Commemoration of the Great Earthquake at Constantinople
(Hb. 12:6-13, 25-27)

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.
“’[F]or whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth, and scourgeth every son whom He receiveth.’”
These are words the Apostle picks up on from the writer of Proverbs (Pr. 3:11-12), words whose counsel and sentiment flies in the face of our popular perceptions of God which depict the Almighty as not hurting a flea.  Of course, the alternative is as well equally uninviting in popular perception that sees the Almighty as a cosmic bully Who sadistically brutalizes His creatures!  Not much of a choice, if you ask me.  
But we, who have been called out of the darkness of our sin and of death into the marvelous light of God and have been made “partakers of the inheritance of the saints in light” purely by His own choosing, know by faith and divine revelation far differently this God Who is the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Creator of us all, the Father of lights from Whom every good and perfect gift comes (Jn. 15:19; Co. 1:12-14; Jm. 1:16-18; 1 Pe. 2:9)!  This is the same God of Whom St. Paul writes as does the writer of Proverbs.  These words and understanding of God are set within the context of our sonship which we have been granted through our Lord Jesus Christ by virtue of our Baptism into Christ the very Son of God Himself (Rm. 8:14-17; Ga. 4:5-7; 1 Jn. 3:1)!  In other words, we are sons of God through the Son of God, “incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary” (Nicene Creed).  And, for the record, this sonship includes both men and women.  
And so, writing to the Hebrew Christians who have been enduring trials and tribulations since their conversion to Jesus the Messiah, St. Paul reminds them of Sacred Scripture’s admonition to those who are sons and daughters of God: 
’My son, despise not thou the chastening of the Lord, nor faint when thou art rebuked by Him; for whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth, and scourgeth every son whom He receiveth.’

The emphasis here, beloved, is not on punishment per se, but rather on correction and discipline which even our earthly fathers, the Apostle points out, will do out of love for their children.  The Lord’s chastening is not primarily intended to inflict pain upon us, the Apostle assures us, as so often may be the case when an imperfect parent punishes out of anger, as though somehow inflicting pain is the sole purpose of God’s chastening!.  But, instead, the Lord’s chastening is designed to re-direct the wayward and to provide guidance to the erring by returning them to the straight and narrow way which leads to Life Eternal (Is. 35:8-10; Mt. 7:13-14).  Indeed, St. Paul is even quick to suggest that if we were to refuse the Lord’s chastening, we would also be refusing His gift of sonship to us and we would be found instead to be illegitimate offspring!  For the Fathers also want to remind us that not everyone who finds him- or herself chastened is a son of God, but all who are sons of God are, in fact, chastened in this world, and for good reason: “we are chastened by the Lord, that we should not be condemned with the world” (1 Cr. 11:32).  
Of course, this brings up the question of fairness or the unfairness, the deserved or the undeserved trials and tribulations, the pain and sufferings experienced in this life, of which His Eminence, Archbishop Dmitri, of blessed memory, has this to say: “Even if the Lord’s chastisement is the consequence of one’s failure to keep His commandments, it is always given for correction.”  Of course, Scripture isn’t naïve enough to believe that all trials and tribulations endured by Christians come about because we’re innocent.  St. Peter exhorts, “If you are reproached for the Name of Christ, blessed are you, . . . But let none of you suffer as a murderer, a thief, an evil-doer, or as a busybody in other people’s matters.” (1 Pe. 4:14, 15).  The Apostle is quite aware that some suffering is the consequence of our sinful actions or inactions while other suffering is for well-doing in the Name of Jesus Christ while still other suffering is foisted upon us for reasons that may never be known by us like that experienced by the Church in Constantinople in 740 A.D., commemorated here today, when that great city was rocked savagely to its very foundations by a great earthquake (1 Pe. 3:17).  Regardless of the pain and suffering, regardless of the trial and tribulation, the Church and her saints have always received it as the loving discipline of the heavenly Father Who does so “for our profit, that we might be partakers of His holiness,” St. Paul says, rightly recognizing that “no chastening seems to be joyful for the present, but painful; nevertheless, afterward it yields the peaceable fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it.”
Not only has the Church and her saints received the trials and tribulations experienced in this life as the loving discipline of our heavenly Father, but she has done so with the spiritual state and mindset of humility recalling the apostolic wisdom of the chief rock himself: 
’God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble.’  Therefore humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you in due time, casting all your care upon Him, for He cares for you (1 Pe. 5:5-7).

This is precisely how the Church responded to the great earthquake in Constantinople in the 8th century.  Though it was what insurance companies nowadays would classify as an “act of God,” meaning a natural occurrence outside the control of man, the Church in Constantinople took it very much as an act of God directed against them for the Emperor’s purge and destruction of icons throughout the Empire, and so the whole city assembled together, humbly imploring the mercy of the Almighty and repenting in all humility, thus stilling the terror of destruction just as did our Lord in today’s Holy Gospel (Mt. 8:23-27).  
This has always been Orthodoxy’s approach to trial and tribulation, pain and suffering, terror and destruction, not wasting time trying to ferret out whether such is deserved or undeserved, fair or unfair.  We waste not any opportunity afforded to us to humble ourselves under the mighty hand of God.  But, rather we look to Jesus so that we may be like the sinless Son of God, “the Author and Finisher of our faith, Who for the joy that was set before Him endured the Cross, despising [its] shame, . . . Who endured such hostility from sinners against Himself, . . .” (Hb. 12:2-3).  Though He was God’s own perfect Son in the flesh, “yet He learned obedience by the things which He suffered.  And having been perfected, He became the Author of eternal salvation to all who obey Him, . . . .” (Hb. 5:7, 8-9; 1 Pe. 3:18).  Like good soldiers of Jesus Christ we submit to the discipline laid upon us as soldiers and like competitive athletes we endure the rigors of training so that we may win the crown and like good farmers we can only partake of the harvest if we first endure the hard work of plowing, planting, cultivating, and tending the crop (2 Tm. 2:3, 4, 5, 6).  
Therefore, brethren, “strengthen the hands which hang down, and the feeble knees, and make straight paths for your feet, so that what is lame may not be dislocated, but rather be healed.”  “For the time has come,” advises St. Peter,
for judgment to begin at the house of God; and if it begins with us first, what will be the end of those who do not obey the Gospel of God? . . . Therefore let those who suffer according to the will of God commit their souls to Him in doing good, as to a faithful Creator (1 Pe. 4:17, 19).

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! 


PROPERS:

Hb. 12:6-13, 25-27
Mt. 8:23-27													

