HOW DO WE COMMUNICATE THE GOSPEL 

Bible Reflection and Prayer  Friday 4 September 2015

Your Eminence(s), Reverend Fathers, Reverend and Beloved Brothers and Sisters, I ask your blessing.
It is natural for people to share with others the joy that they feel flooding them - as a result of a wonderful event. 
That's why everyone who came to know Christ, and savored the joy that He gave, transmitted this joy to everyone around them. Only those who didn't taste the joy of salvation, remained cold and unmoved, by the magnitude of the gift of grace that Christ gave  – and so they couldn't transmit something that they did not have. All who felt the joy of redemption and were enlightened by the light of Christ did not cease “to proclaim the Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 11:20). The highest duty of each Christian is the work of the evangelization of souls. May the Name of God be glorified, that with such great long suffering He tolerates that people should serve Him and interpret His Holy Gospel, who are not “chosen vessels,” “vessels of honor,” but “vessels of dishonor”(2 Tim 2:19‐21). If we are to speak of the greatness of God, the main prerequisite is - consciousness of our unworthiness. Well‐known to many, and especially to the preachers of the word of God, is the example of the great Origen, who when he was to speak to a multitudinous audience, abandoned the rostrum with lamentation of soul and much weeping beginning his homily with the words: “To the wicked God says: What right have you to recite my statutes, or take my covenant on your lips? For you hate discipline, and you cast my words behind you. If you see a thief, you are a friend of his; and you keep company with adulterers. You give your mouth free rein for evil, and your tongue frames deceit. You sit and speak against your brother; you slander your own mother's son. These things you have done and I have been silent; you thought that I was one like yourself.  But now I rebuke you, and lay the charge before you. Mark this, then, you who forget God, lest I rend, and there be none to deliver!”( Ps 50(49):16‐22). Here we observe how God seeks consistency between words and actions. Beginning with the Old Testament, and the Holy Prophets, salvation is proclaimed. They preached repentance to bring the nation back whenever it strayed from the correct road. God himself, seeing the hardheartedness of the people, full of pity and mercy, sought out a servant, to announce to the deviant people His will. Addressing the Prophet Isaiah He says: “Whom should I send, and who will go to this people?” And I said, “Here am I; send me!” And he said, “Go, and say to this people…”(Isaiah 6:8). 
But the love of God is an ocean! It is not exhausted in the Old Testament, it extends into the New Testament with the same demand, the evangelization of souls. We read in the Gospel according to Matthew: “These twelve Jesus sent forth… And as you go, preach, saying, The kingdom of heaven is at hand“ (Mt 10: 5,7), and elsewhere we hear the clear command of the Lord: “Go therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit: Teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you: and, remember, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world.” (Mt 28: 19‐20).  Luke says: “And he sent them to preach the kingdom of God, and to heal the sick” (Lk 9.2). Also in the Acts of the Apostles, we see the significance of preaching and the important and salvific work of the evangelists: “He commanded us to preach to the people, and to testify that it is he who was ordained by God to be the Judge of the living and the dead. All the prophets witness, that through his name whosoever believes in him shall receive remission of sins;”(Acts 10:42‐43), 
He commanded us to preach, just as the prophets, the gospel “unto the remission of sins,” which each one who believes in Him shall receive. We are to give formal witness to the whole people and make everywhere heard that Jesus himself is ordained by God judge of the living and the dead. It is important to give a basic understanding of the Bible, apart from being challenged with an initial message. We should present a basic overview as people need to understand God's history of mercy with his people. We need to share the message and adopt the "parable character" of Jesus. The parables Jesus told, provide a biblical model of proclaiming the gospel. The style of telling stories was the most effective and well-known way of communication. The presentation divided those who were searching for the truth from the rest of the crowd. It attracted interest (Jesus knew the minds of his followers had to be renewed; so He made them think.) We should have: confidence in the gospel and humility in the way we communicate it, showing how it has transformed our own lives. The gospel that is alive in our own lives, helps us through troubled times, inspires us, leads us, and motivates us, - that gospel has to be communicated with a humble spirit. We need to establish a relationship, when that happens, it has been effectively communicated. 
In Acts 13, verses 46 and 47, we read:  “Paul and Barnabas spoke with boldness and courage and said: it was necessary, in accord with the divine will and plan, that the word of God be preached first to you. Since, however, you spurn it and do not accept it, and you yourselves do not judge yourselves worthy of eternal life, behold, we now turn to the Gentiles. For the Lord has given us such a command – speaking through the prophet Isaiah (49:6 )to the Messiah:“I have made you a light of nations, that you may be for salvation to the end of the earth”. Brothers and sisters. “And what shall I more say? The time would fail me to tell of (it).” (Heb 11:32) Paul says to us, he must stop, because time will overtake him going through the examples from Holy Scripture. Holy Scripture is full of this command of our Lord to evangelize the world, it embraces all people without any discrimination according to race, nationality, gender or age. The fervent love of God does not tolerate that there should be people on earth who, when He comes again at the second coming, will say, like the Ephesians when they were asked by the apostle Paul “if, when they believed, they received the Holy Spirit” and they answered:“We have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” (Acts 19:2).
How wronged, how cheated will be these brothers and sisters of ours, and how at a loss for any excuse will we be, if by reason of laziness, carelessness, indifference, selfishness, lack of love, we deprive them of this blessing: that of the evangelization of the Gospel of Life and Truth! It is then the obligation and duty of all the faithful to preach “to the ends of the earth” Christ made man, who suffered and rose for the life and salvation of the world, and in parallel to teach the people still “in the land and shadow of death.”(Mt 4:16; Lk 1:79). We must teach the person who has been baptized in the name of the Holy Trinity, but who too often is almost or entirely uncatechized. As we become increasingly post-Christian, there is greater reaction against Christianity. We’re discovering that people are turned off church, but they are still attracted to Jesus. We should tell the story of Jesus, and let the people see how Jesus connects with their world. God is at work in the life of every person, all we need to do is to blow a flame already begun in their hearts by the Holy Spirit. We can sow the Gospel seed, but will the seed find fruitful soil?  We must communicate the Gospel in way that we don't prevent the hearers from understanding it? The Gospel message is the same everywhere; but it needs to be interpreted in such a way that all can understand it from their own cultural perspective. It must penetrate through the filter of the hearer's culture before it can touch the heart. The apostle Paul spoke differently to the crew of a ship in the midst of a storm than on a ship quietly in the harbor. The Gospel writers Matthew and John greatly differ in approach and style. In some situations the Gospel is best understood when presented in the real life context of popular stories, such as Jesus used in His parables. Brothers and sisters, the evangelization of souls is necessary and must bear fruits, to the glory of God and the salvation of souls. In the beginning, with the example of Origen, I believe that it was understandable to all - that the foremost precondition for the success of our work is consciousness of our spiritual inadequacy and our sinfulness. 
All preachers – rasso‐bearers (bishops, preachers, priests, monastics) but also lay preachers and the faithful, can testify to their internal intention and make a contribution in this area, always through and with the grace and blessing of God. The Lord, sees the internal anguish, the internal martyrdom, of the conscious and humble laborer of the word and the sincere and ardent disposition towards holiness that he affords. No one can conceive of how tragic are servants of the Gospel when they teach how the faithful person is to ascend the spiritual ladder that leads to perfection in Christ, while they themselves have perhaps not yet attained to those measures of virtue. According to the Holy Fathers, it is ignorance and a shame, when we have this deaconship of the evangelist, to then cut the measurements of the preaching of the truth of the Gospel to the measurements of our own virtues. The measurement of the proclamation is another. We should never cut the Gospel to our own measurements, and we do not alter it at will. We must teach correctly the dogmas concerning the faith, the Holy Mysteries, the obligations of Christians who are striving, keeping the divine commandments and experiencing consciously the mystery of internal transfiguration. The proclamation, as we know, must be Christocentric, Ecclesiastical, Patristic, ethical and above all, a  message of life, faith and love. The word of God is Truth. We are a humble and sinful people. This should pain us. Our honor and responsibility is to impart the pure and uncontaminated Truth. Awareness of the fact that we are still very impure and have a great deal that is spurious in our way of life, will draw the mercy of God, and this will be the redemption of our souls. This should cause us pain of conscience and constrain us to practice our duty conscientiously. The basis for communicating the Gospel should be confidence in God's infallible, revealed Word. In communicating the Gospel we must come to the heart of the matter - that only in the cross of Jesus Christ redemption is found. Scripture reveals different ways of presenting the Gospel. John the Baptist found his context at the river Jordan, his message was directed to and understood by the people who heard him preach. 
On the day of Pentecost, the people heard the Gospel, not only in the words, but also in the way of thinking that they understood (Acts 2:11). Only the Holy Spirit can open hearts for the Gospel (Acts 16:14), convince us of sin and lead us in the truth of God's Word. We are God's instrument called to spread the good news of salvation. Brothers and sisters, when God’s preacher thinks about all of this responsibility, it is reasonable to ask: and who is worthy to preach? Is it not hypocrisy? Abba Nilus transcends this quandary with a deeply spiritual thought:  “It is necessary to say that which is good, even for one who does not practice that which is good, in order that he might make a beginning of the works, being ashamed of his words.“ That is, let even a person who doesn’t do good things say good and holy things, in order that he himself might begin to be corrected, being ashamed of his words. The necessity that our brothers and sisters be benefited, is great. With the grace of God, the mind of the one teaching will be enlightened, to the extent of being obedient to the Church. With the opportunity of this reference to our mother Church, let us remember here, the very organized missionary work of every Christian Church, in every direction, which meets with zeal the every material and spiritual need of our brothers and sisters who find the true light. Let us remember the anguish, the struggle, the diligent prayer of those who with heroic conviction, faith and self denial guide souls to the Savior Christ, in far‐away lands under unthinkable conditions and with indescribable difficulties. And everyone enjoys together heavenly delights, “the grace of God is at work even through the unworthy. The work is God’s!“ (St. John Chrysostom, 8th and 21st homilies on 1 Corinthians). Let us understand this: We have an obligation and we are in debt to the Lord for His love, such that in every place, every way, every word and especially every deed, we should confess the risen Christ to those around us and carry the salvific message of the resurrection to the ends of the earth! Brothers and sisters. If our effort stops at only speaking and writing the word of God correctly and beautifully, without struggle and anguish to ascend from practice to contemplation, from our Christian way of life to the measure of holiness, we will do a great injustice both to our own selves and to those who follow our preaching, according to the pithy saying of St. Synklitiki: “Dangerous is the man elevated to teach on account of something other than his practical way of life. For just as if someone has an unsound house harms the guests whom he receives when the house collapses. Thus are also those who do not first build up themselves: they destroyed both themselves and those who came to them.” God’s long suffering should not make us forget that word of His: “God will not be mocked” (Gal 6:7). If we should ask what does it mean to be a Christian. Would the Gospel be the thing we mention first? Isn’t the Gospel the reason we’re here to begin with? Isn’t the Gospel why we are Christians? Isn’t the Gospel the thing that we believe in order even to be Christians? Sharing salvation is on the one hand a matter of responsibility, but it is also a need of the soul. First of all, it is a command of the Lord. How will people be saved if they do not believe in Christ? How will be they believe, if they do not hear? For this reason, none of those who have received the inexpressibly great gifts of forgiveness of sins, justification and peace, is exempted from the obligation to give his or her witness for Christ the Savior. We have a duty to speak about the redemption that the Lord gives, for the justification that He provides, for His regenerative power, for the grace that He grants to souls. The Gospel is everywhere in our faith, yet many of us do not seem to see it. The Christian tradition must be missionary, and  catechetical in the way that the Fathers were missionary and catechetical. The starting point is the Gospel. Preaching the Gospel of Jesus and all that He commanded is the last thing Jesus told us to do before He ascended into Heaven. In the book of Fr. Sophrony Sakharov, “St. Silouanos the Athonite” we read his words relating to the evangelization of souls: “Grant that all the peoples of the earth might delight in Your peace, see the light of Your face and know what a wondrous life You give to everyone who believes in You.” In order for us also to contribute to this so great work of God, the evangelism of souls, for us to bring even just one soul to “knowledge of truth,” we have to experience Christ. To make him the governor  of our life and our guide. To let Him direct us, so that we acquire “the mind of Christ” (1Co 2:16) . Then, and only then, will we also become evangelists. Then we will bear the joyous message of redemption in the contemporary world, which suffers from the absence of love and thirsts for the light of life. Then the prophetic word will also be applicable: “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news of peace, who bring the good news of good things” (Rm 10:15, Is 52:7). Only then will we experience the joy of new life in Christ, and we will show others that we are the reborn, the new people, who live in the garden of God’s grace and have incarnated love, patience, humility, forbearance, gentleness, those who have received the gifts and the charism of the Holy Spirit. One Orthodox missionary of our time, Archbishop Anastasios of Albania, once said: “The Church is not the Church when it is not actively engaged in mission. Mission will always remain the central ecclesiastical matter; an expression of the life and vitality of the Church. Unthinkable as it is to have a Church without liturgical life, it would be even more unthinkable to have a Church without missionary life.” Because, as the Fathers emphasize, theological knowledge and natural kindness and goodness are not enough to bear good spiritual fruits in this work and service. Above all is needed the grace of the Holy Spirit and the enlightenment of God. This is also what Christ’s holy apostles meant when they said to the Christians of Jerusalem, “We will continue steadfastly in prayer and in the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:4). First they mention prayer and afterwards the word, in order to make it clear that in people’s efforts at evangelism divine enlightenment, God’s support and God’s grace  are indispensable. The only hope that a person of our age can hold is the sense, that Christ is the Savior of the world. The Apostle Paul said: “But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ is not risen. And if Christ is not risen, then our preaching is empty and your faith is also empty. …. if Christ is not risen, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins! Then also those who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished. If in this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men the most pitiable” (I Cor. 15:13-19). But there is resurrection from the dead. Christ is risen, we, too, shall be raised. When we preach salvation, we have to begin with the resurrection, our hope in life after life after death.  When the Gospel is truly preached, the Holy Spirit works to constitute the Church, both in ourselves and in other people, doing so brings Christ into our deepest heart and into the hearts of others. Doing so sets us on the path toward resurrection, the resurrection of life. We should not be afraid. This word may be foolishness to some, but to us who are being saved, it is the power of God (I Cor. 1:18). It is remarkable, that for all the changes in history over 2000 years, for all the changes in the external shape of Christianity, the core Good-news message that Paul proclaimed here in this first-century is still the same. No matter what are your sins, no matter how you’ve struggled and failed to be freed from bondage to your sins, God offers you forgiveness through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. As Paul would later say, this message of the Cross is sheer foolishness. And so it is equally remarkable that despite this, and despite scoffers and persecutors from the first century until today, we are still here as “people of the cross.” Let us then put Christ in our hearts, let us experience Him, and in this way we will work to bring him also into our world, that joy, love and peace might finally come upon the earth. The Spirit alone is the One who can change lives and meet the deepest needs of the 21st century. This is the road followed by the apostles, the martyrs and all the saints. This is the road that leads to heavenly blessedness, to eternal glory and the kingdom of God, of which may we all become participants and citizens, Amen.  Forgive me; thank you.
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