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   Christ is in our midst. Today we commemorate the memory of St. John Climacus. The gospel lesson assigned for today is the miracle of the man whose son has been vexed with a mean spirit. In short, the lesson tells us that the boy foams at the mouth and that he is subject to seizures. The father resorts to make his son free of the spirit by pleading with Christ to cast the spirit out. 
    Perhaps the most obvious reason this lesson is read during the Lenten season is because Christ tells us that this type of malady can only be expunged by prayer and fasting. There is a basic mathematical formula that we can use here: Prayer plus fasting equals faith and if we have faith, we can move mountains. It is interesting here that Christ is even admitting that his own disciples who were closest to him have a deficiency in faith and that this deficiency prevents them from performing miracles.
    We can identify with the apostles in that we have a weakened faith. How many of us here have been able to do the miracles that Christ was able to do…faith is something that requires time and work and at some point, it could come in its due season.  The apostles built upon their faith over their years with Christ and eventually it crystalized from at the time of Pentecost when they were given the gift of the Holy Spirit. It is only then miracles occurred. 
     This brings us to today’s commemoration.  This fourth Sunday of Great Lent commemorates the memory of St. John Climacus or better known to us as John of the Ladder. He is commemorated at this time because of his famous work, The Ladder of Divine Ascent. The Ladder describes how to raise one’s soul and body to God through a series of 30 steps of acquiring Christian virtues ascending up towards heaven. Each of these steps is more and more challenging as you go up the rungs and it requires us to master it fully before we can get to the next. The steps become more challenging just like when you throw a ball straight up in the air. If you want to go higher you must put more thrust at the bottom or else it will not go higher. The same is true with the 30 steps. More effort is required in the early stages so that a strong foundation is built before you go onto the next step.  

           This image of the Ladder originates in the Old Testament with Jacob’s dream at Bethel and how Jacob saw angels going up and down on a ladder from earth to heaven. His dream was a marriage sort of speak between heaven and earth.

         The ladder motif is seen not only in the Old Testament but in the New Testament and patristic teachings as well.

         Jesus said in John 1:51 "And he saith unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Hereafter ye shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of man." Christ is essentially the ladder. In other words, that is through Christ we grow and will continue to grow in the age to come.

      Saint Irenaeus in the 2nd century describes the Christian Church as the "ladder of ascent to God" He continues to say that even in the age to come God will have new things to teach us and we will have new things to learn. The ladder is not finite with a definite beginning and end, but that even in heaven we will be challenged and not be bored. In other words, there won’t be a TV there with football or soap operas for us to watch. What will happen is that we will be inspired to learn how to be closer to God in paradise. We will not need chips and beer to keep us happy, the true joy will come from the energies of Christ. 
     In the 3rd century, Origen[5] explains that there are two ladders in the life of a Christian. The first ladder is the ascetic ladder that the soul climbs up from the earth resulting in an increase in virtue, and the second ladder is the soul's travel after death, climbing up the heavens towards the light of God.

     In the 4th century, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus[6] speaks of ascending Jacob's Ladder by successive steps towards excellence, interpreting the ladder as an ascetic path much like the way John Climacus instructs us. 

      Saint Gregory of Nyssa  says that Moses climbed on Jacob's Ladder to reach the heavens where he entered the tabernacle not made with hands, thus giving the Ladder a clear mystical meaning. 

      A few weeks ago, we encountered Gregory of Palamas and how he used meditation and the Jesus prayer as a means to draw himself closer to God. Both of these saints give us the tools of how to achieve communion with God. The Ladder of Divine Ascent can be used as a guide for us so that we know what we have to work on and Gregory Palamas gives us the Jesus prayer which is the fertilizer that brings us closer to a state of perfection. 
      This past Monday, Victor and I went to see the movie Man of God. This movie recounted the impressive life of St. Nektarios of Pentapolis. It captured the essence of a true monk, a true Christian who led a life of prayer, fasting and repentance. His life was maligned by the bishops in his diocese who became envious of him. Nektarios was the heir apparent to become the next patriarch of Alexandria. They plotted, made up stories and convinced the current patriarch to have him sent away. The evilness caused by these bishops followed Nektarios throughout his life. He became a dean at the Rizarios seminary, yet was criticized and continuously ridiculed by his others in authority because he wasn’t in step with their agenda. Nektarios wanted to prepare the students for the priesthood and increase prayer life; however, others were critical of his teaching. Eventually, Nektarios wanted a simpler life, a life that was not filled with the evils of this world. He yearned for a life that allowed him to seek inner peace and to grow in faith and love of God. He founded a convent with a small group of novices on the island of Aegina. With the blessing of the church, the novices and Nektarios rebuilt a monastery on the island. The monastery flourished until the evildoers began their assault on him again, this time they accused him of even worse scandals. He was found innocent of these scandals, but it took a toll on his life.
      In the movie we see a genuine Orthodox Christian.  If he saw a beggar Nektarios would give them a few coins. He even saw a beggar with no shoes and he offered his own for the homeless man. You see, the life of Nektarios reflected the teachings of Climacus and Palamas. Despite the evil deeds by the hierarchs in the church, Nektarios never judged them rather he forged ahead by fighting the good fight and working his way up the ladder of divine ascent. He eventually was proclaimed a saint in the Orthodox Church and an apology was issued from the Patriarchate of Alexandria for the misdeeds of the church hierarchy from the past. 
