Holy Great Martyr and Healer Panteleimon
(Jn.15:17-16:2)
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.
Our Lord Jesus this morning utters some rather chilling words, words that seem to be coming alive today and yet, upon reflection, have never really been dormant.  He says: 
‘These things I have spoken unto you, that ye should not lose faith.  They shall put you out of the synagogues; yea, the time cometh that whosoever killeth you will think that he doeth God service.’

	In the light of mounting attacks against Christians whether in the press or in the flesh such as was experienced by our sister Meriam who had been incarcerated in Sudan with her young child and forced to give birth while shackled in prison, who had been sentenced to death by an Islamic court for committing adultery and for the heinous sacrilege of converting to Christianity, what our Lord has foretold here in the Holy Gospel the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Truth Who proceeds from the Father and sent by the Son for the express mission of our help, now brings to remembrance the teachings of our Lord God and Saviour Jesus Christ so that we may not lose faith.
	Elsewhere, in another place, the Apostle St. Paul, himself no stranger to persecutions for the sake of the Gospel which he joyously and gladly proclaimed without apology, bears witness to this Jesus – to His Death and the power of His Resurrection in the lives of those whom the Lord has chosen and called out of the world to Himself – he says:
	But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellency of the 
power may be of God, and not of us.  We are troubled on every side, yet not distressed; we are perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; cast down, but not destroyed; always bearing about in the body the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life also of Jesus might be made manifest in our body.  For we who live are always being delivered unto death for Jesus’ sake, that the life also of Jesus might be made manifest in our mortal flesh.  So then death worketh in us, but life in you. . . . For this cause we faint not, . . . . (2 Cr. 4:7-12, 16).

	But, it is precisely in our weakness – in the frailties of our flesh and blood existence – that we are most like our Lord Jesus, the Son of the Most Holy Theotokos, the Son of God, and we are closest to God!  “For though [Christ God] was crucified through weakness, yet He liveth by the power of God.  For we also are weak in Him, but we shall live with Him by the power of God . . . .” (2 Cr. 13:4).  And, again, it is this same holy Apostle who astounds us with the sheer presence and power of the grace of God in the midst of our weaknesses.  “’My grace is sufficient for thee,’” Jesus told His beloved Apostle beleaguered by what he describes as a thorn in the flesh, 
’for My strength is made perfect in weakness.’  Most gladly therefore will I glory rather in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.  Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in reproaches, in privations, in persecutions, in distresses for Christ’s sake: for when I am weak, then am I strong (2 Cr. 12:9-10). 

	It is not that the Apostle counsels us to be masochists!  Nor does he elevate pain and suffering to be something in and of themselves somehow holy and good, something to be sought after for their own sakes!  Indeed, such will find us quickly enough, especially if we are living out the life of Christ in the midst of the world, a world which despises Him anyway!  But, it is to say, that absolutely nothing, be it tribulation, distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, peril, or sword, can “separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  For “in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him that loved us” (Rm. 8:35, 37-39)!  Without these “weaknesses” foisted upon us by sin, death, the devil, and the world which does not know the Son because it cares not for His Father, we might never know the Resurrection power available to us through Jesus Christ crucified and risen in the power of the Holy Spirit Whom He sends to us!  I’ve said this before and I’ll say it again, even at the expense of sounding redundant: nothing is ever wasted in our lives when we surrender ourselves wholly and completely to God in all humility!  
	Now it might “wonder us,” to use a Pennsylvania Dutch colloquialism, how it is that the world has such a visceral and gut wrenching reaction to Christ and His Church, especially whenever it is that Christ and His baptized want nothing more than to bring health and salvation to this paralyzed world, just like the Holy Greatmartyr and Healer Panteleimon who, just like his Lord and Master, “went about all the cities and villages, teaching . . . and preaching the Gospel of the Kingdom, and healing every sickness and every disease among the people” (Mt. 9:27-35).  The sad truth is, the world - which is in opposition to God and His Kingdom - prefers darkness to light, death to life, chaos to peace, deformity to perfection, paralysis to health, sin to salvation and the Saviour!  
“’Remember the word that I said unto you,’” Jesus announces, “’”The servant is not greater than his lord.” ‘If they have persecuted Me, they will also persecute you; if they have kept My saying, they will keep yours also.  But all these things they will do unto you for My Name’s sake, because they know not Him that sent Me.’”  We can expect to receive the brunt of the world’s wrath just as surely as our Lord Jesus.  For we are one with Him and with His Father and the Holy Spirit.  The reason the world has little toleration for the Church is because the Church is not of the world!  The Church is a miracle of divine grace and mercy, the work of divine love poured forth on Calvary from the pierced side of our sacrificed Master!  Indeed, just as the word “church” means in Greek, she is “called out” from the world, chosen by God to be set apart for God’s holy use to bear Him witness in the midst of the world.  “’If ye were of the world,’” Jesus says, “’the world would love his own; but because ye are not of the world, but I have chosen you out of the world, therefore the world hateth you.’”  In the world and from the world, but not of the world (Jn. 17:16)!  Pulled from the clutches of the world, redeemed from the throes of sin’s slavery, ransomed from the despair of death, and saved from the devouring jaws of the devil and the gaping bowels of Hell (1 Pe. 5:8), we have been washed, we have been sanctified, we have been justified “in the Name of the Lord Jesus and by the Spirit of our God” (1 Cr. 6:11) to do but one thing: “to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God by Jesus Christ”; to “show forth the praises of Him Who hath called [us] out of darkness into His marvelous light.  In times past [we] were not a people,” St. Peter tells us, “but are now the People of God; who had not obtained mercy, but now have obtained mercy” (1 Pe. 2:5, 9-10).  
The Church and her baptized have been called by her Lord, chosen and set apart for divine purposes in the midst of the world – a light in the darkness! (Mt. 5:14-16) – to show the world by the grace of sacrificial and divine love that life can be and is indeed different when the Kingdom of God dwells in the souls of Christ’s believers and tabernacles in the heart of the Church (Lk. 17:21)!  “’These things I command you,’” says the Lord and Master of us all, “’that ye love one another,’” just as St. Paul himself willingly gives himself to though he suffers because of the Gospel.  “Therefore I endure all things for the elect’s sake,” he says, “that they also may obtain the salvation which is in Christ Jesus, with eternal glory” (2 Tm. 2:1-10).    
This is the hallmark of the Church – the enduring and all-persevering sacrificial love of the Lord Jesus made poignant in His great and holy Passion.  For on the night of His Betrayal, He gave a new commandment bound up and united with His Holy Supper in the giving of His very Body and Blood: “’that ye love one another, as I have loved you, that ye also love one another.  By this shall all men know that ye are My disciples: if ye have love one for another’” (Jn. 13:34-35).  Too frequently the world confuses love with acceptance and toleration of all things.  But we know, the Church knows in the power of the Spirit of Truth, that God’s love accepts us and then calls us out from the old world of sin, death, and the devil, to live and glory now in the power of “the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by Whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world” (Ga. 6:14).           
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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