filled with brotherly love.” He is poor because he strips himself of his roles, of his social (or ecclesiastical) importance and of his neurotic characteristics, because he opens himself up to God and to others, without separating prayer from service. He is then able to discern a person within others, beneath all the masks and ugliness and sin, the way Jesus did in the Gospels.

· Seeing our own transgressions and not judging our brothers—The final request in this prayer discloses and denounces one of the forms of sin that is most terrifying: justifying oneself while condemning others, deifying oneself while damning others, despising and discounting others, and doing it all with a clear conscience because we are right. “To see one’s own sin” is to obey the first command of the Gospel: “Repent, for the Kingdom of God is at hand.” “To see one’s own sin” does not consist in tallying up one’s transgressions, it means feeling asphyxiated and lost, drowning, in vain thrashing about in this lost state and betraying love. It means suffocating in the waters of death, that they might instead become baptismal waters. One who sees his own sin and does not judge his brother becomes capable of truly loving him. I have been disappointed in myself often enough that I can no longer be disappointed by anyone.

Thus ends the Prayer of St. Ephraim. As each Lent passes by, may our understanding of this prayer deepen and may our hearts soften to accept its rich meaning.
-END-

