Twenty-fourth Sunday after Holy Pentecost
(Ep. 2:14-22)
1
		Christ is in our midst!  He is and ever shall be!
		In the Name of the Father, and of the + Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
		In verses just before the pericope read this morning in the Apostle’s Epistle, he has this to say: 
But God, Who is rich in mercy, because of His great love wherewith He loved us, even when we were dead in sins, hath quickened us together with Christ (by grace ye are saved), and hath raised us up together and made us sit together in heavenly places in Christ Jesus, that in the ages to come He might show the exceeding riches of His grace in His kindness toward us through Christ Jesus (Ep. 2:4-7).

And, again, in another Epistle, St. Peter tells us, “In times past ye were not a people, but are now the people of God; who had not obtained mercy, but now have obtained mercy” (1 Pe. 2:10).  The long and short of it, beloved, is that we who are Gentiles by birth, which is to say outside of the people of Israel, were at one time without Christ and “aliens from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers from the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world” (Ep. 2:11, 12).  We were “far off” from God and without salvation, to use St. Paul’s words here, because we were not of Israel (Ep. 2:13) “to whom pertaineth the adoption, and the glory, and the covenants, and the giving of the law, and the service of God, and the promises; . . . .” (Rm. 9:4).  Even when Gentiles were permitted access to the Temple of God in Jerusalem in the days of our Lord and His Apostles, Gentiles were kept at a distance from God, divided from those of Jewish lineage by a wall, and prohibited contact lest our presence contaminate those who were deemed ritually clean and pure and worthy of coming before the face of God!  Like the Syro-phoenician woman of St. Mark’s Gospel, we were fortunate if we even received crumbs from off the master’s table (Mk. 7:28)!
	But, in Jesus Christ the Son of God, the Son of the most holy Theotokos, all of that has changed!  He has become our salvation.  “[Y]e who have been far off,” St. Paul says, “have been brought nigh by the blood of Christ” (Ep. 2:13).  “For He is our peace, Who hath made both [Jews and Gentiles] one, and hath broken down the middle wall of partition between us.”  No longer are we denied access to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ because we are not part of Israel to whom belongs the way of salvation (Jn. 4:22), but rather as the God made Man He is the “one Mediator between God and men” for He “will have all men to be saved and to come unto the knowledge of the Truth” (1 Tm. 2:4, 5).  In the flesh of the Son of God, the Son of the most blessed Virgin, God Himself unites Jew and Gentile together and fashions in Christ “one new man out of the two, so making peace, and that He might reconcile both unto God in one Body by the Cross, . . .; for through Him we both have access by one Spirit unto the Father.”  
	Brethren, what the Apostle is talking about here is nothing less than the Mystery of the Church which is, as he tells us elsewhere, His own Body of which Christ is the Head, “the fullness of Him that filleth all in all” (Ep. 1:22-23; Co. 1:18).  The Church is the “one new man” proclaimed by the Apostle, God’s own new creation (2 Cr. 5:17), which Christ God has made and fashioned in His flesh through the pouring out of His blood on the Cross and offered in the very Mystery of the Holy Eucharist.  It is in this Mystery of His Body and Blood that the historical reality of our union, our peace, and our reconciliation is enacted sacramentally.  The Church, beloved, is the assembly of a people reconciled and being reconciled, not only to one another through the pierced flesh of the Son of God, but reconciled to God the Father Himself through the same Jesus Christ, and this Church has access to the Father through His Son by His one Holy Spirit!  This is the new reality announced by the priest at the very outset of every Liturgy: “Blessed is the Kingdom of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, now and ever, and unto ages of ages” to which the Church as God’s Kingdom present in the world gives her assent by praying, “Amen.”
	It is in this Church, then, beloved, that we encounter the Presence of the living God for she is the Temple of God, the Body of God’s Son, and dwelling place of the Holy Spirit (1 Cr. 3:16).  We can be assured of this so long as the Church is “built upon the foundation of the Apostles and Prophets, [with] Jesus Christ Himself being the Chief Cornerstone.”  For Christ our God cannot dwell apart from the Truth which He embodied and entrusted to those whom He called to preach and to teach and to heal in His Name.  This is what we declare when we confess in the Creed to believe in “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church.”  A church which does not teach and live by the Faith of the Apostles, which is the Faith of Christ Himself, a Faith “once delivered unto the saints” (Ju. 3), is not the Church of Jesus Christ.  
	It is in the Church of Christ and His Apostles, therefore, that the worship of God the Father in spirit and in truth happens (Jn. 4:23-24) and it is by such worship that the Church grows continually into a holy Temple in the Lord, exercising her ministry in the midst of the world as God’s sacramental Mystery of grace and truth (Jn. 1:16-18).  It is in this Church fitly framed together by “right worship” and “right Faith” (which is what Orthodoxy means as a word) that you and I who have been made “fellow citizens with the saints, and of the household of God” through the mercy of Jesus Christ, are being “built together for a habitation of God [the Father] through the [Holy] Spirit.”  The Church, beloved, is the fruit of our Lord’s Incarnation and Nativity, “the apple of His eye” (Ps. 16 [17]:8), the focus of His love and its expression.  Just as a husband loves his wife and will lay down his life for her, so has Christ the Bridegroom loved His Bride 
and gave Himself for [her], that He might sanctify and cleanse [her] with the washing of water by the Word, that He might present [her] to Himself a glorious Church, not having spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but that [she] should be holy and without blemish . . . For we are members of His Body, of His flesh, and of His bones. . . . This is a great Mystery, . . . .” (Ep. 5:25-33).   

	This is the heavenly Bride of which St. John the Theologian writes in his Revelation, with whose vision I conclude this holy and divine Mystery of the Church:
And I, John, saw the holy city, New Jerusalem, coming down from God out of Heaven, prepared as a Bride adorned for her Husband.  And I heard a great voice out of Heaven, saying, ‘Behold, the Tabernacle of God is with men, and He will dwell with them; and they shall be His people, and God Himself shall be with them and be their God’ (Lv. 26:11-12; Ek. 37:26-28; Rv. 21:2-3).  

Through the prayers of our holy Fathers, O Lord Jesus Christ our God, have mercy on us and save us.  Amen.
	Glory to Jesus Christ!  Glory forever!
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