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5th July 2026        Pentecost 5 
Fr Chrysostom MacDonnell 
 
1] ‘Whom the gods would destroy, they first make 
mad.’ That idea has cropped up in various guises 
throughout history. It first appears in English literature 
from the 17th century. It’s earliest form, however, could 
be traced back to the ancient Greek playwright, 
Sophocles and his drama, Antigonē: ‘Evil seems good 
to him whose mind god is driving towards disaster’. 
Simply put: it is all going to end terribly when we 
mistake what is bad for what is good. 
 
2] Those ancient Greeks had a myth that expressed 
how this all began ~ the story of Pandora and her box. 
An initial idea, imagining that, somehow, it would good 
to open a box that held within all kinds of bad things, 
spilled out for all the evils that afflict mankind. Yet, they 
hung onto hope, the one thing left behind. How similar 
in many ways, it appears, to the story we tell from the 
scriptures, of Eve beguiled by the Evil One, 
transgressing the commandment and uncovering, 
before the time, the precocious knowledge of good and 
evil. Yes, it is all going to end terribly when we mistake 
what is bad for what is good. 
 
 
3] Whether it be a wisdom distilled among those 
ancient Greeks, their storytellers and philosophers, or 
what we have received as revealed in Holy Tradition, 
we share a common notion that here we live, all of 
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mankind, far from the good life we seek. And although 
those ancient pagans might only grasp at what 
Pandora had left them, to hope for the best in this life, 
we know by faith that the grace of God has provided for 
us a salvation far beyond the disasters that beset us 
here. As St Paul tells the Corinthians, regarding his 
hope in the resurrection, ‘If, in the manner of men, I 
have fought with beasts at Ephesus, what advantage is 
it to me? If the dead do not rise, Let us eat and drink, 
for tomorrow we die!”’ [1Cor 15:32] That is, without faith 
in Christ the Saviour, one might as well seize the day, 
like any hedonist, like any debased Epicurean, like any 
of the worldly wise, and enjoy yourself while you still 
can. But unaware of the judgement to come; unaware 
that this too is madness; that this too awaits disaster. 
 
4] But let us be very clear: you do not have to be 
religious, in whatever way, in order to lead a good and 
a moral life. Cannot an atheist claim integrity, making 
sound moral choices according to his lights. Of course, 
he can. Only… morality is not just actions, or words, or 
even just thoughts in the head. There are 
consequences to be judged, motivations to be 
assessed. And which of us, if we be honest, can claim 
such altruism so as not the mix our good deeds with the 
alloy of self-interest in some way in this life? 
 
5] It is, after all, natural to all people, save perhaps 
those who have, indeed, been driven mad, to want at 
least to appear good before others. So, what of those 
two men in the gospel today? They had been driven 
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mad; their lives destroyed to the extent that they dwelt 
among the tombs of the dead. But what unfortunate set 
of decisions had brought them to this state? Which 
Pandora’s box had they opened; What fruit of good and 
evil had they consumed? Not only had they heeded the 
promptings and temptations, proposed by demons, but 
had let them enter their very lives. Spectacular, 
terrifying, in their ranting and raving, yet they were but 
the extreme end of humanity, desperate to cling onto 
sanity in a world beyond our control. 
 
 6] Whom the gods would destroy, they first make 
mad.’ But these gods are but demons, as the Psalmist 
says, ‘For all the gods of the heathen are demons, But 
the Lord made the heavens.’ (Ps 95:5 LXX) It is the 
entire project, the very purpose of the demons to 
destroy us. So the lives of these two demoniacs, living 
among the tombs of the dead, were ruined. Yet, they 
encountered Christ and were set free. 

7]  But then, are we surprised ~in our own day ~ that 
the same destructive madness has now seized the 
once great institutions of this land and, indeed, in all the 
West? As the prophet says, ’Woe to those who call evil 
good, and good evil; Who put darkness for light, and 
light for darkness; Who put bitter for sweet, and sweet 
for bitter!’ [Is 5:20] Having abandoned faith in Christ, 
antichrist is on manoeuvres, and what was once held 
to be good, regular, normal and according to nature, 
has now been denounced as bigotry by the perverse 
and corrupted minds of leaders, driven mad by 



 4 

demons. Whom the gods would destroy, they first make 
mad.’ 

8] What then for us; we who hold on to Christ: how 
should we plot our course through this world without 
sharing in, without descending into, this demonic 
madness? Every man, woman and child who gather 
here, each bringing who they are and where they have 
come from: each has his own love of homeland, or 
language and history. Yet here, we are also one body 
in Christ, though made up of so many different 
members. 

9] But our common Orthodox Faith that binds us 
together, is not a set of rules by which, practising, we 
may claim virtue. The Orthodox Church is not some 
kind of reformatory for moral improvement. Neither is it 
a penitentiary, where sinners undergo retribution and 
purgation for past sins. Nor is it a tribunal where our 
failings are judged and condemned. 

10] We come here not to receive the verdict of men, 
but to encounter Christ; to be delivered from all 
demonic oppression by Christ; to commune with Christ; 
for the healing of our bodies and the cure of our souls. 
We gather here, as in a school, to learn Christ, ‘Till we 
all come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge 
of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of 
the stature of the fullness of Christ’ [Eph 4:13] 

11] It is by Christ that we know the good. Made 
according to the Image, the Icon, of the Divine Christ, 
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we can recover the likeness of God when we are in 
Christ. This is how we judge the moral good; how we 
distinguish what is right from what is wrong, asking 
ourselves, does this action, does this word, does this 
thought, bring me closer to Christ or push me further 
away? 

12] ‘You were washed, but you were sanctified, but you 
were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus and by the 
Spirit of our God.’ [1 Cor 6:11] So Paul tells the 
Corinthians, and so we proclaim to the candidate at the 
service of Baptism. We do not have our own 
righteousness that we can parade before the world, as 
if to attract admiration. We have only our redemption in 
Christ. And our whole personal and moral and spiritual 
struggle, now, is to remain in Christ, till we come to 
salvation, knowing the love of Christ, passing 
knowledge, and are filled with all the fulness of God. (cf 
Eph 3:19) 

13] Meanwhile, even in this life, St Paul tells us this 
morning, we can participate, even now, in the fruit of 
the Spirit which is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control, which 
no law can condemn. 

14] Let us then walk circumspectly through this life, 
sober and watchful, as the spiritual fathers teach us, 
aware of the machinations of the evil one, aware of 
falling into demonic madness. Let us be clear that in all 
our ways, we ask ourselves whether what we do can 
be done in Christ or not. It is a simple precept with 
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which to judge our own love of Christ, and in that, we 
shall know what we must do, and we shall know what 
we must avoid. ‘And whatever you do in word or deed,’ 
the apostle tells the Colossians. ‘Do all in the name of 
the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father 
through Him.’ [Col.3:17] 
 
 
 
 
 
 


