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Saint John Chrysostom

Father Pat's Pastoral Ponderings

To assert---as Christians do---that man is on this earth to be a hearer of God's
Word is to invite reflections on a great paradox. For, if the assertion is true, its
truth identifies man at a level deeper than his existence. It goes to the base of
his being. This means:

First, if God makes me to be a hearer of the Word, His first Word to me is that
which summons me from nothingness. The first truth about me is not my
existence but the free divine evocation that brings about my existence: "I am,
because I hear."

To put the thing another way: my capacity to hear God's Word is the most
rudimentary and foundational fact of my existence, because it is the point at
which I am pried away from nothingness. Hearing God's initial Word is my
deepest "experience," a memory too deep in my essence to be retrieved.

Second, God's initial Word to me is also redemptive; it liberates me from the
bondage of non-being. Nothingness, after all, is not neutral; it is inimical to
being.

The very fact that God's creative act is called "work" (Genesis 2:2-3; John
5:17) suggests that it encounters some measure of resistance. Even as He
summons the light, God must divide it from darkness (Genesis 1: 3-4). If the
darkness does not overcome the light (John 1:5), it is not from want of trying.

This is the reason Holy Scripture sometimes portrays Creation as a victory over
primeval chaos: "You broke the heads of the sea / the serpents in the waters. /
You broke the heads of Leviathan in pieces, / And gave him as food to the
people dwelling in the wilderness" (Psalms 74 [73]:13-14).

Third, however we are to interpret the resistance God's Word meets in the act
of Creation, there is nothing unclear about the opposition it encounters when
addressed to man in his fallen condition. In this regard, the Word of God
necessarily includes a negative element, because of "the inscrutable abyss
between the judgments of our God on the one hand, and, on the other, the
impossibility for man, in his present state, to fathom the divine will"
(Archimandrite Zacharias).

Thus, even as Jesus offers the Living Water to the woman at the well, his offer

contains an allusion to her sin ("Go, call your husband") and a reference to the

need for repentance ("You have had five husbands, and the one whom you now
have is not your husband"---John 4:16-18). God's Word is unable simply to



"affirm" the sinner.

Fourth, God's original Word to me---when He separated me from nothingness--
-sets the redemptive pattern for everything He says to me subsequently. As He
continues to speak to me at sundry times and in various ways, it is always with
the same intent: to pull me forth from bondage to darkness, to set me free
from selfishness and untamed passions, to challenge my inveterate and
deliberate ignorance, to commune with me in the truth, to fashion me as His
child in Christ, and to confer eternal life on an undeserving sinner.

Fifth, Jesus explicitly identified the enemies of God's Word, in order to set me
on guard against them: "Satan, [who] comes immediately and takes away the
Word," as well as "the cares of this world, the deceitfulness of riches, and the
desires for other things [which], entering in, choke the Word" (Mark 4:15, 19).
The destruction brought by the first is described as immediate, while the
suffocation induced by the second appears to be gradual, but the result is
ultimately the same: the loss of my true being as a hearer of the Word.

In addition to these external enemies of the Word, Jesus also warns against an
internal obstacle, referring to "the ones sown on stony ground who, when they
hear the word, immediately receive it with gladness, but they have no root in
themselves" (Mark 4:16-17). That is to say, the Word---in the case of
deracinated people---remains a thing external to them; the rocklike quality of
their inner soil prevents the Word's deeper penetration into their being.

Sixth, my lively response to God's Word partakes of the Word itself, which
evokes its own answer. Thus, my responding prayer has the quality of an echo.
This is necessarily the case, since I do not know how to pray as I ought. On my
own, I can only blabber. God's Word must give form, substance, and life to my
response. Just as God is the initiator of our conversation, He alone can
determine its grammar, vocabulary, and syntax.
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