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Prepare, O Bethlehem!
A Homily by Archimandrite Vassilios Papavassiliou
Prepare the way of the Lord; make straight the paths of our God. (Isaiah 40:3)

E

very Great Feast of the Orthodox Church is preceded by a period of preparation. One of the
longest and richest periods is Advent. But what does it mean to prepare? For many, the
preparation for Christmas is hectic—shopping for presents, making decorations, posting
cards, attending Christmas parties, and so forth. But in the midst of this mad rush, where is our
spiritual preparation?
The Church invites us to prepare for Christmas through prayer and worship and the hymns of the
season. But these hymns are not just songs of praise; they are rich with profound—if, at times,
obscure—biblical references. This is especially true of the hymns that dominate the entire season
of Advent: the Katavasias of Christmas. Through them the Church invites us to study the Old
Testament, for one theme that unmistakably permeates Advent is how the Nativity of Jesus fulfills
the Old Testament prophecies about the Birth of the Messiah. Thus the Church’s liturgical life
fulfills a twofold purpose:
1) To worship and adore Christ, “Who for us men and for our salvation came down from
heaven, and was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, and became man”
(Nicene Creed);
2) To rediscover and contemplate the divine revelation in the Old and New Testaments.

But there is yet more to Advent than this. Our preparation for Christmas with the Old Testament
is not an intellectual exercise, not a mere “study” of Scripture by which we affirm biblical truth.
Rather, it is a spiritual preparation that challenges us to change our lives as a result of this divine
revelation, to “be doers of the word, and not hearers only” (James 1:22). We are invited to be
changed by our worship and our hearing of the word of God.
The Church’s exhortation to get ready for Christmas is conveyed in poetic language. Our hymns
command Bethlehem to prepare and make ready for the Nativity of our Lord:
Behold, the time of our salvation has drawn near. O Cave, make ready! The Virgin is drawing near
to give birth. O Bethlehem, land of Judah, be glad and rejoice, for from you our Lord has dawned.
Listen, mountains and hills, and lands around Judea, for Christ is coming to save man whom He
fashioned, since He loves mankind.
(Vespers of the Forefeast, December 20, first hymn of the Aposticha)
O Bethlehem, land of Judah, splendidly prepare the divine Cave for human habitation, for God is
coming there to be born in the flesh from a Holy Virgin who knows not man, to save our race.
(Vespers of the Forefeast, December 20, second hymn of the Aposticha)
Listen, O heaven, and give ear, O earth! For, lo! The Son and Word of God the Father goes forth to
be born of a Maiden, who knows not man, by the good pleasure of the Father who begot Him
impassibly by the co-operation of the Holy Spirit. Prepare, O Bethlehem! Throw open your gates, O
Eden! For the One Who Is becomes what He was not, and the fashioner of all creation is being
fashioned, granting the world His great mercy.
(Vespers of the Forefeast, December 20, third hymn of the Stichera)
These hymns are inspired by one of the great prophecies of the Old Testament concerning the
birth of the Messiah in Bethlehem of Judea:
And you, O Bethlehem, House of Ephrathah, though you are fewest in number among the thousands
of Judah, yet out of you shall come forth to me the One to be ruler of Israel. His goings forth were
from the beginning. Therefore He shall give them up until the appointed time for her to give birth,
and then the remnant of their brothers will return to the sons of Israel. And He shall stand and see,
and shepherd His flock in the strength of the Lord, and they will dwell in the glory of the name of the
Lord their God, for now they will be magnified unto the ends of the earth. (Micah 5:1–3)
The Church’s command to Bethlehem to prepare and be glad extends also to us. We are invited to
go back in time to Judea. This is of course a poetic way of encouraging us to rejoice and marvel—
as fervently, as intimately, and as tangibly as humanly possible—in the wonder of the Incarnation
and of our salvation:
Let us celebrate the forefeast of the Nativity of Christ, O people, and raising our minds, let us go in
spirit to Bethlehem. (Vespers of the Forefeast, December 20, first hymn of the Stichera)
Come, O faithful, let us see where Christ has been born. Let us join the Magi, kings from the East,
and follow the guiding star. (Matins of the Nativity, first Kathisma)
Yet there is more to the theological poetry of our hymns. “Bethlehem” becomes a synonym for
“the Church.” Christ is to be born within us: in our mystical celebration we shall become
Bethlehem, the humble place of His Nativity, and so we must prepare ourselves in order that our
Lord may make His dwelling within us.
But how, exactly, are we to prepare? Our hymns provide the answer:

Let us cast aside the sleep of idleness, and with vigilance of soul let us sing to Christ, who is born of a
pure Maiden. . . . Let good action be sufficient for the storehouse of our soul, that with a radiant
countenance we may sing to Christ, who is born. . . . Increasing our talent by good works, let us offer
them instead of gold and frankincense and myrrh as gifts to Christ, who gave them.
(Triode of Compline of the Forefeast, December 20, eighth ode)
Shedding our tears like myrrh for Christ, who is born in the flesh for us, let us purify the stains of the
flesh. . . Knowing that ransom is effected by His compassion and a fountain of tears, let us believers,
having been cleansed through confession, approach Christ, who is born in the flesh.
(Triode of Compline of the Forefeast, December 21, eighth ode)
O faithful, let us shake the sleep of slothfulness from our eyes, and, fending off the temptations of the
evil one, let us keep vigil in prayer. . . . O faithful, let us stop every vile word from leaving our lips,
and having learned the words of God, let us now offer them to Christ. . . . Let us make haste to
renounce the carnal passions and the beauties of the world, and let us confine ourselves to spiritual
concerns . . . presenting ourselves as worthy by our works.
(Triode of Compline of the Forefeast, December 23, eighth ode)
Our hymns are “the voice of one crying in the wilderness: “prepare the way of the Lord” (Isaiah
40:3 NKJV). Just as St. John the Baptist prepared the way for Christ by calling the people of Israel
to repentance (Matthew 3:1–2), so too does the Church
prepare us for the Nativity by exhorting us to “bear
The Church’s invitation to
fruits worthy of repentance” (Matthew 3:8).
prepare for the Nativity is above
all a command to us to open the
Repentance begins with humility, contrition, tears, and
gates of repentance, that Christ
confession, but it does not end there. The fruit of
may enter our very being and be
repentance is love and forgiveness, peace and unity:
born anew in our hearts …
Holding fast to the law of love, let us embrace the intent of
brotherly love, establishing peace one with another, and
oneness of mind; for Christ, the Giver of peace, is coming, bringing peace to all. (Canon of Compline
of the Forefeast, December 22, Eighth Ode)
We are to prepare with faith and works, with contemplation and action, with prayer and charity.
We must increase our talent of grace and not neglect the virtues God has given us (Matthew
25:14–30). If our joy is not a truly spiritual joy that softens our hearts and wakes us up from our
spiritual slumber, then it is the joy of the world and not of Christ.
It is not enough to celebrate Christmas. We need to be changed and shaped by what we are
celebrating. If our spiritual life is no better in spite of all our praying, fasting, and church services,
then we have not yet begun to fully respond to the significance of Advent and of the Nativity.
The Church’s invitation to prepare for the Nativity is above all a command to us to open the gates
of repentance, that Christ may enter our very being and be born anew in our hearts, and to offer
our virtues to the newborn King. Instead of gold, we offer charity; instead of frankincense, prayer;
instead of myrrh, repentance. Then, like the song of the angels and the adoration of the shepherds,
our worship will be pure and our love without pretense. AMEN.

This is an extract from Father Vassilios’ acclaimed new book which has recently been released in America
entitled: “Meditations for Advent; Preparing for Christ's Birth” (Ancient Faith Publishing).

A good time for reflection …
Archimandrite David (Meyrick) + 1993
NONE OF US WHO used the ticket office in Little Walsingham Station in the 1950s could have
imagined that one day it would be replaced by an Orthodox altar, but that is exactly what
happened. When the infamous Dr Beeching appeared on the scene, so many rural railway stations
and small branch lines were consigned to history.
Mark Meyrick had joined the Russian Orthodox Church in London and thus had encountered,
and become very devoted to, Archimandrite Lazarus (Moore). Mark spent some time in India with
Fr Lazarus. In 1966, the newly ordained Fr Mark sought a blessing to move to Walsingham. As an
ikonographer, he found that London did not afford him the peace and seclusion he needed. Also,
at the time there was a certain naivety in that we seriously underestimated the ease and speed
with which the Orthodox Church would become influential in Britain. Half a century later, we are
more realistic.
The choice of Walsingham was as a place to raise the profile of Orthodoxy since so many visitors
were pilgrims rather than tourists. Also it was inspired by the fact that the Orthodox Church had
been involved in the restoration of devotion to the Mother of God there since the 1930s.
Archbishop Nestor and Archimandrite Nicholas (Gibbes) had served in the new Shrine Church.
Prince Vladimir Galitzine had become the first non-Anglican Honorary Guardian of the Shrine.
Whilst there was an Orthodox chapel in the Shrine Church, in the 1960s services were very
infrequent because there was no resident priest. Fr Mark sought to remedy this.
The only property that could be found, at an affordable price, was the redundant railway station
and so a lease was taken on the property. It was a short lease because there was a proposal to use
the line of the disused railway for a new road to Wells and, in this connection, the station was
earmarked for demolition. In the event, this plan did not proceed and thus Fr Mark’s presence at
the old station became more permanent. The chapel, established in the old booking hall, was
dedicated to St Seraphim of Sarov and Fr Mark was supported by a group of young enthusiasts,
the Brotherhood of St Seraphim. Whilst this was a community of laymen, there was the thought
that it could evolve into a monastic brotherhood. This didn’t happen at that time. The

Brotherhood became known through the work of the ikon studio founded, at St Seraphim’s, by Fr
Mark. After his premature death, it was maintained by his pupil Leon Liddament.
In his first years in Walsingham, Fr Mark was required by Archbishop Nikodem to serve in
London every weekend. At that time, the late 1960s, Fr Mark served Vespers every Sunday
afternoon in the old church at Emperor’s Gate, South Kensington. This was in English which was
something of a novelty then. These services were usually followed by a discussion group that met
for afternoon tea. At one of these Sunday afternoon sessions, the Information Service was devised.
The idea was that it should serve the Orthodox in the way that the Catholic Truth Society and the
Protestant Truth Society serve their respective church communities. Fr Mark, wanted St Nektarios
as the patron but was outvoted, on the score that we needed a more well-known saint. Thus, the
choice fell on England’s Patron Saint. So it was that Fr Mark became the founder of St George
Orthodox Information Service.
When we look at the Orthodox Church now, it is difficult to comprehend just how different to
circumstances were back in the 1960s. There were far fewer books available in English. Very few
liturgical texts were translated. Veneration of the early saints of the West was in its infancy with
very few ikons of local saints or hymns in their honour. Fr Mark was such a true pioneer in this
field that we owe him an enormous debt of gratitude. He started the ball rolling and in succeeding
years many others have carried on this pious work.
The last period of his life was marked by three things. Fr Mark was tonsured as a monk and given
the monastic name of David. Over the years, his presence in Walsingham had attracted a
congregation but as a monk and ikonographer, Fr David really did not feel able to also undertake
the duties of a parish priest. So he encouraged the establishment a parish separate from St
Seraphim’s Church. This is how the Transfiguration Parish in Great Walsingham came into being.
The third, and saddest, thing was that he was diagnosed with leukaemia, which resulted in his
death at the early age of 63. It is a pointless speculation but, had he not become ill, Archimandrite
David could be alive today. How many more ikons might he have produced in twenty years?
Fr David casts a long shadow
and many of us have reason to be
grateful to him. I was received
into the Church by him in 1969
and married by him in 1973.
Thus my memories cover nearly
half a century and perhaps the
twentieth anniversary of Fr
David’s repose is a good time for
reflection. The forgoing notes are
a just some random thoughts
about Fr David’s life and the
times in which he lived and
worked. May God grant him
Eternal Memory.
Fr Dn Andrew

Notes & Jottings
PATRONAL FESTIVAL & FOUNDER’S DAY
November is always a busy month with our Patronal Festival for the Ikon Joy of All Who Sorrow on
6 November followed by Founder’s Day on Friday 15 November, the third anniversary since the
repose of Mary Bond. We were glad that Canon Peter Doll from Norwich Cathedral was able to
join us for our Patronal, and that Fr Alexander Haig and Khouria Hilary were able to be with us
for Founder’s Day together with other old friends who remember her and who came to pray for
the repose of her soul. It was also gratifying to see people in church who, sadly, did not meet her
in life. The Liturgy in church was followed by a visit to the grave where prayers were said and
then a memorial meal was served in the college. The arrival of the ikonographer, Efrem Carrasco,
made the day extra special because he brought ikons for the ikonostasis. These are spectacular. We
are overjoyed with them and, after the Liturgy on Sunday, we sang Many Years for Efrem.
THE NEW IKONS
Here is a photo of the ikonostasis
with our newly completed ikons
in the Royal Doors and Deacon
Doors. In the centre are depicted
Sts. John Chrysostom and Basil,
authors of the two main Liturgies
of the Church. Above this is the
traditional
ikon
of
the
Annunciation. On the Left
(North) Door we have St Dismas,
the Righteous Thief crucified
with Christ, who was granted to
inherit paradise by his repentance on the cross (Lk. 23: 39–43). On the Right (South) Door we have
Righteous Melchizedek, Priest & King of Salem who is shown presenting bread and wine to
Abram (Gen. 14: 17–24). In the following two issues of the bulletin we will explore the significance
of Sts Dismas and Melchizedek further. To get a better look, though, why not pay us a visit?
CALENDARS
We have received a supply of copies the A2 wall calendar published by the Russian Orthodox
Church’s Fund for Assistance. This is a charity that raises funds for the support of Orthodox
parishes in impoverished countries like Haiti. The calendars retail at £10 with all moneys going to
the Fund for Assistance. Please support this worthy cause by buying a calendar.
FIVE YEARS OF THE BULLETIN
The first issue of this “Joy of All Who Sorrow” bulletin was published in December 2008 when the
builders were digging the foundations of the new church. This year’s November issue completed
five years of publishing, so we are now beginning our sixth year. Every issue can be read on the
website. They give a complete history of the development of our church life here in Mettingham.
NAMEDAYS
We send congratulation to everyone who is celebrating a nameday and wish them Many Years!
7 December – Great Martyr Catherine of Alexandria - Catherine Meyer
17 December – Great Martyr Barbara of Heliopolis – Matushka Barbara Jones
19 December – St Nicholas of Myra - Nicholas Meade, Nicholas Morgan
28 December – St Anthea of Illyria, Martyr – Anthea Barry
28 December – St Stephen, Archbishop of Sourozh – Archpriest Stephen Platt

Services in December
DAILY AT 6PM: COMPLINE WITH PRAYERS BEFORE THE IKON
(If you would like a name of a friend or loved one to be included in our intercessions list, please contact us)

Saturday 30 November
7.30pm ~ Vigil
Sunday 1 December
10.10am Hours & Divine Liturgy (Holy Martyrs Platon & Romanus)
Tuesday 3 December
7.30pm ~ Vigil

Wednesday 4 December
10.10am Hours & Festal Divine Liturgy (Entry of the Mother of God into the Temple)
Saturday 7 December
7.30pm ~ Vigil
Sunday 8 December
10.10am Hours & Divine Liturgy (Hieromartyr Clement, Pope of Rome)
2.00pm Pannikhida (Archimandrite David of Walsingham + 1993)

Saturday 14 December
7.30pm ~ Vigil
Sunday 15 December
10.10am Hours & Divine Liturgy (Prophet Habakkuk)
Wednesday 18 December
7.30pm Molieben to St Nicholas the Wonderworker

Saturday 21 December
7.30pm ~ Vigil
Sunday 22 December
10.10am Hours & Divine Liturgy (Conception by St Anna of the Theotokos)
Saturday 28 December
7.30pm ~ Vigil
Sunday 29 December
10.10am Hours & Divine Liturgy (Sunday of the Holy Forefathers)

CHRISTMAS SERVICES

Monday 6 January 2014 (Eve of the Nativity of Christ)
10.00am ~ Royal Hours
7.30pm ~ Vigil

Tuesday 7 January 2014 (Nativity of Our Lord, God & Saviour Jesus Christ)
10.10am ~ Hours & Festal Liturgy for the Nativity of Christ
followed by a Christmas Party in the College
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