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What do we believe, as Orthodox Christians? It may seem like a simple question, and yet, especially at this time of year when we celebrate the birth of the One we proclaim to be the Savior of the world, the Christ, the Son of God, it is important to reflect upon what we truly believe.

In fact, as Orthodox Christians in America, I think it is even more important to look at what we believe and compare our faith with what our 4000 year Judeo-Christian tradition teaches. We live in a society that can be quite seductive and deceptive. Our secular spirit subtly, and not so subtly, influences our understanding of faith in many ways; the pluralistic and relativistic worldview that our schools and the media promote try to portray all faiths as similar or even equal paths towards God; while our rugged, individualistic, anti-authority, and self-centered American mentality often tempts us to create a faith and understanding of religion that fits our own needs.
In the Dec 10th edition of USA Today, there was an interesting front page article entitled “Mixing Their Religions.” This article summarized a survey recently released by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life which detailed how Americans’ religious beliefs and spirituality are drastically changing from past generations. The survey, in fact, reveals how many Americans seem to be creating their own, new spirituality, mixing up traditional Christian beliefs with elements of Eastern religions, New Age thinking, and simply self-centered desires.
The survey shows how sizeable numbers of Roman Catholics, Evangelical Protestants, Mainline Protestants, and yes, even Orthodox Christians, hold on to certain beliefs that stand in total contradiction of traditional Christian faith. For example, one out of four Americans, 25%, believe in reincarnation – that when we die, we will be reborn in this world again and again. The influence of Eastern religions like Buddhism or Hinduism are having a serious impact on Americans’ worldview, and now, many people, even those who call themselves Christians, believe that “karma” determines their path in life, that yoga is a spiritual discipline to practice, and that we will be reincarnated after death in another form of life. This survey says that one out of four Americans believe this!

Or another finding says that again, one in four Americans, believe in astrology. They don’t just read their horoscopes in the newspapers, but they actually believe that the position of stars and planets can directly affect our lives.

Americans seem to be very non-dogmatic in their approach to faith issues, with 67% saying that there is more than one true way to interpret the teachings of their faith. What this often implies is that people feel comfortable creating their own religion - mixing and matching various beliefs, traditions and rituals, often to suit their personal lifestyles. In other words, many people don’t seem to go to Church to humbly learn what God is saying to them and strive to follow His commands, but instead, people are creating belief systems where they can interpret the traditions and teachings of their faith to suit their own desires or needs. Americans are creating their American religion. 
Thus, to offer one politically explosive example, one can call themselves an Orthodox Christian or Roman Catholic and yet unabashedly deny the fundamental principle that all life is sacred, and that life itself begins from the moment of conception. Such so-called believers therefore find no contradiction in being a Christian, yet wholeheartedly supporting abortion. 
Or another very common example is how we live in a society where living together outside of marriage has become so common, that many people simply adjust their religious beliefs to accommodate this reality. One doesn’t ask, “How can I live according to my faith, to live a Christ-centered life of love and sacrifice and discipline?” Instead, they simply say, “This is how I want to live and how I’m going to live. Now how can I adjust my faith principles to accommodate my life style?” 

These are just two simple, yet common examples that point to a much larger issue – of what we believe, and of whether our Christian beliefs govern our lifestyle, or whether our lifestyle determines our beliefs.

Now you may wonder why I am focusing on such questions as a part of my Christmas sermon? Aren’t Christmas sermons supposed to make us feel good with stories of love and kindness, and family and friends?

Well, sometimes we need to hear the “feel-good” stories, yet at other times we need to focus on the fundamentals of our faith.  The feast of Christmas is not simply about a little baby being born in a manger surrounded by animals and visited by shepherds and wise men. Sometimes in the re-telling of this story we forget, or lose, the absolute radical and earth-shattering nature of this event!
Imagine, the Creator of the world and the ultimate source of love itself decided at a particular moment in the world’s billion years of history, to enter into His creation and become a human being. It’s unthinkable that God became a man! The Creator became a part of creation.
Orthodox Christianity is not simply a religion, like some other religions, that offers wise and beautiful teachings on how to live. Our pluralistic society too often tries to portray all religions – Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, and others – as something similar or equal to Christianity. Some say that “they all teach us to love, to be kind, and to do good to one another.” Of course, there may be similarities in certain teachings, and we can surely find common causes for the good of humanity that different religions can support, but we must never forget that there lies a fundamental difference between Christianity and all other religions and faiths.
We Christians celebrate on this day a radical and unbelievable revolution – a revolution that changed world history and the fate of humanity! On this day of Christmas God entered the world and opened up a completely new way of life that didn’t exist before His coming. The Almighty Lord, the Creator of heaven and earth, the one “who is and was and is to come”, the “alpha and omega” of all creation, entered into the world and became a human being. Although that Pew Survey says that a quarter of our population understands God as an impersonal force, our Church reminds us that Almighty God is not simply an impersonal, spiritual force, but He is the Almighty One who became one of us! God became one of us so that He could totally identify with human frailty; so that he could experience life as we know it; so that he could experience and confront the deepest evils, pains, and hurts of this world, including the ultimate evil of death itself; and so that he could prevail over all. The radical and unbelievable revolution that this personal God began 2000 years ago was a revolution over fallen humanity and death itself.
God became a human being – the perfect human being – so that He could show each one of us what it truly means to be human; to show us how to live and love; to show us how to overcome the temptations and corruption and evil of this world; and to show us how to live under His reign and to enter into His kingdom here and now!

God becoming a human is the deepest mystery of history – a mystery that no other religion tells us about. Jesus Christ is unique – there is no comparison in any other faith, because he was not simply a great teacher, an important philosopher, a miracle worker, or the founder of a new religion. He is God Himself as man!
q
This Feast of Christmas reminds us how unique Christianity is, and therefore should challenge us to reevaluate how we believe, and how we practice our faith. Of course, people have free choice and are free to believe what they want. Yet, if someone wants to be a part of the Church, and call themselves Orthodox Christians, then this implies not picking and choosing what you want to believe so that it fits your desires and preferred lifestyle, but it means each of us must struggle to understand what God teaches and what His will is – learning Holy Scriptures, learning the teachings of the Church Fathers, and learning from the lives of the saints – and then as we learn what the Christian faith truly teaches, making every effort to conform our lives to the teachings of the Church, instead of conforming Christ’s teachings to our lifestyle!

Christmas and the Pew Survey should act as reminders to each of us to look anew at our own beliefs, and take care about how our values and lives are sometimes not in line with God. What has the Church taught for 2000 years, and how can I learn that faith and apply it in our own lives? The radical event of Christmas shook up human history, and should continue to shake each one of us up in our own lives.

Christ is Born! Let us glorify Him!

Merry Christmas to all! 
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