PAGE  
3

“OBEDIENCE & COURAGE”
Fr. Alexander Veronis

This week, we honor two saints who, because of their obedience and courage, left a great and inspirational Christian legacy.  One is Saint Joseph the Betrothed, the protector of the Virgin Mary and the step-father of Jesus. The Church calls him “The Holy and Righteous Man Joseph” and remembers him on December 31.  The second is St. Stephen, one of the first deacons, and the first martyr of the Christian Church whom we commemorate today.

Both men displayed great obedience and courage in their lives. Yet, in our contemporary society, obedience is not such a popular word.  We Americans pride ourselves on our independence, in being our own persons. 

Yet, obedience is indispensable in the Christian life. The Bible teaches us to faithfully obey God’s commandments, even when they are hard and inconvenient to follow. We are called to obey our parents. To obey our teachers and spiritual guides. Even to obey our civil authorities. 
Submitting our own will to another. Obedience is surely not always easy!
So let’s see how obedience played a central role in the lives of both St. Joseph the Betrothed and St. Stephen the First Martyr, and how they set an example to inspire future generations of believers.
St. Joseph was a simple and humble carpenter by trade, a descendant of King David.  He was engaged to Mary, a young Virgin maiden in the village of Nazareth.  However, prior to their marriage and upon learning that Mary was pregnant and suspecting her of immoral behavior, he was ready to quietly divorce her.  Whereupon the voice of an angel spoke to him:

“Joseph…do not fear to take Mary your wife, for that which  is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit.  She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” (Matt.1:20)

Surely it took great courage and faith for Joseph to obey the angel. Who had ever heard about a virgin become pregnant? Yet, Joseph was a God-fearing man who humbly submitted his will to God’s, even when he didn’t fully understand that will. Joseph obeyed the angel and married Mary.  After Jesus’ birth and King Herod’s jealous rampage in killing all the males-infants of Bethlehem, Joseph once again had an angelic dream where a divine messenger told him to flee to Egypt.  Once more Joseph obeyed and took his wife Mary and the infant Jesus 250 miles south into Egypt.  He remained there until the death of King Herod.
A third act of obedience to God’s will occurred when Joseph received a divine message to return to Palestine.  He made the long trip back all the way to Nazareth in Galilee where he and Mary raised Jesus.  Joseph lived a traditional Jewish life, following the rituals and customs of Judaism, worshiping regularly in the local synagogue and teaching the Scriptures to his son. He obeyed the Law of Moses.

When Jesus was 12, Joseph took him and Mary on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, along with an entourage of relatives and fellow villagers from Nazareth.  Jews did that in those days to fulfill a religious obligation, to make a small sacrifice and to pray in the great Temple of Jerusalem. We don’t hear about Joseph in the Bible following that incident with Jesus. Tradition tells us that Joseph died before Jesus began his public ministry at the age of 30. Yet we know that because of Joseph’s faithful obedience, God used him for the sacred task of protecting, supporting and raising Jesus, the one born to be Christ.  Joseph’s obedience enabled him to fulfill his sacred duties to the holy family of Mary and Jesus, before passing on to his heavenly reward.

In commemorating Saint Joseph, the Church honors every faithful father who strives to obey God’s will.  Every father who remains steady, exemplary, responsible, pious and committed to his  family. Without doubt, Jesus learned from faithful Joseph.  St. Luke writes that Jesus was obedient to his father Joseph and his mother Mary, as he grew in stature and wisdom in Nazareth.
Stephen the Archdeacon and First Martyr (Protomartyr) is the second saint who inspires us by his obedience to God’s will.  God gave Stephen the gifts of eloquence and miracles to use in spreading the Gospel of Christ in the first century.  Stephen used these gifts boldly and fearlessly, even in the face of sharp opposition.  His preaching and teaching converted many.  

In time, the Church leaders selected Stephen as the chief deacon of the early apostolic Church because he was “a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit - of grace and power” who did “great wonders and signs among the people”.
Stephen’s virtue and charismatic ministry provoked jealousy among those who opposed Jesus. His enemies stirred up a mob and, as with Jesus, falsely accused Stephen of opposing Moses and their Jewish traditions.  

Stephen responded boldly to their accusations and gave a stirring summary of Hebrew history, recorded in Acts 7.  Read this inspirational chapter in the New Testament today.  Stephen relates to his Jewish listeners how often they and their forefathers opposed the prophets of God:  “You stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears).  You always resist the Holy Spirit, as your fathers did.  Which of the prophets did your fathers not persecute?  And they killed those who foretold the coming of THE JUST ONE (JESUS), of whom you now have become the betrayers and murderers.”  (Acts 7:51 ff)

His listeners could not withstand the wisdom and the challenging spirit with which Stephen spoke. They did what cowards often do.  They stirred up the mob and rabble-rousers against him and led him to the stoning pit.    
Although Stephen faced the threat of death by stoning, he obediently and courageous continued to preach. And filled with the grace of God, he was able to even forgive his enemies during his last moments of life. As the Book of Acts relates, “Stephen gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God”.  And as they were stoning Stephen, he cried out with a loud voice:  “‘Lord, do not charge them with this sin… Receive my spirit.”
Stephen died as the first Christian martyr of the Church. His obedience and courage led to his death, yet it wasn’t a fruitless death. He inspired countless others in future generations to obey our Lord and not fear anything!
Although St. Joseph and St. Stephen lived honorable and worthy lives, they endured many hardships.  Their lives teach us that suffering is inevitably part of our Christian journey. To follow Jesus Christ is not easy, yet it is worth the sacrifices and pain it often entails.

Obeying God and witnessing for what we believe, as did Joseph and Stephen, are two inescapable paths we need to remain faithful to Christ and his Gospel. 

And this obedience and courage continues even today. During the past month, two Russian Orthodox priests in Moscow, one 34 and the other 39, both married with families, were murdered because they boldly and courageous preached the Good News of our Lord.  One was evangelizing Muslims.  The other was also faithfully carrying out his duties as a priest.  The forces of evil, which have and always will exist, terminated their lives.
Christians, however, live IN HOPE.  All the forces of hell cannot prevail against the eternal Gospel of Jesus Christ.  May the obedience and courage that leads to such HOPE remain in our hearts and mine always.
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