The Word of God and the Liturgical Homily

For the past few weeks we have been speaking about Scripture and its place in the community at the Divine Liturgy. Not to belabor the point, but we as Orthodox Christians cannot overlook the importance that Scripture plays in the life of the Church, especially at Her divine services. Just to emphasize this point a little more, there are a few rubrical points, which should be highlighted that show how Scripture has shaped the way we do things at the Divine Liturgy. 
In the Orthodox Church the bishop is the leader of the liturgical gathering. Even when he is absent from the community for whatever reason, still, it is only through his authority as bishop that we can function as a church. The bishop’s leadership within the community is seen on many different levels, both administratively and spiritually. One of the ways the bishop manifests his authority at the liturgical gathering is through the explanation of Scripture. Specifically, this happens after the reading of Holy Scripture when the bishop gives his homily (sermon). At times, this might seem to be “half time” at the Divine Liturgy, when we can take a breather and sit down for a few minutes before we get back to work.  For us, though, as a believing body of Christians who are under the leadership of our bishop, this is anything but a time for relaxation. In the homily, the bishop is attempting to relate the Gospel message – the word of God – to us. When this happens, the bishop is actually sitting in the place of the prophets and apostles, who, by preaching the word of God, were often times marginalized and shunned from society. The Gospel message is life changing and it is the bishop’s task (no matter how difficult it is and how adversely we receive it) to relate this life changing message to us. 

If we take a moment to look at the consecration service for a bishop, we can see more clearly how inextricably linked the preaching of the word is to a bishop’s role at the liturgical gathering. It is no accident that his consecration takes place at the Divine Liturgy after the Trisagion and before the reading of Scripture. Consecrating the bishop at this point in the liturgy is a reflection of his function as a preacher of Scripture. In other words, he is being consecrated a bishop at this point in the liturgy so that he is able to fulfill his duty to preach the word of God. In fact, in the Russian tradition, when Holy Scripture is read, it is read facing the bishop (literally to the bishop), not the people. The reason for this is not because the people shouldn’t hear Scripture. No, on the contrary. Everyone needs to hear Scripture. But, if there’s one person who needs to hear it, it is the bishop, for he is the one who has been designated and consecrated (by all of us nonetheless!) to bring that word of God to the people through his homily. 

