Speaking with power

Today, Thursday, was the feast of St. John Chrysostom.  Chrysostom is not John’s last name but an honorary title.  It is Greek for, “golden mouth” or “golden tongue.”  This is said of him because he spoke with such eloquence and power about his faith and God that people said he had a ‘golden tongue.”  This St. John has many qualities that we could learn from or make an example.  The most significant may be his desire to speak about his faith and his love of God.  He was an ascetic which meant that he gave everything up and lived a severely simple life.  He was called out of the life of a hermit to be a leader of his church.  He is also called one of the four doctors of the Eastern Church.  Some will remember me making reference to St. Augustine a few weeks ago as he was one of the doctors of the Roman Church.  What is a “doctor of the church” and what can we learn from him today?

A doctor of the church is actually one of a small group that is considered so significant for the development of the early church that without them we would not be where we are today.  Every doctor made some significant contribution to our early development.  For example, some of the doctors of the Roman church and their contributions were: St. Augustine, who among so many other things defined what you and I know today as Original Sin.  St. Jerome, collected books and made translations which gave us the first Bible that we would recognize as similar to what we have today.  Tertullian, who is called the “Father of the Doctors”, was the first to use the term Trinity for three parts to one God.
What did St. John give us?  He wrote extensively on the Lord’s Prayer and what it meant and its importance.  He also wrote on the priesthood and offered many reforms for the clergy.  He was also a doctor in the fullest sense of that word.  I like to think of a doctor of the church in the same way as we use doctor in our regular language.  When we are sick we go to a doctor and they help us heal.  St. John was a doctor because he worked to bring healing to the church.  At his time and in his area there was a real problem with authority and the misuse of that authority.  He spoke against those abuses of power.  He was a man who gave everything away and lived in caves and he suggested that everyone should live more simply.  That people should feel compelled to focus on God and not on so many other things that are not important.  Is that a message we could listen to today and help us implement it in our world? 
I got a phone call from a parishioner from Tioga County, Blessed Trinity and St. Patrick’s where I was before I came to Our Lady of the Valley.  We were speaking about different parishioners and mutual friends and their health and families – just catching up.  I asked about a certain friend and they shared with me a story that was really funny about me.  Their comment was this, “I really like how Fr. Pat preaches and I know I do not go to church every Sunday so maybe I miss something but is it me or does every homily of his asks, what is God calling you to do with your life!”  I laughed until my sides hurt.  I admitted that sometimes I feel like I have the exact same message every week.  I am not putting down myself but I wondered if others felt the same way.  I also ask myself why that happens.
I have gotten used to people saying to me – when they are happy or mad – that I was talking right to them or that my message was important to them.  When someone gives me a compliment on my homily I like to ask what they heard me say.  What is really surprising is that more time than not, what they tell me as the main theme of my homily was not in my head at all.  I might think I am speaking about one topic or one set of issues but many times people hear something completely different.  I share those experiences because there are only a few major topics in our faith and when preaching we really only have so many things to focus on.  We are called to love our neighbor and forgive each other.  We are called to love God and seek His purpose in our life.  We are called to seek His forgiveness and offer our praise for His care.  So much of the Gospels and the whole of the Scriptures have that as its focus.  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, mind, and soul and your neighbor as yourself.” Now, the main question for us is do we do it?  
None of that is news to anyone but living it out and finding ways to be strong in our faith is something that is hard and will never be completed perfectly until we are with God in heaven.  The message is really that simple but living it out is really hard.  St. John and all the church fathers, for all their efforts and writings and homilies were finding new ways of explaining these few basic tenants of our faith – these basic beliefs have never changed.  For all their efforts and flowery language it really is just that simple.  Simple to say; Yes, but so hard to live out.
They were doctors.  They worked to bring some healing to the church.  There is still a need for that healing today.  We are always in need of a doctor’s help in bringing us closer to God.  We always fall short of the glory of God and only with the power of the Holy Spirit we will move closer to Him.  2000 years ago there were struggles in the church as people tried to find their way to God – the time and the cultures may change but our struggles to live out our faith continues.  

When we celebrate the feast day of a saint we ask that through the intercession of that saint that we might share in the gifts and blessings that they had while in life.  So as we think of our Early Church Doctors, from both the Roman Church and the Eastern Church we can offer our prayers that we too many have their strength.  We can pray that through their intercession we may have their passion for our faith.  Like St. John we to may have a golden tongue to speak of our faith.  The world needs healing; our community needs health and healing as well.  Can we be doctors to each other?  Maybe if we make it our prayer we can all be part of bringing the healing of God to our world.  St. John made his efforts to build the church and heal its issues.  It was God that made his words golden.  With our prayers we too might have the right word to bring healing to those around us.  We all may have the words to bring others to God and show the world what we know so well and try to live.  We love God with all our hearts, minds and souls and we love our neighbor as ourselves.
Correction: Please note the insert this week.  It is the flyer for the 40-Week Club.  There was a mistake last week; I noted that they gave the school in the area of $7,000.  This is wrong, they will actually be giving our parish school St. Ann’s over $10,000.  Thank you to all who support this effort.
