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St. Theodoros the Great Ascetic, A Century of Spiritual Texts, in The Philokalia
 expounded this sound advice to a monk.  It is as applicable to all of us:

57.  …Recall the vanity of the world, how deceptive it is, how sickly and worthless; reflect on the dreadful reckoning that is to come, how the harsh keepers of the toll houses will bring forth before us one by one the actions, words and thoughts which they suggested but which we accepted and made our own.  Recall the chastisements in hell, and the state of the souls imprisoned there.  Recall, too, that great and fearful day, the day of the general resurrection, when we are brought before God, and the final sentence of the infallible Judge.  Bring to mind the punishment that befalls sinners, the reproach, the reprobation of the conscience, how they will be rejected by God and cast into the age-long fire, to the worm that does not die, to the impenetrable darkness where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth (cf. Mark 9:44, Matt. 8:12).  Meditate on all the other chastisements, and let your tears continually drench your cheeks, your clothes, the place where you are sitting.  I have known many men in whom such thoughts have produced an abundance of tears, and who in this way have wonderfully cleansed all the powers of their soul.
58.  But think also of the blessings which await the righteous: how they will stand at Christ’s right hand, the gracious voice of the Master, the inheritance of the heavenly kingdom, the gift which is beyond the intellect’s grasp, that sweet light, the endless joy, never interrupted by grief, those heavenly mansions, life with the angels, and all the other promises made to those who fear the Lord.

59.  Let these thoughts dwell with you, sleep with you, arise with you.  See that you never forget them but, wherever you are, keep them in mind, so that evil thoughts may depart and you may be filled with divine solace.  Unless a soul is strengthened with these thoughts it cannot achieve stillness.  For a spring which has no water does not deserve its name (emphasis supplied).
All of us must continually struggle on life’s spiritual highway; an avenue leading either to heaven or hell.  In the One Holy Catholic & Apostolic Church (The True Orthodox Church), there is no ‘halfway house’.  Neither Christ, His Apostles nor any of the Orthodox Fathers ever revealed or proclaimed the concept of purgatory.  This Latinism of an intermediate state from which one can be ‘sprung’ by so-called payment or ‘excess merits’ of the saints is unheard of in the Orthodox Church.
Faith and works are integral and act synergistically for our salvation.  That is, they are complimentary as well as integral.  As the first Bishop of the Church, St. James the Just (the Lord’s step-brother) reminds us:
For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also. (St. James 2:26)
However, we do not ‘pile up’ good works in order to gain points or add as ‘credits’ to our salvation progress ledger!  Our faith in Christ results in Christian ‘works’ of kindness, sympathy, empathy, charity and love.  These are entered into through our Christian concern for our neighbour.  Our neighbour, simply put, is everyone.
Naturally, we want to know what we need to do to reach the goal of Holy Orthodoxy, deification in the Lord so that “God may be all in all.” (1 Cor.15:28)
  The first step is acceptance of the Lord as our Saviour through the Mystery (Sacrament) of triple-immersion Baptism in the name of the Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  When baptised, we emulate Christ’s death on the Cross and His Resurrection and Ascension into heaven where He sits on the right hand of the Father, the Source of both the Son (begotten of the Father) and the Holy Spirit, who proceeds only from the Father.  We rise in the manner of Christ, throw off the ‘old man,’ the devil, also called the slanderer.  Our original inclination to sin from the first Adam as well as our actual sins are overcome/expunged by our acceptance of the new Adam, Christ.
Baptism is the first salvation step toward the Royal Path of Orthodoxy.  Our faith in Christ as the sole source of our salvation sustains and nurtures us through the fruits of our faith, charitable works flowing from our faith.  As Orthodox, we embark on the arduous course of “Suffering Orthodoxy,” a name given the Church by St. Gregory the Theologian (+390).  It remains our truest description of it. We struggle and suffer along Christ’s Way praying that our lives on earth, in this world, prepare us for the future life, which is not of this world:
The earthly life of the Christian should be (emphasis supplied) a place of spiritual growth, progress, the ascent of the soul towards heaven.

As Orthodox, we can never be satisfied with our spiritual development.  We must continuously strive spiritually to draw closer and closer and ever closer to Christ.  Our task is to open our hearts and change ourselves from within.  We engage in spiritual warfare to battle the forces of the Evil One through our lives on earth:
We wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against the spirits of wickedness under the heaven. (Eph. 6:12)
You say, ‘Do Orthodox Christians really believe in the devil?’  Answer – certainly!  As Protopresbyter Michael Pomazansky points out:

IT IS NOT BY CHANCE, that the Lord’s Prayer ends with the words:  ‘Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from the Evil One.’ 

How can you not believe in hell and the existence of the devil in the light of Christ’s very words.  Not possible.
In Holy Orthodoxy, you and I are not saved once and for all at a moment in earthly time.  Our salvation is a process.  After Baptism and throughout our struggles with the Evil One, we may become careless and deviate from the Royal Path, somewhat like an alcoholic falling off the wagon.  With humility and repentance, we must ‘get up’ and fight on.  The Church provides us with extensive spiritual assistance, an ecclesiastical welfare system.  The following words should give us comfort as long as we are vigilant:

Thus the Holy Church through the ranks of its builders: the Apostles, the great hierarchs, the holy ascetics, having as its Chief Shepherd our Saviour and Lord, Jesus Christ, has created and gives us all means for our spiritual perfection and the attainment of the eternal blessed life in God, overcoming our carelessness and light-mindedness by fear and by stern warnings, at the same time instilling in us a spirit of vigilance and bright hope, surrounding us with holy, heavenly guides and helpers.  In the Typicon of the Church’s Divine service, we are given a direct path to the attainment of the Kingdom of Glory.

We are never alone!  God loves us, wants us to spiritually come to him.  Our key to joining Him with the triumphant in heaven combines humility, sincerity and complete repentance.
Our Physical Death –
As we approach physical death, we should remember it is just that – physical.  No problem, our souls do not die.  An Orthodox Christian reposes in the Lord.  St. John of Shanghai and San Francisco reminds us that Christ defeated death on the Cross and in His Resurrection, He

opened the gates of the Heavenly Kingdom, of eternal blessedness for those who have believed in Him and (emphasis supplied) have lived righteously.  Our earthly life is a preparation for the future life, and this preparation ends with our death.  ‘It is appointed unto man once to die, but after this the judgment.’ (Heb. 9:27)

The Soul After its Separation from the Body lives
The body disintegrates but arises “anew at the General Resurrection”.
  Our secular life on earth in its external manifestation, its biological presence, dies, but one’s soul separates from the body and “continues to live, to exist, to have awareness (emphasis supplied)”:

St. Theophan the Recluse, in a message to a dying woman, writes: ‘You will not die.  Your body will die, but you will go over to a different world, being alive, remembering yourself and recognising the whole world that surrounds you (emphasis supplied)’.

…

St. Dorotheus (6th century) summarises the teaching of the early Fathers in this way: ‘For as the Fathers tell us, the souls of the dead remember everything that happened here – thoughts, words, desires – and nothing can be forgotten (emphases supplied).’

St. John Cassian (5th century) taught that after the separation of the soul from the body, it (the soul) was active, and this was proven by the rich man and Lazarus Gospel parable (St. Luke 16:22-28).
  If the soul is not asleep, it is conscious.  It is aware of everything and forgets nothing.  St. John of Shanghai and San Francisco says in his wonderful homily that after leaving the body, the soul “finds itself” with good and bad spirits, inclining more toward those more like itself in spirit.
  If whilst in the body, the soul was influenced by bad spirits and left this world unrepentant, the demonic powers keep the soul.  It does not go to heaven in this circumstance:

St. Macarius of Egypt (4th century) states ‘unless you receive the earnest of the Holy Spirit (2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5), at the hour when your soul is separated from the body (emphasis supplied), the evil demons hold fast to your soul and do not suffer you to rise up to heaven’.

…

St. Basil the Great (4th century) explains it this way: ‘Let no one deceive you with empty words; for destruction will come suddenly upon you; it will come like a storm.  A grim angel (i.e., a demon) will come to take and drag violently the soul that has been tied to sins; and your soul will turn toward here and will suffer silently, having already been excluded from the organ of mourning (the body).  O how you will be troubled at the hour of death for yourself!  How you will sigh!’

The Soul in the First Two or Three Days -
After the soul separates from the body, it has a certain degree of freedom and may/can visit familiar places in this world (earth).  If you have or know others who have ‘felt’ the presence of a departed one after physical death, it may well be that the soul has lingered near its loved ones.  The soul may even stay around for a day or two:

For the course of two days the soul enjoys relative freedom and can visit places on earth which are dear to it, but on the third day, it moves into other spheres.

St. John of Shanghai and San Francisco states that on the third day the soul

passes through legions of evil spirits which obstruct its path and accuse it of various sins, to which they themselves had tempted it.

He refers to various revelations of the twenty obstacles to the soul’s ‘heavenly progression,’ the

so-called ‘toll-houses,’ at each of which one or another form of sin is tested; after passing through one the soul comes upon the next one; and only after successfully passing through all of them can the soul continue its path without being immediately cast into gehenna.

Please note that he says “so-called” when referring to the “toll-houses”.  This illustrates St. John fully understands that the imagery of a toll-house as perhaps a booth or toll-houses as a series of such booths is not to be understood in a fundamentalist literal manner.  Other imagery may be used by various saints of the Church, but the consensus of the Fathers has always been that the testing is real, regardless of the imagery utilised to convey the message.  This Orthodox patristic fact is that the demons and toll-houses are real, the testing of the soul is true.
St. John further states
How terrible these demons and their toll-houses are may be seen in the fact that Mother of God Herself, when informed by the Archangel Gabriel of Her approaching death, answering Her prayer, the Lord Jesus Himself appeared from heaven to receive the soul of His Most Pure Mother and conduct it to heaven.  Terrible indeed is the third day for the soul of the departed, and for this reason it especially needs prayers then for itself.

All is not lost, however, for, again, Christ wants us to be with Him.  Whether or not we will be is up to our exercise of the free will He has given us and acceptance of His Way.  But God is merciful as well as just.  Even if we have sinned since becoming Orthodox, Christ forgives us if we have gone to him with humility and repented of them.  His grace embraces and shields us as we worship and take Holy Communion frequently.  
When we are running the aerial demonic gauntlet, our humility and tearful repentance are noticed by the angelic spirits, and they surround us and soar through the air with us within their spiritual protection.  The demonic forces are powerless against Christ’s minions.  Once our sins are forgiven, we are within His grace.  Our reliance on His grace defeats the evil spirits!
If we have sincerely confessed and received forgiveness before our own bodies die, we will pass through the toll-houses.  Even if our repentance had not been completely fulfilled at our time of bodily death, our spiritual ‘trend’ toward repentance will be considered favourably by the angelic spirits.  This trend toward His grace, cut off prematurely by the body’s death, enables us to proceed under angelic custody through the ladder of the toll-houses.
St. Theodora

after passing through the toll-houses and being returned to her body, was told by the angels: ‘Those who believe in the Holy Trinity and take as frequently as possible the Holy Communion of the Holy Mysteries of Christ, our Saviour’s Body and Blood – such people can rise to heaven directly, with no hindrances and the holy angels defend them, and the holy Saints of God pray for their salvation, since they have lived righteously.’

The demonic spirits are powerless before good.  A soul clean and sinless, which naturally includes a sinner (which we all are) who has truthfully repented to our Lord, cannot be stopped in its flight toward union with its Saviour Jesus Christ.  Leaving this world with tearful repentance means that the angels and good spirits surround the repentant soul and take it under their protection.
Whether or not non-orthodox will be ‘saved’ by Christ is His call, not ours.  We need to focus upon ourselves, not judge others.  However, the more a soul knew about the Faith yet continued to reject it in part or whole, the less likely it is to receive God’s mercy.  
St. Paul should be given the final word(s):
Wherein in time past ye walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the air (emphasis supplied), the spirit that now worketh in the children of disobedience (Eph. 2:2)

…

Put on the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil.

For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places.

Wherefore take unto you the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand (Eph. 6:11-13).
The Particular and Final (Last) Judgments -
There are two judgments, the Particular and Final (General Resurrection).    The Particular Judgment is an interim judgment upon the respective souls.  After the soul leaves the body, its path is obstructed by the dark forces who have sought to lead it astray from Christ, through the ladders of the toll-houses.  The air is 

filled with the spirits of evil under the heavens, and their prince is called the ‘prince of the air’ (Eph. 6:12, 2:2).

The air battle is classic: the evil forces seek to destroy a spiritually-weak soul.  But the heavenly angels spring into Godly action to wrestle with the evil ones for it.  They are supported by the living Church members praying for the soul.  Protopresbyter Michael Pomazansky lists several ancient Christian Fathers who based upon Holy Scriptural indications speak of this including (Note: I have put them in alphabetical order) Sts. Athanasius the Great, Basil the Great, John Chrysostom, Cyril of Alexandria, Ephraim the Syrian, Macarius the Great, and others.

The interim state of the soul is determined by the Particular Judgment on the 40th day after the body’s death.  The interim is an intermediate state of the soul and is either joy or sorrow and grief although not complete feelings in these respects.  The souls
do not feel complete blessedness or complete torment.  For complete blessedness or complete torment each one receives after the General resurrection, when the soul is reunited with the body in which it lived in virtue or in vice. (The Epistle of the Eastern Patriarchs on the Orthodox Faith, paragraph 18).

Thus, there are two conditions after the Particular Judgment, not three as the Roman Catholics erroneously recognise.  They included “purgatory” along with “blessedness” and “gehenna”.  They misuse gehenna because the Fathers usually refer to such a condition after the Last (Final) Judgment

when both death and hell will be cast into the ‘Lake of Fire’(Apoc. 20:15).

The Fathers, following God’s Word, believe that the sinners’ torments are preparatory before the Last Judgment:

These torments can be eased and even taken away (emphasis supplied) by the prayers of the Church (Epistle of the Eastern Patriarchs, para 18).  Likewise, the fallen spirits are reserved in everlasting chains under darkness, (in hell) until the judgment of the great day (original emphasis) (II St. Peter 2:4, St. Jude 1:6).

Eternal torment in the Lake of Fire or eternal rejoicing when receiving the inheritance of the Kingdom of Heaven will come at the Final Judgment, the general resurrection of the bodies.
The Prayers for the Dead –

Prayers for just such a soul will be well received.  The Apostle James admonishes us to

Pray for one another, that ye may be healed, for the effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much. (St. James 5:16)

When we pray for the dead in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ for departed loved ones, whose spiritual progressions are not complete, we pray the souls’ 

seeds of new life which our departed ones have taken with them – if these seeds have been unable to open up sufficiently here on earth – to gradually open up and develop under the influence of prayers and with the mercy of God, just as a good seed is developed in the earth under the life-giving rays of the sun, with favourable weather.

When we pray for the dead, the Church intercedes for them in the name of Christ (St. John 14:13-14) and His Passion (Sacrifice) on the Cross offering deliverance for all.  These prayers help the soul reach full spiritual fruition.
  They do not assist the spiritually ‘dead,’ those who reject Him and have died without repentance.
  All the ancient liturgies of the Church attest to the Church’s prayers for the dead:

The Church prays for all who have died in the faith (emphasis supplied), and asks forgiveness for their sins, for there is no man without sin… [Note: even St. James the Just, also called The Righteous, the most devout Christian leader of the overall Church in Jerusalem, would be prayed for by the Church.]

Therefore, no matter how righteous a man might be, when he departs from this world, the Church accompanies his departure with prayer for him to the Lord.
 

Indeed, it is true that

Blessed are the dead which die in the Lord from henceforth. (Rev. 14:13)

The Church prays for all its people, man, woman and child alike, this is a given that should need no further clarification.

Memorial should be served for the dead with readings, prayers and psalms on the third day after the loved one has died, three being because the Lord resurrected Himself on the third day; the ninth day  “as a reminder of the living and the dead” and on the 40th day after death due to ancient practise.
  Archbishop John Maximovitch (now St. John of Shanghai and San Francisco) advised that as soon as a loved one reposed, a priest should be called to read the “Prayers on the Departure of the Soul, the funeral should be held in Church and the Psalter read over the departed until the funeral, the funeral not be abbreviated, and

most definitely arrange at once for the serving of the 40-day memorial, that is, daily commemoration at the Liturgy for the course of forty days…Let us take care for those who departed into the other world before us, in order to do for them all that we can, remembering that ‘Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.’

Remission of Sins -
Remission of our sins can be given in the present life and after death.  The Church prays for the dead in the same manner as it does the living, in Christ’s name.  The body dies, but the soul lives on.  For it, there is no death because Christ conquered it on the Cross and with His Resurrection.
St. Simeon the Theologian comments that remission of sins is not limited to the fully spiritual repentant at death.  If some are making spiritual progress in this life and die prematurely,

they will not be banished from the doors of the Kingdom of God, and these doors will not be closed before them, according to the limitless mercy of God.

St. Mark of Ephesus, one of the three Pillars of Orthodoxy (the others being Sts. Photios the Great and Gregory Palamas), in his First Homily refuting the Latins’ Chapters regarding  purgatorial fire commented cogently on the three different remission forms.  He pointed out that in the true Orthodox Church remission from sins carries with it no punishment!  Remission forgives sins and delivers to the repentant, who has been forgiven, freedom from any such punishment.
These three different forms are:

(1) during Baptism; (2) after Baptism, through conversion and sorrow and making up (for sins) by good works in the present life; and (3) after death, through prayers and good deeds and thanks to whatever else the Church does for the dead.

Baptism, the first remission form, does not require our labour.  We receive this grace for nothing more than our faith.  The second remission form is painful and requires our active participation with God’s grace throughout our lives in this world.  The third remission after death is also painful being

bound up with repentance and a conscience that is contrite and suffers from an insufficiency of good (emphasis supplied).

However, sins remitted after death through prayers for them and good works and other Church activities for the dead do not contain any punishment concept.  A remission of sin cannot include any punishment.

The various effects of these remissions:

God’s grace with the cooperation of prayer plays a larger role in remission by Baptism and after death, “and a very little is brought in by us”.  Baptism remits all sins to an equal degree; whilst remission of sins after death remits “only of those sins which are not mortal and over which a person has repented in life”.  Remission through our active conversion and sorrow with resultant good works “has little from grace, while the greater part is owing to our labour”.

The Church does not punish the departed in connexion with remitting their sins,

Knowing well that the Divine goodness in such matters conquers the idea of justice (emphasis supplied).

St. Mark of Ephesus, the chorus of Martyrs, Saints and Fathers, support then a Divine principle that God’s mercy plays a decisive role in the remission of sins.  This is, indeed, good news for all of us sinners, who, however, should still always pray

Jesus Christ, Son of God, Have Mercy Upon me a Sinner, or Jesus Christ, Son of God, Have Mercy upon us Sinners!

We must wake up to Christ’s call and cooperate with His grace, knowing at the same time that His grace exercised through mercy is capable of ‘giving us a break’ considering that a strict interpretation of our inner strength and outward manifestation of Christ’s works might not bear close scrutiny.  We should truly thank the Lord for this Divine principle.
This principle does not apply to unrepentant sinners and those who have blasphemed the Lord.  Their fate is sealed by their obduracy and pride.  If we are in the spiritual ‘vicinity’ of being such an unrepentant self-willed person, we can still save the day.  It is not too late, but we must take immediate action to spiritually correct ourselves.
We must have faith in Christ, vow to follow His Way, begin to do so, and repent all of our sins, particularly of any disbelief in the Holy Trinity.  Follow through for the rest of our lives in this world; and, when we spiritually falter (because we are all sinners), repent and pick ourselves up from the spiritual fall and go on, day-by-day, one-step- at- a- time, running the Christian race.  Pray the Lord exercises His Divine principle, if necessary, in our favour!  
+In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
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