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1st Sunday of Lent (Byzantine) 2013 

Today is the 1st Sunday of Lent, which Byzantine Christians, both Catholic and 

Orthodox, celebrate as the “Sunday of Orthodoxy”, a day when we remember the 

victory of the Iconodule party (those who supported the use and veneration of the icons) 

over the iconoclast party (those who opposed the use and veneration of icons) through 

the decision of the 7th Ecumenical Council and the actions of Roman imperial 

government.  Today’s liturgy commemorates the restoration of the images for use in 

services and in the devotional life of Christians. 

What is, first of all, striking about this commemoration, is how deeply liturgy and ritual 

are tied to true belief in Eastern Christian consciousness.  We don’t remember the 

Council of Nicaea with its defense of the doctrine of the Trinity, or later Councils that 

taught about the relationship of divinity and humanity in Jesus as being the “Sunday of 

Orthodoxy”.  In fact, liturgically we don’t remember any of the councils after the 7th 

Council which dealt with the icon problem.   We Eastern Christians remember the 

restoration of images as somehow embodying what Christianity is all about.  I think it is 

really, really difficult for those of us who grew up in and have been shaped by Western 

Christianity to get hold of this in our heads.   

The gospel reading appointed for today is the calling of Philip and the encounter 

between Jesus and Nathaniel from the 1st chapter of John’s gospel.  There are two 

pieces about this reading which, it seems to me, are really significant for us as we step 

into the Lenten journey. 
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The first thing is the call of Jesus to Philip to “follow me”, and Philip’s willingness to do 

just that.  When Jesus called Philip, he wasn’t calling him to certainty, he was calling 

him to a journey of uncertainty, to step out onto a road with Jesus that would take him to 

a destination he could hardly have imagined.  When you stop and reflect on that, what 

you see is a radical act of trust and faith. 

What we often want, however, is not an invitation to step out onto this kind of road.  

What we want is to feel secure, and people generally find religions that promise 

certainty appealing, but these kinds of religions- and there are many of them- have 

almost nothing to do with Jesus and his gospel.    In the New Testament gospels, the 

ones who are most certain are the Pharisees.  They suffer little self-doubt, and they 

seem to be confident that their understanding of God is the same as God’s, and  so they 

reject both Jesus and  the new image of God that He is bringing.   

By contrast, those who receive Jesus and his message and are willing to follow him are 

frequently those who ask that Jesus help their unbelief, their lack of certainty.  The 

disciples in particular seem regularly to be uncertain about what it means to follow 

Jesus.  When Jesus says to them, for example, “you know the way to the place where I 

am going”,  Thomas responds, “How can we know the way?”  And it is true- Jesus had 

not given them very clear instructions, at least ones they could understand, about where 

he was going or what he was doing or  what it all meant.  What Jesus does say to them, 

however,  is “I am the way and the truth and the life”.  In other words, don’t worry- I’m 

the truth that is always out in front of you.   Just follow me.  That, of course, takes a 

whole bunch of faith and trust.    
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Unfortunately, often we want more from religion than an invitation to a spiritual journey 

of following Jesus.  What we often want from religion is certainty and the satisfaction of 

our desires- something that we can grasp and get hold of and that fulfills what we want.  

Today the Gospel is often sold to us as that very thing which can fulfill our need for 

certainty in the midst of a world filled with uncertainty and that can satisfy all our 

unfulfilled hopes and desires.  Christ, then, becomes yet another object that is offered to 

us as a kind of commodity in the religious marketplace, an object that can supposedly 

satisfy our every desire and which is capable of soothing our fears and disquiet as the 

world changes all around us.   

But what if that is not how the gospel works?  What if, when we offer God our empty cup 

of dissatisfaction and lack of certainty and ask Him to fill it, rather than giving us what 

we want, Christ smashes our cup to pieces and tells us that that is not what He has 

come to do.  Rather, He has come to radically transform the very things we desire and 

yearn for. He has come not to give us the false salvation that promises us the 

elimination of our uncertainty and dissatisfaction, but a salvation that takes place right 

within our uncertainty and dissatisfaction.  He has come to break our addiction to the 

desire for certainty and satisfaction so that we can be free again, like little children 

looking for the first time with wonder and awe and joy at the world around us. 

Jesus keeps saying to us, “Just keep your eyes on me, watch what I do, listen to what 

I’m saying, and keep walking, one step at a time.  That’s all you need to do.”  One of the 

most powerful pieces in the Liturgy of the Pre-sanctified Gifts is when the priest raises 

the candle that has been resting on the Book of the Gospels as we are listening to the 

Old Testament readings, turns to the people, blesses them with the candle, and 



4  

 

proclaims, “The Light of Christ illumines everything”.  That is what Christian faith is 

about, and that’s what the journey of Lent and of life is about- to follow Jesus so intently 

that we allow the Light of Christ to illumine everything.   

This, however, doesn’t mean that we know everything.  Nor does it mean that we know 

nothing.  It means that we know things humbly, with a deep awareness that we are dust 

and to dust we will return.  It means that we accept that we are not God, but a speck of 

dirt in this universe, dirt graced, however, with the amazing capacity to turn our gaze 

towards the One who is always beyond our gaze.  We who profess religious faith are 

perennially tempted to see ourselves as God’s custodians.  But the only kind of God 

that has custodians is an idol.   

Our initial reaction to Jesus, however, is often very much like that of Nathaniel- this is 

the second important piece in this gospel reading.  At first, Nathaniel is resistant, he is 

not ready to allow Jesus to shape his pre-conceptions, his prejudices.  He wants to try 

to fit Jesus into what he already thinks and knows.  “Can anything good come out of 

Nazareth?” he asks.  And this is often where we, I think, get stuck.  For many of us, the 

initial conceptual understanding of religious things that we received at our mother’s 

knee, or from books, or from the internet, or from Sunday School, or from an ideological 

system we embraced, or from a “salvation project” that we created for ourselves, or 

from somewhere else is sacred and is not to be questioned.  

So, instead of our experience of Jesus molding and transforming our understanding, we 

end up molding and shaping our understanding of Jesus to fit the ideas, the prejudices, 

and the prior commitments to which we have already committed ourselves.  If Nathaniel 
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had persisted in doing that, he would have continued to regard Nazareth as being 

unable to produce anything that was good, including Jesus.  If in Lent and throughout 

our lives we genuinely are to follow Jesus, and not just our own image of Jesus, we 

need to begin with a certain suspicion about our own understanding of things.  We need 

to be open enough to allow our ideas and commitments and feelings to be shaped by 

the Jesus whom we meet, not in our heads or in our imagination, but in the scriptures 

and in the breaking of bread. 

And here is where I get back to the where I began- Eastern Christianity as pre-

eminently a liturgical journey of faith.  It is through the communal liturgy of the Church 

that we find the path we need to walk in following Jesus and in listening to what he has 

to say and where he wants to lead us.  The liturgical services are not something we do 

simply to fulfill an obligation of some kind.  The liturgical services are God’s gifts which 

can shape and mould and change us.  Scripture, the psalms, prayers, hymns, rituals- all 

of this makes us who we are, and provides us with the necessary signposts on the 

spiritual journey of Lent, on the journey of life.  Lent, in particular, is given to help us 

keep our gaze on Jesus, so that our hearts can be changed and so that our eyes can be 

opened to see the One who beckons us to follow Him.  

Sources 

James P. Danaher, Jesus After Modernity (2011) 

L. William Countryman, Calling on the Spirit in Unsettling Times (2012) 

Peter Rollilns, The Idolatry of God (2012) 


