
Sts. Constantine and Helen 2010


Brothers and sisters, I greet you on the eve of the feast day of Sts. Constantine and Helen.  I want to start off by saying it saddens me that sometimes of the richest and most beautiful prayers of the church are rarely, if ever, heard by the faithful.  There are two reasons for this: 1) the prayer is recited at a service such as Sunday morning Orthros which is attended by very few people…hint, hint…, or 2) the prayer has gotten “buried” in the service over several hundred years of liturgical history.  I am now going to read to you one such prayer:

In that we have beheld the resurrection of Christ, let us worship the holy Lord Jesus, the only sinless One. Your cross do we adore, O Christ, and Your holy resurrection we praise and glorify; for You are our God, and we know none other beside You; we call upon Your name. O come, all you faithful, let us adore Christ’s holy resurrection. For lo, through the cross is joy come into all the world. Ever blessing the Lord, let us sing of His resurrection: for in that He endured the cross for us He has destroyed death by death.
This prayer is recited just before the reading of Psalm 50 at Sunday morning Orthros and again just before the Great Censing in the Divine Liturgy when the Cherubic Hymn is being sung.


Not just during the Paschal season, but throughout the entire year, that prayer reminds us of the initial joy that the Cross brought into the world.  For it was upon the Cross that Jesus Christ conquered sin and death.  My dogmatic theology professor, Fr. Thomas Hopko, always emphasized that the Cross was the visible sign of  the unfathomable humilty and condescension of God towards creation.  Fr. Hopko says, 

For when all was sinful, cursed, and dead, Christ became sin, a curse, and dead for us -- though he himself never ceased to be the righteousness and blessedness and life of God Himself. It is to this depth, of which lower and more base cannot be discovered or imagined, that Christ has humiliated himself "for us men and for our salvation." For being God, he became man; and being man, he became a slave; and being a slave, he became dead and not only dead, but dead on a cross.
Of course, we know the story does not end there.  After three days in the tomb, the apostles and disciples of the Lord discovered the empty tomb and the Resurrection of Christ was revealed to them.  Their sorrow had turned to joy as they came to understand what it all meant – the destruction of sin and death.  Soon afterwards, at the feast of Pentecost, simple fisherman who placed their faith in the Cross and in Christ were transformed into the most-wise preachers of the Good News of Jesus Christ.


As we read the books of the New Testament, we see that the Apostles and the first Christians placed all that they had at the foot of the Cross – so to speak – as they praised and worshipped the Savior.  It was the message of the Cross that the first Christians so boldly preached in a hostile world for it was their joy and their hope.  As most of you know, all but one of the 12 apostles died a martyr’s death.  Many of the 70 that also preached and spread the gospel were also martyred.  In other words, they took up their cross – the apostolic preaching – and went forth.  It was bold, it was daring, it was in some sense “suicidal,” but nevertheless, they went forth knowing that only through them would the joyous message of the Cross be preached throughout the known world.


In the years that followed, Christianity grew slowly and painfully.  I say painfully because the in the first three centuries Christianity was an illegal religion in the Roman empire.  To be a Christian meant that each and every one of them was at risk of being found out, tortured, and killed.  To sneak off to Church on a Sunday was putting one’s life at risk.  Thousands of men, women, and children were martyred for the sake of the Gospel.  Yet, they were willing to endure it - joyfully.  They knew that through their own cross of martyrdom that the joy of the heavenly kingdom would be theirs and that their witness, their martyria, would bring countless others to know the joy of the Cross.

Now, we come to the early 4th century and a man named Constantine.  He was the son of a Christian mother, Helena, and a pagan Roman father, Constantius.  When Constantine became emperor, there was an attempt to overthrow him.  In 312, Constantine’s armies prepared for battle when a miracle occurred.  While at the head of his troops, Constantine saw, at midday, a vision of the Cross in the sky with the words, “In this sign, conquer.”  That night, Jesus appeared to Constantine in a dream.  The next morning, Constantine went into battle bearing the sign of the cross on a banner.  On October 28, he defeated his enemies and eventually became the sole emperor of a united Roman empire.  


In the Vespers service for today, we sang:

O ever-memorable Emperor, first you willingly submitted the purple to Christ, recognizing Him as true God and King of all, the great Benefactor and Source of victory.  You saw Him set above every principality and power.  Therefore Jesus made the kingdom prosper for you, O lover of virtue, for he is the Savior of our souls, and the Lover of mankind.

The lesson here is that a pagan emperor, tolerant of Christians, suddenly, because of a vision, placed all his hope in the Cross of Christ.  A mighty king submitted himself to the King of Kings.  Bearing Christian symbols, Constantine’s army marched victoriously  into battle.  But Constantine’s ultimate joy was not in winning the little battle in 312, but in winning the big battle for Christ.  In 313, Constantine issued the Edict of Milan which guaranteed religious tolerance for Christians.  He built churches, his mother sought and miraculously discovered the very Cross of Christ, and eventually, beginning with his initial efforts, the Roman empire overthrew the demonic powers and principalities of paganism and converted an empire to the Christian faith.


Now, let us fast-forward to May 20, 2010, Sts. Constantine and Helen Greek Orthodox Church in Swansea, IL.  Those of us who are Orthodox Christians are the direct spiritual descendants of the apostles, the martyrs, and of Sts. Constantine and Helen.  We have a direct and unbroken link with the Church of the Apostles, the martyrs, and your patron saints.  We are the spiritual children of those whose first and foremost joy was the Cross of Christ.  Just as St. Constantine conquered his enemies by the power of the Cross, having been told “In this sign, conquer” we to, by placing our hopes and fears and dreams at the foot of the Cross have the power to triumph over all our enemies – visible and invisible.  


This victory, however, comes with a price.  It requires that we, like St. Constantine, be willing to pick up the Cross of Christ and carry it into our personal battles and into the life of our Churches.  To do this we must submit ourselves to Christ.  We have to be willing to empty ourselves of our pride, our personal kingship over all that we do, and let Christ reign in our hearts and minds and souls.  In other words, we ourselves must be crucified.  St. Paul tells us in his epistle to the Romans that in the waters of baptism (and the Greek is very interesting here) we are co-crucified with Christ and co-raised with Christ and that we are now dead to sin and alive in Christ Jesus.  All the saints before us and those of us here today have been crucified with Christ in baptism and raised to new life so that the joy of the kingdom can be experienced now.  


Lastly, during the Litiya service for this feast, we sing:
You received the scepter from God, O Constantine, first emperor of Christians.  The hidden symbol of salvation appeared to you on earth.  Having the life-giving Cross as an invincible weapon, O blessed saint, you brought all the nations to the feet of Rome, and yourself were led to God.

That Troparion could easily be modified to speak about anyone of us here and now if we follow the example of this church’s patron saints.  So, I end with a challenge.  We must, as Orthodox Christians, be fully committed to Christ, to His Church, to each other, and above all to the spread of the Gospel message of the crucified and resurrected Christ to all the world.  It is a tough job, and an even more difficult battle.  But the fruits of this labor are the joy of salvation not just for us, but for all mankind.  So, this day, let us like Sts. Constantine and Helen and all the other saints commit ourselves and one another and our whole life to Christ our God for lo through the Cross has joy come into all the world.
� A homily delivered at Sts. Constantine and Helen Greek Orthodox Church, Swansea, IL on May 20, 2010








