HOMILY ON THE SUNDAY OF ORTHODOXY

“He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation” (Col. 1:15)
Dear Orthodox Brothers and Sisters,

When we say “Orthodox Christians” we think of all of you present this evening in this holy temple, and all those in Orthodox churches throughout the world, as well as those who have passed away in the Lord, confessing the Orthodox faith. First of all we think of the holy Apostles, the holy Martyrs and Confessors, who shed their blood for Him who shed His blood for them; we also think of the holy Fathers who fearlessly preached and defended the word of Truth, the Venerable Fathers, the bloodless martyrs, who with their podvig, their ascetical struggles, died to this world, all of them fulfilling the words of Christ: “that they all may be one, as You, Father, are in Me, and I in You; that they also may be one in Us, that the world may believe that You sent Me” (John 17:21).
Someone had said, to belong to Christ, to be Orthodox, is not something we deserve but is a gift from above. For, know that you cannot call the Lord “Jesus”, without the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:3). For this reason, each day you enter a holy temple ask yourself: “Why am I Orthodox? What does being Orthodox mean to me?  And what must I do as Orthodox?”

We live in a world in which there are thousands upon thousands of religions and denominations. And even he who knows the least about these knows that they cannot all be correct or true. How true one of them is can be concluded based on how it answers man’s eternal question: Who am I? And what is the purpose of my life?
Not one founder of a religion has given a more complete meaning to man and all of creation as it was given by our Lord Jesus Christ. Not one founder of a religion has given a more perfect teaching for the moral prosperity of man and the world as it was given by our Lord Jesus Christ. And, in the end, not one founder of a religion has more perfectly fulfilled his own teaching as our Lord did. 

When I was at a peace conference some years back in New York, they handed out pamphlets and brochures in which they included Moses, Confucius, Buddha, Jesus, Muhammad, comparing “their kinship” in their teachings. The purpose of all of that is to create a new world religion where there will be something for everyone. The question is posed: Where is the truth about God? Does it even exist? Are the seeds about Him scattered throughout all of them? In that case every religion is relative.
Dear brothers and sisters,

An intellectual (a writer), writing about Orthodoxy, said, among other things: Christ was a man who did not sin even in the smallest details of His life. Surely he would be offended if someone were to tell Him that thät is not the complete Orthodox teaching of Christ. This same thinking I’ve heard from non-Christians, even atheists. We mustn’t ever mix Christ with Socrates or Plato, Aristotle, Buddha, Confucius, Muhammad; not even with Abraham, or Moses or Elijah. We know that when we mention Christ to some of the monks of the Far East, the Buddhists, for them He will be an ascetic. If we talk about Him to a liberal socialist, He will be the epitaph of a radical reformer, a good-hearted, brave man who fought for social justice. Or as Hoffman describes Him, He is a delicate gentleman.    
Those who see Jesus as a lawgiver, a prophet or peaceful revolutionary, a martyr or an activist, or they simply worship Him as an historical figure, cannot be understood as true Christians. And all of those who only talk about Jesus but not Christ are not true Christians.  They are pseudo-Christians. For if Jesus is not the Christ, He isn’t the Savior of the world (1 John 4:3). In that case He doesn’t have any greater meaning to me than any of the Old Testament Saints.

Our faith is not founded on theories, rules or laws, but on persons. Our faith is a revelation and not a RELIGION. Man would never be able to come to the truth of Christ based on his mind. Just as He posed the question at Caesara Philippi, “What do men say that I, the Son of Man, am?” (or “Who am I?”), this same question He poses to all those of little faith, especially those who are lukewarm in their faith (Rev. 3:16). And there are millions of those who call themselves by His name. On behalf of all the Apostle Peter replies: “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God”. Christ replies to him, “Blessed are you , Simon Bar-Jonah, for flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but My Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 16:13-17). When those doubtful in the faith accept this apostolic confession, then the question of “active or passive Jesus” won’t appear, “the Jesus of faith and the Jesus of history”, or “an historical or contemporary Jesus” or “how much significance does Jesus have for me today.”
We Orthodox who came today to prostrate ourselves to “His most pure image”, let us say that “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and tomorrow.” (Heb. 13:8)  The person of Christ does not endure changes. Christ’s gospel does not endure changes.  Christ’s Church does not endure changes.  We know who its head is.  Or, as St. Gregory Palamas said, “Christ is the new Adam who no longer ages and from whom the world is constantly renewed.”  Therefore His image, (icon), doesn’t change.  

Our God is not the god of some idea, He is not Plato’s god, philosophy’s god; not a deistic or pantheistic god, but rather He is the God who took on our human nature and lived as we do.  It’s not without reason that the holy evangelist says, “And the Word became flesh and dwelled among us and we beheld His glory.” (Jn. 1:14)  Truly, “For in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily.” (Col. 2:9)
Through His God-Man image we see the Father.  “He who has seen Me has seen the Father.”  (Jn. 14)   In respecting His image, we respect the Father. Respecting His iconographic image we respect the first image, according to the words of St. Basil the Great.  It’s not possible that the first Christians didn’t want to keep in their memory His visible image.  That they knew Him, we see from the words of St. Paul: “Even though we have known Christ according to the flesh, yet now we know Him thus no longer.”  (2 Cor. 5:16; 1 Cor. 9:1)  The Apostles preached what they heard, what they saw with their own eyes. (1 Jn. 1:1).
Christ didn’t proclaim a social system which could be good today and for all times. Christ doesn’t preach an abstract moral that must be put into practice at all costs. Above all, Christ respects our freedom: “Whoever desires to come after Me…” (Mark 8:34).

For us, the Orthodox, Truth is an Hypostasis (Person). When Pilate asked Christ: “What is truth?” He doesn’t answer with a simple definition or conclusion, since He already told His disciples: “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life” (John 14:6). With these words He lets it be known that He is the goal and meaning of our life (Romans 5:18). Our lives can only be realized in Christ the God-Man. He gives us the most complete teaching of God and man, because He was perfect God according to His Divinity and perfect man in His humanity. Through Christ our Savior, God enters into a most intimate dialogue and life with man, guiding him towards His endless knowledge as God, the incarnate Truth. Christ did not, as some moralists do, create from love a theory of good, but rather He loved as a real man. He was only interested in that which man requires for eternal life. 
The sole fact that He was not only man, but also God, produced not so much a suspicion in Him as a historical figure, as much as it produced a suspicion in His divinity and Resurrection. Generations and generations of martyrs, nurtured by the Church, were needed to estrange it from these suspicions. Our faith today is a witness – if needed even a martyrdom – founded on the witness of an array of martyrs before us, all of whom came from the Apostles, the eyewitnesses. 

An Orthodox theologian once said, "His Person was so perfectly and definitively imposing in its uniqueness of eternal divinity and power, that not one of the Evangelists or Apostles could help but be impressed by His uniqueness, and could not help but feel Him to be the icon (image) of the Person above all human persons."

For many of our contemporaries its difficult to place the logic of our Lord Jesus Christ and His teaching in their own logic. But this also existed in His time as well (John 6:66). Let them put their logic into Christ’s logic and they will find the answer to their earthly and heavenly life. Likewise, for them it is difficult to put the logic of the Church into their own logic. Let them place their logic in the logic of the Church and they will be in the secure vessel that will take them to the calm harbor of the “church of the firstborn” (Heb. 12:23). To all of them we can apply the words of the holy Apostle: “…those who commend themselves…measuring themselves by themselves, and comparing themselves among themselves…” (2. Cor. 10:12). Man must always measure and compare himself to the image of Christ since He is perfect God and man and the measure of our spiritual growth (Eph. 4;13).
We, His followers, members of the Orthodox Church, will give the best assertion that we are carrying His image if we live according to His gospel, or as the holy fathers say, if we become little christs. We will not be saved neither if we preach about Him nor if we perform miracles in His name (Matt. 7:22-23), for miracles are not always proof that one belongs to Christ God. An example is St. John the Baptist who didn’t perform a single miracle (John 10:41; Matt. 11:11) yet his preaching was confirmed with his martyrdom (Mark 6:20; Matt. 3:1-12). Or, according to the words of the holy Apostle, we need to be “transformed into the same image from glory to glory…” (2 Cor. 3:18). Then we will truly be able to say with the Apostle to the Gentiles: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me” (Gal. 2:20).

Dear brothers and sisters, beloved in the Lord,

For already two millennia the evangelic image of Christ, which we prostrate before this evening, has been kept in the Orthodox Church unharmed. Unfortunately this cannot be said of some Christian denominations. For this reason there cannot be any talk of unity with them. We can speak of unity with only those who possess the correct evangelical image, given by Christ to the holy Apostles, and through them to the successors in the Church. And we have not, as it was stated in one Orthodox periodical, “placed an iron grip around our necks”, by holding on to our Orthodox teachings. We are not exclusive, nor are we closed-in, nor are we narrow-minded but have the openness to share the truth about Christ with others. We are not against unity for every evening and every morning we pray for the unity of all.  However, we shouldn’t consider each encounter of religious leaders as an act of the Holy Spirit or the beginning of preparations for unification. We Orthodox know that we have unity, for with one mouth and with one heart, through all the generations in the ages of ages we worship and glorify changelessly in the Church (Eph. 3:21) the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. AMEN!    
