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Humbleness is the key to keep the Grace (Fr.
Raphael Noica (of Essex))

Zévec YAwaooec / In English

RQage not fgapd or type unknown

Fr. Raphael: Monasticism is like living something

from the age that shall come, in which, as the Savior says: “They neither marry,
nor are given in marriage, but are as the Angels of God in heaven” (Matthew
22:30). We [monks] are not like the angels, yet life has a tendency towards that,
and when you receive the call [to monasticism], you don’t know what hit you,
because in this [human] nature you don’t have any confirmation. So then, of
course, you need someone to validate or invalidate your call. Because if you don’t
[do this], you will suddenly find - or you will start to think: I'll go to madhouse with
my calls!

So, the Spiritual Father can validate or invalidate this thing on some level, but even
this level is quite difficult to be defined. The essential line is this: I'm the only one
who knows if | am for monasticism or not. Nobody else [would]! And the Spiritual
Father can validate or invalidate, but he can’t... Father Sophrony [Sakharov] had
[in Paris] Fr. [Sergius] Bulgakov as Spiritual Father and when he confessed to him
that he would like to go in Mount Athos to became a monk, his Spiritual Father
replied to him with a French saying: “The best is the enemy of the good”. Father
Sophrony considered this word of his Spiritual Father, but he didn't accept it -
finally he went to Mount Athos and became a monk.
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| got you here to a very difficult matter, to a thinking in which we all must assume
our responsibility before God, before eternity - and not only in patterns in which we
entered, but yet in a spirit of responsibility and obedience. And | say again:
monasticism exists only in the intimate dialogue of every soul with God our
Creator. So, | am deeply touched by the love of that sister for her own monasticism
and for you; she thinks if she was fulfilled [in monasticism], you will be fulfilled too.
But if this [call] isn't from God - not for her reasons (they have some value, but
they’re relative) - the most important thing, the absolute thing is to find into God:
is this my way, or not? And: are really the hardships | endure a sign that I'm not on
the right path, or they are some obstacle that needs to be overcome - all of these,
through prayer...

Question: What prayers do | need to make, for me to find out?

Fr. Raphael: Begin [to pray] with this question. Put it before God - any prayer. Ask
Him: “O, Lord, how should | pray? What do You expect of me?” Any thought you
have - just add to it “Lord!”; add to your thinking a bit of “Lord!”, add [Him] to all
your thoughts. This way, if you add a bit of “Lord!”, instead of you thinking like an
engine which runs for nothing, your thinking will become prayer, and the engine
will start to move the wheels.

Question: Is it possible to have matrimony, and also holiness and Jesus’ Prayer?

Fr. Raphael: The holiness is the nature of the man, the one that we should
acquire in this ephemerality, and it isn’t something special for man - | mean it's
something different from transient, for biological life. The holiness is the nature
that’'s eternal in God, so it's the nature of man. And either in matrimony, either in



monasticism, either in other ways - if they are - the man always seeks the holiness.
But we transformed the sanctity into a pattern; we made from it a false image; we
put the Saints onto a pedestal which is very high and distant from us, and we look
at them with a reversed binocular, to make it even more distant - and afterwards
we are wondering why we don’t get there.

Question: And how do we escape from these patterns?

Fr. Raphael: O, may Lord deliver you! You may have a little too much confidence
in your youth. [You have to keep] always before your eyes the fact that God is a
God of Love and, from there, [you have] to seek and to examine why [is
happening] anything that hurts you...

| don’t like what | heard - Why? Because I'm a sinner, or because that word isn’t
right.

And for the rest, | say again: May God guide you! The path [together] with God is
the path of freedom. The freedom is, of course, dangerous - but | also got this
image, when | was afraid to soar. | said to myself: But, if | won’t go... - let’s say
we're travelling to the Jerusalem above - if we won’t go on road because we’'re
afraid that something may happen to us on the way there, we’ll know only one
thing for sure: we will remain here. If we’'ll go, fine, maybe we won't get there
(which is not the case [when we are] together with God), but if we think [like]
“Maybe we’ll get there, maybe we won’t get there”, we still have in our imagination
50% and 50%. If | stay, [if | remain], | have a 100% certitude | won’t get there!

| want, with all these, to give you a bit of courage. But with God, as long we stick to
God, is impossible not to get there, as Christ said: “My sheep shall never perish,
neither shall any one pluck them out of my hand” (John 10:28). And He added
immediately: “My Father is greater than all; and no one is able to pluck them out
of My Father’s hand” (John 10:29). | emphasize this “no one is able”! Yet man is
gifted with such a great Divine freedom, that in my freedom | don’'t have my
Salvation guaranteed - God didn't put me in a concrete box. | have a frightful
freedom, but this doesn’t mean God can’t support me until the end. | can’t express
myself here more concrete, more correct, less clumsy, because we are at some
boundaries where the human reason isn’t applicable anymore. We have for the one
side absolute certainty that we will get there, because Christ said “no one is able to
pluck them”, and for the other side my freedom, which could separate me from
God in any moment; but if | add “God forbid!”, | can’t get separated.

There is one more thing: when we begin to see Who is the God of Love, Who is also
Almighty, you’ll begin to see that you can’t get lost with this God - it's impossible!
[It is] when you see that our fallen nature is so evil, that everything God does for



our Salvation we undo for our perdition, [that] you can’t save yourself in no way.
We live, as a Serbian woman said many years ago, [thinking]: “I am tormented in
Orthodoxy by this incertitude: that | may be saved, or | may be not. | would rather
be like Protestants, who are sure that they are already saved!”

But something in her words “scratched” me and, after some time, | realized that we
Orthodox aren’t living in incertitude, but into a double certitude. As | see myself,
it’s impossible to save myself. Look, Christ spilled His blood for the Hebrew people
and for the entire world, and the Jews called “His blood [to be] on us and on our
children” (Matthew 27:25) as a curse. So, how can be saved such a man, even with
the almighty love of God? And yet, when you see that God Christ, with divine
power, divine word, tried to put off that curse, saying to the women of Jerusalem:
“Weep not for me, but weep for yourselves, and for your children” (Luke 23:28) -
meaning “weep for those upon you called some minutes ago My blood, as a curse,
and | spill it for Salvation.” [We have] such a God, Who even then doesn’t get
offended!... And [Who], when they put nails through His hands, says: “Father,
forgive them; for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34); [Who], when He was
dying by our hands, gives for our Salvation His body, broken by us; gives His blood,
spilled by us - only if we want to. Well, with such a God, Who defeated even the
Hell when He got there, making a path up to the staying to the right of Father -
with such a God, how could you get lost?!

So, we have two certitudes: with me, salvation is totally impossible, and this is part
of my confession. But, if | confess this, | also confess God - it is impossible to be
lost with God. And, between these two impossibilities, | think God’s impossibility
must triumph. It’'s enough just to cling and stay, not to despair until the end
because of enemy’s assaults - and [finally] God will drew me into his fishing net.

Question: How can we know if we have Grace after Liturgy?

Fr. Raphael: Notice one thing: when we are in Grace, we feel that everything is
beautiful, that everything can’t have something else but a happy end. When we
lose the Grace, we feel the darkness is so great, that we’ll never get out of it.
Notice this is the characteristic of that condition. There is not and cannot be
tragedy in God, however tragic our life may be. But those things of Hell and of
falsehood are as any things of Hell - the work of falsehood wants us to despair. This
is one thing, and | emphasize these effects for you to notice.

The second thing is we put very much emphasis on the preparation before
Communion, for us to be, supposedly, worthy of commune. | say “supposedly”
because we remain unworthy. Our worthiness is Christ. [Yet | see] we don’t
understand well the need to find how to keep Communions’ Grace after
Communion. In a way, this thing is more important than the preparation; this



preparation before Communion is not for us to be worthy. This preparation is to
prepare the soil of our soul. [...] The most important thing is how to keep that
Grace.

In this matter, | say to you, if you look to all the Philokalic Fathers, humbleness is
the key. But what is humbleness? Because, beyond a certain pattern, we don’t
know what humbleness is. For one thing, humbleness is spiritual realism. If | am the
greatest sinner, then may God grant me the power to see | am the greatest sinner
amongst people! This is a divine vision, that doesn’t belong to human reason,
neither to comparison with the others. [Humbleness] belongs to a spiritual way of
seeing things, a realist one. This is not a mannerism, but spiritual realism.

Secondly, Father Sophrony [Sakharov] defined humbleness as that quality of
divine love which gives itself to the loved one without returning upon
itself. This “without returning upon itself” means the humble one doesn’t consider
upon himself, but seeks towards his loved one. Yet humbleness doesn’t mean just
humiliation and carelessness for humiliation, but also care for the fulfillment of the
loved one. Why? Because it lives through the loved one. It seeks into the loved one,
it empties itself into the loved one, for it to receive in its emptied ego the loved one
- for the loved one to rest into it, and for it to rest into the loved one. And that, in
our [ecclesiastic] language, is called “perichoresis” - Father Sophrony used to
called this “the pharmaceutical language of modern theology” [Fr. Raphael smiles]
, but [it is] a word which is the essence of eternal love.

On the other hand, | think a second definition will give you a better understanding
of what we need to seek. Humbleness isn’t a thing by itself, it belongs to love.
Father Sophrony said to me one day: “You think that what Saint Silouan said were
great things, but know this: the only great thing is humbleness, because the pride
prevents love.” Pride dwells in itself, and then, if | live in myself, neither of you will
have place [here], nor God. But if | learn to empty myself, to give myself with the
aim that God and whole humanity will have place [in me], then every person
become a bearer of God and of the entire Universe. This is humbleness.

And then, [following] these paths, we’ll find both the justification to draw near the
Holy Communion - [or] the worthiness, if you prefer, because the worthiness is not
ours: then Christ will partake with us His worthiness. And, living in this spirit, we’ll
be able to keep the Grace we receive in Communion.

Question: And, yet, how can we keep the Grace?...

Fr. Raphael: Well, by persisting on this path of humbleness. | mean, there are
many things to say, but | say again - you will find your way through God, [together]
with your Spiritual Father, each of you. The general path is the humbleness.



Humbleness is the key to keep the Grace.

Question: And what if we don’t know what [humbleness] is, and we ask Lord to
give us [humbleness]?

Fr. Raphael: [Then] Lord shall give it to you, so ask it from Lord - speaking of
correct understanding...
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