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Homily on 12 November 2016 for the joint celebration of Great 
Vespers for the Feast of St John Chrysostom, at St Joseph Melkite 
Church, Lansing, MI.

 

In the Name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spir-
it. Amen. 

I thank the good people of Saint Joseph Melkite 
Church for hosting this Great Vespers service, and I 

thank Fr James Graham for his gracious invitation to me to 
speak here at this time.  

Today our two parishes come together to praise and thank 
Christ our God for the life and ministry of His faithful wit-

ness, John Chrysostom. He is to both our communities a saint, 
a martyr and confessor, a Father of the Faith, a doctor of the 
Church; in life a preacher with a tongue of heavenly fire, and 
in death a wonder-worker and powerful intercessor before the 
throne of grace. 

Saint John Chrysostom himself was a strong advocate of the 
veneration of the saints. But of himself he would certainly tell 
us that he is not worthy to be counted in their ranks. We re-
gard him as a great man of God; but he called himself a mei-
rakískos, a little lad, a mere boy. We say that his mouth was of 
gold; but he would say of himself that he was but a creature of 
clay, formed from the dust of the earth, feeble and frail, and to 

that dust returning after death. And yet, though we concede it 
to be true that he was a man of like nature with ourselves, even 
so, for us the people of God at Saint Joseph’s and at Holy Trin-
ity, the relics of Saint John, formed by God from the common 
clay—these relics become for us common ground on which 
we may gather today as brothers and sisters in Christ to honor 
with one heart this beloved father whom we share. 

Saint John Chrysostom joins us together in so many ways. It 
is the Liturgy that he compiled that we both offer in prayer on 
most of our Sundays and Feast days. His words and concepts 
have shaped our minds and spirits through the many repeti-
tions of that Eucharistic thank-offering that he left for us. His 

love for the Scriptures, and his intimate knowledge of their 
riches, fires us with love for the Word of God as well. We are 
more at home in each other’s Liturgies than we are sometimes 
elsewhere within our own canonical boundaries. 

But Saint John’s connection with our two parishes is more 
personal still than this. He was a son of Antioch, that great 
city of the East, rival of Alexandria and Constantinople as a 
seat of high civilization, as a place of cosmopolitan beauty and 
diversity, and as a center of learning and the arts. As a native 
of the Levant, Saint John is a true countryman of so many of 
the good parishioners of Saint Joseph and Holy Trinity, who 
trace their ancestry back to the beautiful lands of Lebanon and 

Fr Mark Sietsema, pastor of Holy Trinity Greek 
Orthodox Church in Lansing, MI.
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Our Common Ground
By fr Mark SieTSeMa 

Pastor of Holy Trinity Greek Orthodox Church, Lansing, MI

Fr James Graham and Fr Mark Sietsema 
saying the Artoclasia prayers.



Syria, Palestine and Jordan and Iraq, as we now call those lands 
whose modern borders were drawn by European hands. As a 
man of education, Saint John was fluent in Greek; and not just 
fluent, but eloquent (if not always diplomatic!).  

Against his will, though, Saint John was taken away from his 
homeland and the mountains he loved, and he was brought to 
the capital of the Roman Empire, to the city of Constantine 
on the straits of the Bosporus, there to be ordained a bish-
op and to be installed as the primate of Constantinople. The 
son of Antioch became the Ecumenical Patriarch, as we now 
would call him. Is there any other saint who is more of a bridge 
between Hellenic Orthodoxy and the Melkite Church? I can 
think of none. He is our common ground. 

And in more ways even than this! For we at Holy Trinity 
have been graced, for just over twenty years now, with the relic 
of Saint John Chrysostom that was gifted to our parish by His 
Holiness, Pope John Paul II. Our former pastor at Holy Trini-

ty, Fr Constantine Christofis, has dedicated his life to the study 
of the works of Saint John Chrysostom. In recognition of his 
scholarly efforts, the Vatican granted Fr Constantine’s request 
to receive a portion of the holy relics of Saint John Chrysos-
tom to remain in our house of worship here in Lansing. Since 
that time, Rome has returned the entirety of Saint John’s rel-
ics, along with those of Saint Gregory the Theologian, to the 
Church of Constantinople and to the Throne that both of 
these hierarchs occupied in their earthly ministry.  

It is only fitting, then, that now, twenty years later, we 
the grateful recipients of this inestimable gift may show our 
gratitude by bringing the relics here to Saint Joseph Melkite 
Church, so that the spiritual sons and daughters of His Holi-
ness may share in the blessing by venerating the relics that 
we received through his generosity and his strong desire for 
the unity of all Christians. In holding this joint Great Vespers 
of veneration, I know that we bring great pleasure to our re-
spective Pope and Patriarch, who themselves rejoice to be with 
one another in the hour of worship. For at this hour we stand 
together on the common ground of Saint John Chrysostom. 

In other times and places, the holy relics of Saint John have 
been used by Christ to perform great miracles of healing. But 
perhaps a work more wondrous is being wrought here today. 
In His great High-Priestly Prayer that we find in the seven-
teenth chapter of the Gospel of John, Jesus Christ prayed that 
His disciples might be one, even as the Father and the Son are 
one: “I in them and thou in me, that they may be perfectly one, 
so that the world may know that thou hast sent me” (v. 23). 
Preaching on this verse, Saint John said that these words show 

“. . . that peace has more power to attract men than a mira-
cle; for as it is of the nature of strife to separate, so it is that of 
agreement to weld together.” (Homily 82 on the Gospel of John)

“Peace has more power to attract men than a miracle.” In 
a world that is fractured by hatred, greed, and ignorance, and 
in this American society that is polarized almost to the break-
ing point, as the events of this past week have shown—peace, 
unity, and true brotherhood have become like the Holy Grail, 

a treasure beyond all price that seems forever out of reach.  
This Vespers tonight is a first attempt to bring together more 

closely the parishes of Saint Joseph and Holy Trinity, to build a 
bridge that decades of theological dialogues and canonical col-
loquies in Rome and Constantinople have failed to establish. 
But here, in humble Lansing, we already have that bridge, we 
have that common ground, in the person of Saint John Chryso-
stom, who resides in our city at the Orthodox Church, through 
the good will and generosity of the Catholic Church.  

The divisions in Christendom are a scandal to the faithful 
and a cause for scorn among the unbelieving. But the coming 
together of our two parishes—our bonds of brotherly love, our 
mutual respect, our peace—will have more power to attract 
our neighbors to Christ than any miracle. So says Saint John, 
and thus may his words be fulfilled through his own presence 
in this holy relic.  

We conclude this homily, even as we inaugurate this new 
joint effort as sister parishes, with the very words that Saint 
John Chrysostom uttered with his final breath: 

“Glory to God for all things.” Amen!                                † 
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Fr Mark Sietsema holding the relics of St John Chrysostom 
and Fr James Graham anointing with holy oil.

St Joseph parishioner Fawaz Fawaz venerates 
the relics of St John Chrysostom.




