AN "ADEQUATE ANSWER"

A famous Jew, Albert Einstein, said:  "A person first starts to live when he can live outside himself, when he can have as much regard for his fellow man as he does himself. We are here to do good. It is the responsibility of every human being to aspire to do something worthwhile, to make this world a better place than the one he found. Life is a gift, and if we agree to accept it, we must contribute in return. When we fail to contribute, we fail to adequately answer (emph. added) why we are here."

As we all know Albert Einstein's intellectual gifts to the human race in the fields of mathematics and physics keep giving today, decades after his death.  The advances in science made possible by his his theories have immeasurably advanced science and the lives of countless people around the globe.  Einstein used his God-given intelligence and talents in the service of his fellow human beings.  He left the world a better, richer place than the one into which he was born.  To paraphrase his quote, most people would agree that he was able to adequately answer the question of why he was here on this earth.

We - by birth or by choice - belong to the world of Christ's Church.  Just as Einstein and others made the world what it is today, likewise our Church and parish are what they are due to the sweat, toil, contributions - even blood - of so many who came before us.  Next Sunday we celebrate the feastday of the Three Hierarchs - Saints Basil the Great, John Chrysostom and Gregory the Theologian.  The Church - not to mention the world - is vastly richer for their contributions to theology, philosophy, literature, monasticism, canon law, scriptural interpretation, charity and so many other areas.  Where would Orthodoxy be today if not for the achievements and the legacy of these three towering figures?  They - along with countless martyrs, ascetics, confessors, evangelists, teachers and saints - were likewise able to adequately answer the question, "why are we here?"

Why are we here - at Holy Trinity Greek Orthodox Church of Indianapolis in the year 2011 AD?  We can answer the question by saying that we were raised in this parish, or raised in another Orthodox parish and moved here.  Or we may say that we found the Faith on our own and were baptized and/or confirmed as adults.  Perhaps we are married to someone who is Orthodox.  Regardless of how we got here, it still doesn't answer the question of why we are here. 

Why are we here?  To learn?  To grow?  To be comforted?  To be given hope and joy?  Sure, those are all valuable and important reasons.  There are many who would add "We are here to attend Liturgy, to send our children to Sunday Church School and Greek School, to contribute our fifty dollars a month, to work our annual three hour shift at the Festival."  But do we really, truly, have to audacity to think that this enough -- when compared to our incomes and what we spend on our cars, our homes, our vacations, our pets, our clothing, our shoes and so many other "incidentals" of life?  Is what we offer to Christ and His Church truly, an "adequate answer" to the immense love and suffering that led Christ to die on the Cross and give us the gift of eternal life?  Even if we gave the Lord every remaining hour of our life, our very last breath and drop of blood, and every last bit of our possessions and wealth - would that still be an adequate answer and response to the free gift of eternal life which, left to our own devices, no fallen human being could never achieve on his own?

Some Orthodox Christians - in parishes all over America - seem to be in church only for what they can receive.  They learn. They grow.  They are comforted and given hope and joy.  As a bonus, they enjoy heating, air conditioning and lighting.  They marvel at the architecture and at how the facilities are kept maintained and clean.  Door side parking is provided and plowed during the winter.  Walks are thoughtfully shoveled and salted.  There are comfortable and modern restrooms stocked with paper goods and even supplied with baby changing tables.  There are even people who work for them, cater to their needs and make their stay a pleasant one:  clergy, office staff, teachers, Council members, singers, chanters and so on.  The temple is even decorated with lush poinsettias at Christmastime and enormous lilies at Pascha.  And yet, sadly, when it comes to an "adequate answer" to all of these benefits and grandeur they lackadaisically fill out a pledge card late in the year, if at all.  Others give a dollar or two a day - as if that is a fair exchange for all they receive from God and parish.  Others wait until the end of year, to see how much they can afford to give - after all the other obligations are taken care of.

Is it possible to avoid the conclusion that these people are just here just for themselves - for the benefit and good things they can derive by being a part of this two thousand year old faith and century-old parish?  Again paraphrasing Einstein, have these people lived outside of themselves?  Where is the faith that God will provide for them and bless them in proportion to what they give?  Despite the fact that, at home, they have every manner of blessing and good thing from God - do they treat and regard their church and fellow parishioners as they do their own homes and families?  Do they do good within the church?  Do they take responsibility for leaving the Church and parish better than they found them?

Does it occur to them how they would respond if - as Albert Einstein put the question - someone were to walk up to them and ask "WHY are you here?"

We expect our Orthodox Faith to be there to comfort us and our parish to be there for us through holy days, births, christenings, graduations, marriages, illnesses, deaths and tragedies - pretty much every milestone of life.  Is it too much to expect that each and every Orthodox Christian "live outside of himself," take responsibility for their parish and Faith - and thus "adequately answer" the question of why they are here in this parish?

Another famous Jew (or, at least, a former Jew) who lived nineteen hundred years before Albert Einstein, Saint Paul of Tarsus, put it best in the eighth chapter (Verses 1-11) of his Second Letter to the Corinthians:  " And now, brothers and sisters, we want you to know about the grace that God has given the Macedonian churches.  In the midst of a very severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity.  For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the Lord’s people. And they exceeded our expectations: They gave themselves first of all to the Lord, and then by the will of God also to us. So we urged Titus, just as he had earlier made a beginning, to bring also to completion this act of grace on your part.  But since you excel in everything—in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete earnestness and in the love we have kindled in you — see that you also excel in this grace of giving.  I am not commanding you, but I want to test the sincerity of your love by comparing it with the earnestness of others.  For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.  And here is my judgment about what is best for you in this matter. Last year you were the first not only to give but also to have the desire to do so.  Now finish the work, so that your eager willingness to do it may be matched by your completion of it, according to your means."

Will we "finish the work?" by completing our pledge cards and paying on that pledge every month of the year?  Will each and every Holy Trinity parishioner and Orthodox Christian step up to the plate and give - generously and sacrificially - for the progress of our parish and our Faith?  Can an army battalion be successful in battle if it counts on only a few heros - and not on the strength, courage and loyalty of each and every member of the unit?  Can the Church or parish long be successful if it counts on the strength, courage and loyalty of only a dedicated few - and doesn't have the support and loyalty of each and every one of its stewards?  The future of our parish - even of the entire Orthodox Church - depends on whether each and every one of us gives a fair portion of our God-given time, talents and resources to Christ and His Church.

So please don't wait.  See to it that you - and every other parishioner you know - leaves the church better and stronger than they found it by taking care of this sacred obligation to "adequately answer" the challenge that Christ offers us through His Birth, Passion, Crucifixion and Resurrection.  Every year, make an offering to Christ of a fair share of the time, talents and resources that God has given you - so that the small sprout that each of us offers will grow into a tall and mighty forest for all to see.
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