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His holiness Pope Tawadros |l Sermon of The Epiphany Feast

We celebrate the great feast of Epiphany, one of the major feasts of the
Lord, in its fixed day; the 11" of Tobi of Coptic calendar that corresponds to 19*
January annually. It always reminds us of the great sacrament of baptism that
we all had received. Being the first of all sacraments giving us the grace of the
new birth out of water and The Spirit. We also call it the feast of immersion “Eid
Al-Ghetas” denoting the baptism by immersion in water. Additionally, it is called
the Baptism feast, Theophany and the Feast of Light as the baptized person
holds enlightened candle and has a procession in the church after the baptism.

When we have a look at Saint John the Baptist, we meet him in the very
beginning of the New Testament. He is considered the link between the old
and the new testaments. He is called by several titles; we would stand to have
discuss five of them and figure out the probable spiritual lessons of each.

The first title is “the son of faith and prayer”. He comes from a godly family
as his father is the priest Zechariah and his mother is Elizabeth as the bible says.
Their family was a well known religious one, in which the husband and the father
is an honest priest and his wife is virtuous woman. Nevertheless, God didn’t give
them offspring. Thus, they had nothing to do but to pray faithfully and to express
their faith by prayer. They kept so for a long time, both of them growing older,
praying and praying without any response as if their prayer goes in vain. But
God has timings and there is a time for every purpose under heaven (1. On time
God responded to their prayer through the known story as Zechariah became
speechless as he didn’t believe in the Angel’s news as well as Elizabeth, giving
them their son John at the perfect time.

Therefore, Faithful prayer can move the mountains. Prayer is the spiritual act
that you can do at any time wherever you are. Moreover, you can be surrounded
by people and your heart is having silent prayer. However, what matters is to
have faith as the stable basis for your prayer. Beware of thinking that prayer is
useless. Be sure that God always hears you and he is all ears hence, your prayer
surely would have effect soon or later. When you stand up to pray and express
your feelings faithfully to your Lord, he hears you and would give you the perfect
reply on the appropriate time. We don’t know when that time would be or even
how would be the response like, but we believe and trust that he would respond
and give. As God stills works miracles. Probably, the commemoration of saint
john the Baptist that we celebrate on the 2™ of Thout at the beginning of the new
Coptic year, is a reminder for each of us that our prayers don’t go in vain. Your
prayers have been heard by God. However, we don’t know the appropriate time
or the way of the response which is determined by our Lord the Pantocrator.
Therefore, many had said the null response of the prayer is actually a response.
As sometimes God foresees that what you are asking for is not good for you.
Therefore, every prayer is heard well by God the Pantocrator, has its place and
would be replied by God’s means at the perfect timing.

The next title is “the Forerunner” being born six months before Jesus Christ.
He preceded Jesus Christ as he had a message and role to do before the
beginning of Christ’s service. As said about him “He came for a witness, to
bear witness of the Light, that all through him might believe. He was not that
Light, but was sent to bear witness of that Light. Thatwas the true Light which
gives light to every man coming into the world” ). Accordingly, the responsibility
and job of John was to precede the birth of Jesus Christ by six months. We
all remember when Saint Mary’s visit to Elizabeth, when John the baby in the
womb leaped joyfully and his mother was filled with the holy spirit on hearing
saint Mary’s greeting. Occasionally, God makes your role to prepare the path
for others. Hence, some would willingly accept this role and lives happily, while
others don’t obey and keeps complaining of his condition. It is your turn to
accept your role or not. Therefore, we hear saint John the Baptist saying “He
must increase, but | must decrease” . John the Baptist knew his message to
prepare the path for Jesus Christ being a witness for him and preparing the
people’s souls shouting “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” . So,
we find the multitudes coming towards him to be baptized in the Jordan river.
He lived in the wilderness, clothed in camel’s hair, with a leather belt around
his waist; and his food was locusts and wild honey but he had a grand majestic
appearance. Although he seemed weird to people but he accomplished his duty
as a forerunner and finished his message successfully. This message is similar
to the parents one, preparing the life of their children to become better. Someday,

how happy would the parents feel when they find their sons recognizing and
admitting their favor.

The third title is “the Baptist, the Baptizer or the immerser”, referring to
the baptism by immersion. Jesus came to him among the multitudes, where
John was confused and astonished refusing to give baptism to Jesus Christ.
Despite John’s perplexity, he obeyed humbly and nicely the words of the Lord
“Permit it to be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.” Then
he allowed Him ©). Because of John’s obedience to Lord’s words immediately
without discussion, When He had been baptized, Jesus came up immediately
from the water; and behold, the heavens were opened to Him, and He saw the
Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting upon Him. And suddenly a
voice came from heaven, saying, “This is My beloved Son, in whom | am well
pleased”. © It happens once before the baptism when john saw Jesus coming
toward him, he witnessed and said, “Behold! The Lamb of God who takes away
the sin of the world!” ). John had foreseen the cross and the crucified Jesus
Christ before he met Jesus at the Jordan River.

Therefore, in our orthodox tradition we give baptism to the newly born starting
from day one, especially with critical medical issues as the bible says “Buried
with Him in baptism, in which you also were raised with Him through faith in the
working of God” ®). Thus, having the new birth out of water and the Holy spirit
then the infant is anointed with the Chrism (Myron, the consecrated oil) though
thirty—six times at all the joints of the body from head to toes. By then, the
infant’s baptism has been completed and is now newly born again from water
and the Spirit, having his path towards Heaven now then open. As if it’s is the
start point to Heaven and the eternal life. At the same day the baby can join
in the holy communion and said to him at the end “Given for us for salvation,
remission of sins, and eternal life to those who partake of Him” ©). Then the baby
has received the start of the eternal path and he continues guided by his parents’
care as holy guardians teaching and delivering him their faith. Now, he became a
functioning member of the body of Christ’s church. Lastly, the baptized infant has
a joyful procession at the end of the mass, as we celebrate a new member being
cultivated in the body of the church. The fourth title is “the Martyr”, as he ended
his life through martyrdom since he spoke the word of the truth. He criticized king
Herod Antipas for marrying his brother’s ex-wife Herodia saying to him “It is not
lawful for you to have your brother’s wife” 19, Then he faced a conspiracy on
the birthday of the king Herod where he commanded to execute him and brought
his head on a plate. The king thought by then that he could mute his voice but
contrarily, his voice kept repeated “It is not lawful for you”. Then he became a
martyr that pray for his intercession. The church honors him putting his name
among the first ones in the Hymn of intercessions after the Theotokos saint Mary.
Saint John was a martyr for us and for his testimony to truth. He represents the
man who has an honest life in every aspect of his life unlike the indecisive ones
who falter between the opinions. Nowadays, through our life because of the
globalization and the mass spread of social media, the truth is becoming fade. Be
careful my beloved to be like saint john the Baptist who became greatly honored
in our church through sticking to the truth.

Lastly, the fifth title is “The greatest among those born of women” (1), This
titte was given to none but saint John the Baptist. Hereafter, we can see the
reason for God’s delay to respond to the prayer of Zechariah and Elizabeth.
God delayed his response to give them not only a child but the greatest among
those born of women. He became famous like a shining star and an idol. He
lived with a strong personality, living ascetically in the wilderness, speaking the
truth among his community, well recognizing his own message not exceeding his
limits and accomplishing it skillfully. He lived with this concept “He must increase,
but | must decrease” 1. This is a good lesson for us to respect and know the
limits and boundaries of everything. Our social relationships require boundaries
indispensably. Throughout our daily dealings we should well recognize our
boundaries and the others. Likewise, education at home requires teaching our
children to respect boundaries. “He must increase, but | must decrease” (%) is a
very good motto had been put by saint John to live with, that can be the solution
for many family problems. We today celebrate Epiphany Day and we took many
lessons of Saint john the Baptist. We celebrate the commemoration of our new
birth to be sons of heaven and start our path again towards Heaven.

() Ecc 3: 2. @ John 1: 7-9. © John 3: 30. ¢ Matthew 3: 2. © Matthew 3: 15. © Matthew 3: 16-17. (7) John 1: 29-30. (8) Colossians 2: 12

©) The prayer of confession in the Holy mass liturgy. (9 Mark 6: 18. () Matthew 11:11. (12 John 3: 30. (13 John 3: 30.
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