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 SERMON:  9/6/09  “STAND UP FOR YOUR FAITH”  13TH Matthew









(I Cor. 16:13-24. Matt. 21:35-42)
Fr. Alexander Veronis, Lancaster, PA
BE WATCHFUL.  

STAND FIRM IN YOUR FAITH. 

BE COURAGEOUS. BE STRONG. 

LET ALL YOU DO BE DONE IN LOVE.  (I Cor. 16:13-14)

Good spiritual advice from St. Paul as we begin a new Ecclesiastical Year.

It comes from today’s Epistle Reading.

Our contemporary society contains many elements that militate against faith and our Christian beliefs.   A display of faith or religion in the public arena often meets vehement opposition.  In some offices, Christians are told not to wear visible neck crosses anymore.  On major Christian holy days Christmas, Christians are told not to greet others with a Christian greeting.  Even MERRY CHRISTMAS has become offensive to some.
A college freshman gets paired up with a dorm partner who is a Satan worshiper with displays of devils and satanic images in her dorm room.  The student and her parents, who are Christian believers, complain to the college administration and are told there is nothing they can do about it.  They cannot change her roommate or room.  Besides this is part of their daughter’s college education!
These realities are happening not in Communist China or North Korea, but in America today.  Some prophetic writers predict that an age of persecution of Christians is coming to America, just as it happened in Com-munist Russia for 73 years. We used to think that this just talk of fanatics.  But the signs of the times seem to confirm the possibility more and more.  
Why the increase of private Christian schools today? 
Why are people sending their children to them at considerable sacrifice and expense?  Why is the home schooling industry increasing so rapidly!?  
People of faith want to preserve their Christian values! 
Whether or not you fear the opposition to Christian principles prevalent today, you need to be watchful.  You and I and all Christian believers need to be vigilant.  We must stand firm in our Christian faith, as the Bible advises believers.  
People ask, Father, should we send our children to a Catholic,  Mennonite or Christian School?  They ask because they want their children to learn in an atmosphere where God and the Bible and our Christian heritage are still honored and respected.

Circumstances have changed radically in my lifetime.  I well remember the public school teachers who read the Bible at the beginning of classes.  One of my homeroom teachers in public school had us memorize verses from the Book of Psalms in the Old Testament.  
I remember singing Christian hymns in public gatherings.
“FAITH OF OUR FATHERS LIVING STILL” or 
“HOLY, HOLY, HOLY, LORD GOD ALMIGHT, EARLY IN THE MORNING, OUR SONG SHALL RISE TO THEE” or

“We gather together to ask the Lord’s blessing…” at Thanksgiving.

“Joy to the world! The Lord is come..”  at Christmas time, or

“God bless America” on patriotic days.

Admittedly these were well-known Protestant hymns.  However, they did convey a Christian message of faith with which all Christians could identify.  

Those days are gone.  All the more reason today why we need to make our Church Schools and Sunday Schools vibrant and relevant.  We need to keep  Bible Studies and Orthodox Study Groups and Summer Orthodox Camp Programs, and GOYA and ORTHODOX COLLEGE FELLOWSHIPS as effective as possible.  We need to teach and practice personal home devotions.  If our youth and young adults don’t receive Orthodox Christian education and nurturing from the Church and home, where will they get it?  They definitely will not receive it from today’s society where even the name of Jesus or a Christian Icon cannot be displayed in public places.

Thank God that the Orthodox Church today is trying to be more vigilant, more watchful and courageous by emphasing religious training and awareness of the Gospel.  Our own Fr. Hector Firoglanis is speaking this weekend at the Mission & Evangelism Conference at Antiochian Village to persons interested in strengthening their Orthodox faith.
Several years ago, Presvytera Pearl and I were attending an Orthodox Mission & Evangelism Conference in Colorado Springs, Colorado.  We visited the AGHIA SOPHIA Orthodox Coffee House located in the city’s down town.  In this Coffee House, a group of dedicated Orthodox Christians and a priest carry on a steady powerful witness for the Orthodox Christian faith.  The Coffee House consists of a 3-story house.  It is open 7 days a week, all day.  Anyone can walk in anytime for a cup of coffee and other non-alcoholic beverages and a sweet, sit down in an environment filled with Orthodox Christian books and icons attractively displayed.  Volunteers roam the house and talk to anyone who wishes to talk, or read and learn more about Orthodoxy.  Vsitors can simply sit in a comfortable chair and talk with friends.  The whole idea of this Coffee House is to expose visitors to Orthodox Christianity. 
Fr. Stephen Vernak, the dynamic young Pastor of Christ the Savior Orthodox Church in Harrisburg, visited this Coffee House in Colorado Springs this week.  He and a committee of dedicated parishioners are in the process of buying a property in downtown Harrisburg to establish another AGHIA SOPHIA ORTHODOX COFFEE HOUSE.  It will be their way to witness to Orthodoxy in Harrisburg.
 BE COURAGEOUS.  BE STRONG.  LET ALL YOU DO BE DONE IN LOVE.

Yes, it takes courage and vision to reach out of the box of our comfort zone and to let others know who we are as Orthodox Christians.  We need to be strong in our faith to talk openly about Jesus Christ as Our Lord, God and Savior to those willing to listen.  Some will challenge us when we stand up for Christ.  Some will tell us all religions are the same and that we all worship the same God.  Some may call us fanatics.
Yet if we keep feeding our inner life through daily Bible reading, through regular prayer and devotions, through repentance and through the sacrament of Holy Communion, we can strengthen our Christian witness.  God will help us to be bold, courageous and ready to answer all who ask us about “the hope that is within” us, as St. Peter tells us. 

Some years ago Fr. Lazarus Moore, a convert Australian Orthodox priest, visited our parish.  He was an itinerant older priest, about 82 years old and very joyful.  He wore sneakers with his monk’s robe and knew the Bible very well.  He read it in the original Greek and had a gift of teaching it in English.  He conducted a Bible Study in our Church.  Some will remember him.  We hosted him in our home overnight and in the morning he put on his sneakers and jumped up and down doing his calisthenics and strechting his arms and legs and jogging up and down Springside Drive. He did everything with such CONTAGIOUS JOY.  He made all around him smile with joy as he related the Scriptures to everyday living.
Before he left, we asked him to sign his name in our guest book.  

We wanted to remember his wonderful inspiring visit.  
He wrote this short verse above his name:

“Let all you do be done in love.”  

The very verse quoted earlier from today’s Epistle:  I Cor. 16:14

Over the years, I have quoted and written that verse many times, always remembering Fr. Lazarus Moore and his joyful, loving Christian witness.

As we begin another Ecclesiastical Year this first week of September, let these words guide us, too, in our Christian life:

BE WATCHFUL.

STAND FIRM IN YOUR FAITH.

BE COURAGEOUS.

BE STRONG.

LET ALL YOU DO BE DONE IN LOVE.

LET US PRAY:  

Help us, Lord, with the grace of your Holy Spirit to be witnesses for Jesus Christ through our lives, our words and the opportunities you set before us each day.  Amen.  
