JANUARY 1, 2012 HOMILY
AT ST. MATTHEW ORTHODOX CHURCH

Colossians 2: 11-12
Luke 2: 20-21, 40-51

“CIRCUMCISION: CHRIST'S AND YOURS”

Today is New Year’s Day. Many of you may be setsome goals, making some resolutions
for the new year. Don't set the goals too low ssuane that you can’t grow in 2012.

Back in the 1600s when New York City was gt Dutch settled village of New Amsterdam,
the city fathers met to do some planning for therer It was still a little place just a few black
long. But they hoped it would grow some more. Sgytivanted to map out where future streets
would be placed. Part of the process was makimgg@ of how big they guessed their town would
be. They decided 19 blocks was as big as the wowuid ever get. So they drew in streets as far
as 19" St. which they officially named Boundary Stre¢@" Street was as far as the town would
ever get, so it would be the border. It would lmaiBdary Street. New Amsterdam, New York,
would never get any bigger than that! Wrong! Baany Street is now buried deep in the heart of
one of the world’s greatest cities. Thos& t@ntury Dutch settlers were not nearly optimistic
enough about the growth of their town. (in “Ourlp&read”, 12/21/89).

Often we’re like them. We want to grow, bufure it can only be just a little growth. We don’t
think to change in a big way is possible from yeayear. And so we drift from year to year----
either not setting any spiritual goals or only venyall ones. In 2012, why not be different? Why
not set some real and serious goals for spiritcaith?

Today, January 1, in addition to being New ¥&eBay is also a minor holy day in our
Orthodox Church. Today we commemorate the Circsimgiof Christ. We just heard about it in
our gospel reading from Luke 2. Jewish baby beogscacumcised 8 days after birth. January 1 is
8 days after Christmas, when Jesus was born. demsua baby boy, so He was circumcised on the
8" day----we commemorate that today. And it is @&&éel coincidence that Christ’s circumcision
is observed on New Year’s Day---because by thinkibpgut His circumcision while celebrating
New Year’s Day, hopefully we can be inspired tossehe good goals and resolutions for 2012.

How doe<Christ’s circumcision relate tgour owncircumcision? Over one-half of you are
now saying to yourselves----“Well, the priest rgglist goofed up. | have never been
circumcised!” That's true for well over half oby---you’ve never beephysically circumcised.

But if you have been baptized, then you actuallyehaeen circumcised, even if not physically
circumcised like Jesus and other Jewish boys.

In today’s epistle lesson from his epistléhte Colossians, St. Paul tells that us that when we
were baptized we received circumcisiorgpaitual circumcision. Hear again part of today’s
epistle lesson----Colossians 2: 11-12—*“In Him ajsa were circumcised with a circumcision
madewithout hands, by putting off the body of flesh in the circuniois of Christ; and you were
buried with Him in baptism, in which you were alsised with Him through faith in the working
of God, who raised Him from the dead.” When yotlzgptized you got circumcised with a
circumcision made without hands, a spiritual circigion.

In the Old Testament, when a Hebrew baby bay eircumcised, it meant that he was being set
aside for God, his entire life was being dedicate@od. He was becoming one of God’s people.

1



We learn from St. Paul that since Christ came, jghaysircumcision is no longer a matter of any
spiritual or religious importance. It's now justreedical matter, an option for parents to decide
either way. But when we receive Christian baptigimether male or female, then we receive the
circumcision that really matters, the spirituataimcision. As Paul wrote in verse 11---at baptism
we are “circumcised with a circumcision made withlbands.” We that day are united to Christ,
we become part of God’s people.

In our baptisms, which aoer circumcisions, we are firmly enlisted on one sidée long war
between God and evil. We are enlisted on God®s.sid

China in the 1920’s and 1930’s was a naticiuimoil. Basically, there was a many-sided civil
war going on with various “warlords” leading thammies trying to take over (not to mention the
Japanese and Communist Red Army!). Each warlanérgéhad his own army, often mercenaries
more concerned about their paychecks than whatesase” they were fighting for. Many of the
warlords couldn’t afford uniforms for their troops) they wore whatever they could. And in the
heat of battle, it was hard for the soldiers towmweho was on which side! So some of the
warlords issued their soldiers colored armbandk wiafety pin. Each warlord gave out armbands
with a particular color that stood for his armythe soldiers were supposed to pin their warlord’s
armband on their sleeves and then everyone cowle kvho was who. But the soldiers weren't
usually the most loyal fellows. And if their armas losing, or if they heard another warlord paid
better, they were quick to change sides. So malalyess carried a few spare armbands, of
different colors, in their pockets—and wheneveytivesshed, they’d change colors and change
sides! (in Stillwell and the American ExperieineChina,Barbara Tuchman, 1972, p. 87)

We don’t want to be like those soldiers! Whesnwere baptized we really chose sides, we
permanently chose God's side, God’s army. We alisted for ever. But sometimes it's good to
re-enlist, to reaffirm our decision to be on Goside.

The holy day we’ll celebrate this week is addtione for such re-enlistment. Theophany (also
called Epiphany) is this week, January 6. On theead the holy day, this Thursday evening, we
will celebrate the Baptism of Jesus Christ in theldn River long ago. Water will be blessed to
be holy water. And then we will be sprinkled wiltat holy water. As we feel that water fall upon
our heads, we are reminded of Christ’s baptismadmadir own baptisms. As we feel that water
fall upon us, hopefully we re-enlist. Hopefullyewlecide to reaffirm our baptisms, our spiritual
circumcisions. And this holy day coming up is addime for us to ask ourselves---is there any
thing in my life, any part of my life, that | amlldang back from God? Do | maybe have a
different colored armband tucked in my pocket isechdecide to change sides every now and
then? Is there anything | need to turn over to Gdidso, this week is the time to decide to do it.

What a great calendar coincidence this webdldw Year's Day and the Circumcision of Christ
are both today and then later this week we havédhewater blessing on Theophany. All three
in one week---a very good week for us to take stfabur lives. How did | do in 2011? How
will I do in 20127 Will | just drift into anothergar? Or can | set some good goals for myself,
make some good resolutions and really turn my efife over to God, the commander of the army
| have been enlisted in. This is a good week tker@acommitment to renew my baptism and
spiritual circumcision, to re-enlist in God’s army.

What kind of commitment and resolutions shdutthke? We could do it very simply by
saying, “l resolve to be a better Christian in 201Phat’s nice---but altogether too vague.
Probably not much will change in my life with a vagresolution like that. It's far better to be
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specific, to make a couple of very specific comneitits to work on in concrete ways.

Here are some examples of what you could de---

1. How about your praying? If you don't set aside sdime each day just to pray, why not
start?  Maybe 10 minutes each day. And if g@already consistently setting aside time
to pray, how about increasing it by some speciioant---from 10 minutes to 20 minutes
or something like that.

2. Decide to read a chapter in the Bible every dawill only take a few minutes. And if
you’re not sure where to start or how to go abfytist let me know....

3. Church attendance---this is a big one! If you@atiurch “occasionally”, maybe rarely,
how about deciding to change that. Does every &usdem unrealistic to you? Well,
then commit to twice a month to start with. Do ymw already attend about half the
time? Then commit to being here each week. Arealeady (as many of you are) here
every Sunday? Then commit to attending the varmlg days services. Already doing
that? How about Vespers on Saturday? Unless gauie of the few people who are
always here whenever the “doors are open” you caikera commitment to improve on
attendance this year.

4. What's your worst bad habit? You can probably arsvat pretty quickly! Maybe others
know about it, or maybe only you (and God!) knowuathit. Pick your worst bad habit and
make a resolution that 2012 is the year that, Gitld’s help, you will beat it. Then figure
out how and go to work---feel free to contact mgafi can use some advice and guidance.
| know something about bad habits---I'm workingsmme of my own!

5. Take a few minutes to analyze what you did to hiedpneedy in 2011. Then pick one
more way you can add to that in 2012.

6. Again, a little self-analysis.... Who are you mastd# or find hardest to get along with or
are “not talking to anymore”? Decide who thatgeeris and then decide to fix the
situation in 2012. This could be the hardest bftait with God’s help you can do it---or,
at least, make the effort even if the other pergon’t respond. As | said, this is the tough
one. So if you pick this resolution, you bettet gfarted right away----you may need a
whole year to make peace and end up on good tertinsthat person”.

This list could go on and on....but that means sermon will go on and on.... So that’s
enough. You can figure out other possibilitiesrgelf. And remember, just make one or two
resolutions, set one or two goals. If you settayjlou may end up doing very little on any of
them. Pick one or two. And those other things yead to work on? Don’t worry, 2013 will
roll around soon enough!

Today we celebrate how our Lord Jesus Chuast circumcised in the flesh 8 days after
His birth. And we remember how, as St. Paul t@ddnuour epistle lesson, we received a
spiritual circumcision when we were baptized. Ahid Thursday evening we will celebrate
Theophany, the Baptism of our Lord. And, at tleavge, and when you and your houses are
blessed in the weeks ahead, you will be sprinklegd koly water to remind you of your
baptism and spiritual circumcision. It will remigdu of how you were enlisted in God’s army
when you were baptized and spiritually circumciséts a good week to re-enlist. Do so by
figuring out what you can change for the betteyanr life so as to be a better soldier for the
Lord. Make the decision this week, make your netsah---and then work together with the
Lord in 2012 to grow in Christ!
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