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“They went to the cisterns and found
no water. They returned with their
vessels  empty”  (Jeremiah 14:3).
“They sow the wind, and reap the
whirlwind. The stalk has no bud; it
shall never produce meal”’
(Hosea 8:7). Thus did Jeremiah and
Hosea the prophets describe the
condition of the children of Israel at
that time. This also reminds us of the
condition of the disciples who labored
all night fishing but caught nothing,
and so returned with empty nets. The
empty vessels and empty nets are
symbolic of forsaken hope and effort
in vain.

Empty vessels and empty nets are the
worst nightmare of the priest, the
monk, the servant, the caretaker, and
the struggler. It is a terrifying moment
to realize that ““I have labored in vain,
| have spent my strength for nothing
and in vain” (lsaiah 49:4). Perhaps
this is what prompted the composer of
St. Mary’s melody to express this
precisely: Therefore, woe to me/ Life
passed by, | did not perceive/ The
Vinedresser paid the laborers/ But no
wage did | receive. Even God Himself
who planned that all His economy
ends toward the salvation of man asks
sorrowfully, “Why then, when |
expected it to bring forth good grapes,
Did it bring forth wild grapes? (Isaiah
5:4)

The question that puzzles many is:
Why do we fast so much, pray a
thousand prayers, and confess
hundreds of times, and yet nothing
changes in us? Rather, we might
downslide to a worst condition? Why,
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when we do not slacken in the
services of preaching, teaching, and
visitation, do we not find the fruits of
repentance that we expect? Why do
we suffer bitterness in raising our
children, but remain as a broken
record that plays no joyful tune?

St. Paul preceded and gave us the
answer to this question in a golden
principle: ““If anyone competes in
athletics, he is not crowned unless he
competes according to the rules” (2
Timothy 2:5). Just as a judge will not
admit a document into evidence,
unless it is a legal document, likewise
the competition. It is not admitted
unless the Holy Spirit has signed and
sealed it with a ‘legal’ stamp.

So, every fasting, prayer, tears,
confession,  preaching, teaching,
visitation...etc, has to be examined
first by the Holy Spirit who is abiding
in us and witnessing that all our works
and struggles are either canonical and
thus our guardian angel can offer them
to the presence of the Lord or un-
canonical, and they will be burned
when they are examined with fire.

The next question that immediately
poses itself is: “How do | obtain a
‘legal’ stamp from the Holy Spirit for
my works, efforts, and labors?” St.
Paul also answers this question for us:
“Though | speak with the tongues of
men and of angels, but have not love, |
have become sounding brass or a
clanging cymbal. And though | have
the gift of prophecy, and understand
all mysteries and all knowledge, and
though | have all faith, so that I could
remove mountains, but have not love, I
am nothing. And though I bestow all
my goods to feed the poor, and though
| give my body to be burned, but have
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not love, it profits me nothing” (1
Corinthians 13:1-3).

Therefore, love, present in the work, is
what makes it ‘legal.” Every work not
carried out with love, to God and your
neighbor, does not apply to your
account. Every empty vessel after
much patience and every empty net
after much effort witnesses to spiritual
ignorance that makes its owner like
the foolish virgins.

All this was borne in vain (Gal 3: 3, 4)
if you forgot to examine yourself,
before each work of worship, service,
or education, weather the true driving
force was love, or not.

As we approach a new Nativity Fast,
let us make a fresh start, even if as the
workers of the eleventh hour. Let us
season all our works with the salt of
love, to return chanting, carrying not
empty vessels or empty nets, but
rather, overflowing bundles of the
blessings and richness of the Holy
Spirit, to Whom is due all glory, with
the Father, and the Son, forevermore.
Amen.
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