ACTING AS A GOOD SAMARITAN
Fr. Themi, St. John Chrysostom and Us
On Friday evening, Fr Themi Adamopoulo, a unique, dynamic, charismatic, entertaining, and extremely inspiring Greek Australian priest spoke in front of 80 people from our Church about his missionary work in Sierra Leone. Many of you read his bio in our monthly bulletin – a former rock star in Australia, someone who played with the Rolling Stones and passed through various stages of experimentation and rebellion through music, drugs, Buddhism, Hinduism, Hara Krishna, and anything but Christianity. He radically partook of the 1960s youth culture. He described himself as an existential atheist, one who would have been the last person on earth to believe in God and turn to Jesus Christ.

When I asked him how, in the end he found Christ, he simply responded, “I didn’t find Christ, but Jesus found me. I wasn’t even looking for him at all. Christianity would have been the last thing that interested me. Not even on my radar screen. And yet, Jesus found me. And what I thought would have been the most boring, uninteresting life in the world – the life of a Christian and a relationship with Jesus Christ – led me, in fact, on the most exciting adventure of life!”
Following his conversion, this gifted man would come to America to study at our Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology as well as Harvard, and then get degrees from Princeton and Brown. His academic brilliance came through as he returned to Australia and became a professor and an academic. Yet one day as he admired the life and ministry of Mother Teresa, and compared it to his work of explaining some minute detail of theology to his students, he had what he described as a “second conversion.” He realized God was calling him to serve the poor of the world. He wanted to meet and encounter the crucified Christ in some of the poorest places on the planet. So off he went to Africa, and began a 15 year missionary ministry, first in Kenya, then since 2008 to one of the poorest countries in the world – a country that was just recovering from a horrific civil war, Sierra Leone.
And over the past three years, by the grace of God he has accomplished amazing work – creating a home and school for people terribly disabled from the horrors of the war; starting a school for children; beginning a workhouse and technical school for women, and feeding the poor and needy. Maybe most importantly, Fr. Themi is living in the midst of the “crucified Christ” which he sees in each of the men, women and children he encounters every day in Sierra Leone, and tries to offer back to them love, hope, faith along with the necessary material needs. 

When some of our teens and youth began to tell him how boring and uninteresting the Church was, this former Australian rock star atheist shared how his adventure of faith was something far more exciting than anything his previous life of stardom could ever be. And the meaning and purpose that came with the crucified Christ, with serving the poorest people of the world, was incomparable to anything else.

I think Fr. Themi profoundly touched all 80 of us who heard him speak and watched his moving videos, and he inspired each of us listeners to reflect upon our own comfortably lives, and think about if and how we are involved in reaching out and helping others. We all want to make our lives more meaningful, and he vividly showed us how sharing God’s love in concrete ways with those in desperation and need is one of the most fulfilling things we can do!
This encounter with Fr. Themi most appropriately happened two days before we heard today’s Gospel story of the Good Samaritan. In this story, Jesus tells of a person who reached out and helped a desperate stranger – even helping a stranger from a despised enemy and people. We all know the story of how the priest and worker of the temple passed by the dying Jew, only to have the Samaritan, the arch-enemy of the Jews, to stop and interrupt his travels, to go out of his way to take the dying man to shelter, and to offer from his own money to pay for whatever needs the hated stranger had.

Fr. Themi is truly a Good Samaritan, and his example should challenge each one of us!

Today in our liturgical calendar, we also remember one of the greatest saints of our Church, St. John Chrysostom. Now we remember Chrysostom mostly for the Divine Liturgy which he wrote, and the volumes and volumes of magnificent sermons and exegesis in which he so beautifully explained Holy Scriptures and challenged his listeners to live out the Gospel. The name Chrysostom, in fact, means “the Golden Mouth,” a title given to him by the Church precisely because of his golden way of proclaiming the Word of God!
Yet along with his theological brilliance, St. John was known for his extreme compassion for the poor and disadvantaged of society. He constantly challenged the wealthy to remember that their wealth was but a gift from God, and this gift was given as an opportunity to help relieve the needs of orphans and widows, of the weak and forgotten of society. He reminded the rich that the only reason God gave them wealth was so that they would share it with those who had little.

When he reached the highest ecclesiastical rank as the Archbishop of the Imperial City of Constantinople, one of his first actions was to sell the silver and gold in the Patriarchate’s treasury and use the proceeds to help the poor and needy. He preached scathing sermons against the bishops and clergy who played up to the rich, and who even lived in luxury, and championed the suffering of the helpless.

His preaching on social justice, and his politically incorrect ways of dealing with the powerful elite soon led him into conflict with Empress Evdoxia. He boldly called her to task for extravagant excesses, and as a result, received the typical prophet’s crown – the crown of suffering. Although the Church remembers Chrysostom as one of its greatest theologians, and possibly its greatest preacher, he ended his days in exile, being forced to march into the barren, frozen wastelands at the edge of the empire. Despite this cruel end to his magnificent life, St. John remained faithful to God, continuing his writing even in exile, and ending his life with his final words being “Glory to God for all things!” 
Whether it’s Fr. Themi, St. John Chrysostom, or the Good Samaritan – we have a choice to make. Each example reminds us of the same responsibility we have as followers of Jesus Christ – the privilege to reach out and help the less fortunate of society in the world around us. And whether it’s the poor in Webster, or the desperate half way around the world in Sierra Leone, all those in need are like the dying man on the road, and we get to choose who we want to be - the priest, the temple worker, or the Good Samaritan. Who will you choose?
